British Irish Association, Pembroke College Oxford
The Fourteenth Sunday after Trinity September 6th 2026
… looking into a crumbling world …
Reading: St Matthew 18.15-20
St Matthew 18.19: Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my father in heaven …

DIFFERENCES

Whether or not you have the boxed set, you may indeed have the mug. I refer of course to Derry Girls and the seminar conducted by a Youth Worker who more than meets his match in those who engage with him. The mug that I have depicts a blackboard with the word: DIFFERENCES underlined at the top; just below this word are the further words: British vs Irish. Protestants can’t have fun on Sundays; Catholics like to walk Protestants have notions. Catholics watch RTE … It goes on and on until the blackboard is full and until your eyesight gives up trying to read the ever-smaller writing towards the bottom of a blackboard that finally gives up trying to annotate such DIFFERENCES. Such it seems is the density of Irish difference.

IDENTITY and OTHERNESS

The broad brush of our BIA Meeting in 2026 concerns the essential yet fraught topic of identity and otherness. An ongoing inability to hold these together in any critically constructive way leaves us between the Scylla of self-certainty and the Charybdis of self-alienation; but you may be wondering if I went to see the film: Odyssey once too often at this stage. Knowing who we are, having a confident sense of our identity is what any of us who have children hope to instil in them even if we ourselves are somewhat more abject in terms of our own self-assertion – it may indeed be how we were conditioned. Otherness can range from a straightforward fact - to a true fascination with understanding more about those who are different from us and we from them – but even further to the excessive Othering of fellow-human beings who have personalities, gifts and skills much closer to ours than we give them scope or credit but of whom we somehow disapprove or whom we genuinely, even if unconsciously, dislike. Such Othering rapidly de-humanizes the other person and shatters the first-second person relationship which might otherwise flourish. I find this particularly challenging in my own work when it comes to the term: Other Faiths. I earn myself no gongs by immediately rephrasing this: Faiths Other than Christianity to whom we ourselves are Other. 

SOCIAL COHESION 

While individual identity is a vital component in self-understanding, it is not enough, as an end in itself, to be able to move very far beyond its own confines or limitation. Identity needs to move rather fast towards relationship, community and social sacrifice. Sooner or later, we are all going to be faced with the question: What will I sacrifice (not accumulate) in order to grasp and to hold the greater prize of social cohesion? It is an understanding of the need for social cohesion that forces us to realize that, when even two people are together, there is not a new 200% of social or spiritual space but a newly configured, freshly negotiated new and other 100%. This is where Otherness is a true positive. This is what we all are seeking to do – through the work to which each of us is committed, many of us over a lifetime of service and sacrifice – as we grapple with what I am calling a crumbling world in our local contexts and in its local manifestations. In my understanding, it is an uphill struggle on the ground, whatever gloss we try to put on it. It hardly needs saying that the global and the proximate both impact instantly and forcefully on one another through the bright colours and the dark pictures of social media; our mind is made up long before we have read any supporting prose, let alone got round to analyzing it with the skills we have and with further information to hand. 

HOPE

St Paul’s Letter to the Romans 8.24-25 speaks of hope as lying in things not seen and adds to this a positive way of looking at life: Now, to see something is no longer to hope: why hope for what is already seen? But if we hope for something we do not yet see, then we look forward to it eagerly and with patience. One of the embedded difficulties in the society in which we live is that hope now is in the things that are pre-engineered, pre-programmed, pre-packaged in order to give hope. This type of hope is too contrived to offer the exhilaration, the risk, the thrill of discovery or the ‘it’s worth it’ character embedded in St Paul’s final words. People like me in the religious sphere are in many ways the worst at this and yet we refuse to admit it; yes indeed, we talk about hope but we have lost the technique of commending hope to others because we are talking a language they do not understand and we have not moved sufficiently to connect the things that matter to people with the things that matter to us: institutional exclusion, racial justice, equitable distribution, basic equivalences, laughter, having fun. And we are very poor at articulating the fact that we need help. As I say frequently to my clergy: We all need to get out more!

St Matthew’s Gospel Reading for today for me connects directly with something about which we have been hearing and something we need to keep exploring: a new paradigm for mutual coexistence and social cohesion. We need to work energetically for values in a time of fundamentalism; and for ethics in a time of irreligion in the Northern Hemisphere. For those who devise systems, for those who nurture systems, there has to be something of value in the small scale and the small step. This is where the contract of escalating external engagement, while respecting the small scale as the first and perhaps final step needed, of St Matthew 18.15-17 might be a real help. The value of such a contract across the policing system and the civic society in both parts of Ireland would revitalize tired communities. It would also give us our much-needed local focus and hold us to account to one another and to The Other who, in fact, may be the person of hope and the catalyst for our coming to a place of civic generosity.  

POLICING

Much of Sunday morning will be taken up with aspects of policing in Northern Ireland, as we mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of new policing arrangements in Northern Ireland which in their day involved ex-combatants, community activists and politicians in contributing to the reforms. This was something massive and commendable almost beyond expectation or belief. You may be wondering how policing fits in with identity. I have sympathy for those involved in policing because, as is the case for those of us involved in religion, they and we are characterized by repression as the first point of definition. But this may not be the whole story. If we adopt the idea I outlined above of a contract leading to social cohesion, it needs, if it is to succeed, a confident policing force and a community that expresses confidence in policing itself to anyone who asks it the hard question. 

Policing and religion both challenge over-responding to threats to identity; they both challenge over-reliance on a regressive understanding of community; they both suggest and model service of others and The Other as a way of identity, taught, learned and inculcated by an ethic of loyalty. And loyalty is a serious and an intrinsic part of the new contract on the part of all of us that I am suggesting as something that leads to social cohesion. We need to take up the challenge but not the cudgel please. 
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