Northern European Cathedrals’ Conference Christ Church Cathedral Dublin 
Evensong Tuesday February 12 2019 in the week of The Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany
1 Samuel 9.20: Trouble yourself no more about the donkeys lost three days ago; they have been found. To whom does the tribute of all Israel belong? It belongs to you and to your whole ancestral house.
sermon by the archbishop of Dublin and bishop of Glendalough     
INTRODUCTION 

The above passage of Scripture may indeed seem to be an unprepossessing text with which to begin and on which to base a short sermon at Evensong to mark the first coming of The Northern European Cathedrals’ Conference to Dublin. All of you who have come to be with us over these days are most welcome. We are delighted that you have chosen Dublin for your conference of 2019. This Conference is shared by the two deans and by the two cathedrals that history has given us as part of our shared living Christian inheritance here. The one is within and the other without the city wall. Both of them now share a common missional intention and liturgical purpose from an Irish and an Anglican perspective. Both of them have a vibrant ecumenical and Inter Faith dynamic. Both cathedrals are very much part of our lifeblood. Both cathedrals are very much part of our city today. And they are both your hosts. Both cathedrals are here for you to enjoy. 
THE SCRIPTURAL TEXT

The Scriptural text itself is not arbitrary or quixotic. It derives from one of the Readings for Evensong that may be used today: 1 Samuel 9.15-10.1. It is part of the run up to the establishment of the monarchy in Israel; it belongs to the narrative of meeting between Samuel and Saul; it marks the point of transition of someone who is called to do great things (however inadequately as it turns out in the case of Saul, but the same could easily be said of any of us) and whose dilemma is caught in a single verse of Holy Scripture as someone who is now living between two worlds, the one being the threshold to the other:

Trouble yourself no more about the donkeys lost three days ago; they have been found. To whom does the tribute of all Israel belong? It belongs to you and to your whole ancestral house (1 Samuel 9.20). It is a liminal moment and it captures a liminal voice. 
TWO WORLDS

The one world is that of concern for personal and domestic issues; the other world is that of rising to the challenge of leading a nation that is both religious (and irreligious) and political. Again, the idea of a nation that is both religious and political may seem today to be rather quaint. Politics and religion have in many ways parted company, not least in an Ireland where, as it happens, The Church of Ireland is in this year commemorating 150 years of Disestablishment. Disestablishment marked the definitive rupture between church and state, the pragmatic conclusion of an unhappy superiority of one expression of Christianity, even then numerically shrivelled, over every other expression of Faith. But it would still be the hope of those who are actively and critically religious today, in an Inter Faith and in a Multi Faith Ireland, that they might give voice to their beliefs and their principles in the service of the common good and that the exponents of triumphant secularism might find scope for the mature recognition that what every majority ultimately needs is a vibrant minority or, even better, a range of minorities. Ireland is now home to people of more than two hundred nationalities. We are all each other’s neighbour. We have the capacity for such vibrant, vocal minorities. 
SAUL’S ANOINTING

Samuel entertains Saul and his servant in the dining-hall of the shrine. But he anoints Saul somewhere else: at the edge of the town (1 Samuel 9.27). This is, by definition, a liminal space. As part of this internal and external movement, Samuel speaks again about the same donkeys, he is concerned that the mundanities be not forgotten. Even the donkeys continue to feature in this movement between two worlds: … two men by Rachel’s tomb … will tell you that the donkeys you set out to look for have been found and that your father is concerned for them no longer …1 Samuel 10.2. The world of kingship and of high politics can never afford to dismiss the domestic anxieties of its citizens as beneath its proper dignity and its active concern. Saul’s anointing at the edge of the town is a vulnerable place; it is a place of danger; it is a place of entry and of exit; it is a place of exposure to a range of elements and influences, not least enemies. It is, rather like the threshold of a cathedral, what we have long ago come to call a liminal space. The limen is the threshold, the place of transition between two worlds, conventionally seen as the world without and the world within. Our faith in God teaches us, and we need to remember this, that there is nowhere God is not. God is within and without, whatever our perspective. Perhaps the question we might take away from this Northern European Cathedral’s Conference from right across Europe is this: How can we, together, in the friendships we build in these days, constantly refresh and refurbish the entry-points to our cathedrals as an intentional liminal space? The commercial world, which I suggest has crept closer to each of you since last you Conference-d, would speak of our having only one opportunity to make the first impression. And it would be right.

LIMINAL MOMENTS 
The first and most obvious liminal moment for people today, on entering a cathedral, is the realization that, once they are inside, they discover that they have every right to be there. Our world is highly regulated in all of its aspects, it is highly observed and recorded. Such a vista of openness as we find in cathedrals is often literally a revelation to people unaccustomed to any sense of proper religious entitlement to be where God is. 

The second liminal moment is the sense of freedom that is to be found in a space of radical and unfamiliar difference. It can seem extraordinary that people work here, that they walk around as those who belong here, that they are at ease with what is not a museum but yet is totally different from anything else in daily life. It carries the beautiful unselfconsciously. It carries the historical interpretively. It carries the contemporary rather easily – and this is quite disconcerting because people probably began by thinking that the contemporary is what is on the outside. During the period 2014 to 2018 St Patrick’s Cathedral in its North Transept carried an installation that was a replica of a tree at The Somme. It was crafted by a Dublin metalworker, and on it visitors – pilgrims and regular worshippers alike – hung a leaf on which they had written something about a place of contemporary conflict and war, its pain and their hope. Not only did the number of such leaves almost exactly match the number of visitors to the cathedral during the four years, but for the month of November 2018 in excess of thirty-thousand such leaves were suspended from the ceiling of the nave, again almost exactly the number of Irish people who had fallen in The Great War. The visibility of prayer touched the hearts and minds of all who came there then. It captured the mood outside inside the cathedral.  
The third liminal moment is what happens if there is music. It may be the meticulous rehearsal of choir or of organist; we marvel at the tenacity of intricacy. It may be the choral execution of an anthem ancient or modern; we marvel at the permutation of octave and range. If it is excellent, and excellence is to my mind essential, it stands every chance of enabling you to move with ease, to transition between the two worlds: the immanent and the transcendent, the earthly and the heavenly, the today and the eternal. If you are lucky, you might even begin to forget where you are – so at ease are you within your new threshold. And that would be a proper and a wonderful thing. And a cathedral would have done its true and proper work: connected you and God within yourself. 
CHRIST CHURCH CATHEDRAL
While running the risk of being just a little too alliterative, in Christ Church we are now drawing together three l- words as part of who we are and who God is calling us to be. One is limen: the experience of crossing a material and a spiritual threshold interchangeably and finding oneself in both the transition and the arrival. Liturgy and discipleship; prayer and action learn their need of one another and we hope their love of one another. 
Another is labyrinth: the area in front of this cathedral church has been redesigned and restructured in such a way as to be a labyrinth with the assistance and the generosity of Dublin City Council. Already we are finding that it is much used even as people are still getting accustomed to it. We have the dean’s wife Celia to thank for the inspirational idea. It complements but does not in any way contradict the khachkar commemorating The Armenian Genocide along the side of the cathedral. Labyrinths have an interesting history. We first hear of them through Daedalus who in 430 BC built one for The Minotaur in Crete. A labyrinth is often confused with a maze, which doesn’t help! But like many things that begin their lives in a classical and a pre-classical world, they develop fresh life and application in a Christian context. What once functioned to house a raging half-man-half-beast has morphed into a place of walking and meditation with a cornerstone, once the rejected stone, at the centre. The very asymmetry of this cornerstone draws in to such contemplation those who are all too aware of their own frailty, awkwardness and asymmetry – without judgement or self-righteousness.   
And our third is Lost and Found: the case that by reputation contains the heart of St Laurence O’Toole removed from this cathedral, unaccounted for during six years, was returned and is now housed in the North Transept. Without the historical Laurence we should not be able to be here today. All the people of Dublin and of Glendalough rejoice that the heart of Laurence is restored.  
AS WITH GLADNESS …

As we take our leave of the Epiphany Season and its Collects, the Epiphany Hymn:
As with gladness men of old did the guiding star behold …
takes us on a journey from the star in the sky to the heavenly country bright and it does so through the lowly manger-bed. At the same time, we are invited to take and to make an inward journey: we are with willing feet to seek the mercy-seat; we are to bring our costliest treasures to Christ Jesus; we are to grapple daily and to hope for that bright heaven where nobody needs created light because Christ is radiant at the heart of it all. This is the journey through which we have just come as we move towards Lent, Holy Week and Easter, following the bitter-sweet moment of The Presentation. Let us use the liminal spaces we are given on the inside, let us seek them out in the world around us, on the outside, let us encourage everyone to use and enjoy our cathedrals as thresholds.
And let us never forget the donkeys of the conscientious Saul: they too were Lost and Found.   
