Sermon for 150th Anniversary of St Philip’s Church, Temple Road, May 14th 2017
Readings: 1 Corinthians 15.1-11
St John 14.12: In very truth I tell you, whoever has faith in me will do what I am doing; indeed he will do greater things still because I am going to the Father.
sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin, The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson

DEDICTION FESTIVAL AND THE CHURCH
The Collect for a Dedication Festival from the Prayer Book is worth listening to in its entirety. It gives focus and form to our worship this afternoon as we mark and celebrate one hundred and fifty years of St Philip’s Church, Milltown. The parish is older by far; but the church of today was consecrated on May 1st, the Feast of St Philip and St James, 1867 by Archbishop Chenevix Trench, as a chapel of ease to St Peter’s Church in the city of Dublin. It was designed to serve the needs of the expanding area of housing around Palmerston Park, as it still does to this day. A trickle and the trace of The Oxford Movement and of the High Church tendencies of the day are to be seen in the two sedilia in the south wall of the sanctuary, very discreet and very elegant and totally inoffensive to anyone - but clear in their sacramental prioritizing of what a sanctuary is for. The building itself, through its architect, connects us in our day with the whole of Ireland and with the whole of Dublin; and this connection is something we in the Church of Ireland urgently need right across our everyday life. And it is given notice and prominence today through the broad scope of work and heritage of the architect of this particular church. The architect Sir Thomas Drew designed not only this church but also Rathmines Town Hall and the Graduates’ Memorial Building in Trinity College and St Ann’s Cathedral, Belfast. We continue to need this working combination of south and north, commerce and university today as we always run the risk of folding our antennae in our search for the spiritual and keep the sacred inside the church. We need also this working combination of north and south in the uncharted days of Brexit and the dawning recognition that it is a bereavement that will hurt us all. We need to engage politically and to apply ourselves to making sense of fast-moving national and international events and also to contribute to this sense of making sense. The range of the work of the architect Thomas Drew reminds us of the ways in which events beyond us play out in the seemingly innocent and humdrum lives we all lead. They are lives of faith, hope, love. 
DEDICATION COLLECT

This is a wonderful day to be here. For me it is a pleasure to be invited to be with you to share in this day. I thank you all for this invitation. For me to get here is perhaps the shortest journey in diocesan history, as I have the pleasure of living diagonally across the road from this church, a very short distance. I enjoy from time to time celebrating an early Holy Communion here and thank your rector and your curate for such an   opportunity to worship and to serve. Let me quote the Collect for a Dedication Festival:

Almighty God, to whose glory we celebrate the dedication of this house of prayer: we praise you for the many blessings you have given to those who worship here, and we pray that all who seek you in this place may find you, and, being filled with the Holy Spirit, may become a living temple acceptable to you through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
PLACE AND PEOPLE

This prayer directly connects the place and the people. The place of God has no purpose without the people of God. Neither God nor we have any use for empty and discarded shrines. A church, as a house of prayer, takes its role, its vigour and its personality from the people who use it, who come to it and go from it again. And this particular prayer that I have just used is very clear that there is scope for different people and for different types of people in the lifetime of any church: people who are familiar and people who are exploring, people who are sowing and people who are harvesting. There is a charming innocence and a vibrant urgency about the hope the prayer expresses that: all who seek you in this place may find you … At its most trusting, it is as if The Way of the Cross and The Road to Emmaus are a spiritual treasure hunt; and this is a delightful and a fertile idea. On a wider canvas, it points us to the all-important elements of curiosity and imagination about the discovery of the things and the ways of God as they are opened up to us in the worship and the activities and the people who have formed the community of this church for generations of people who have come to use it as their house of prayer. The hope that flows through the prayer goes further because the expectation is clear that being filled with the Holy Spirit, we may become a living temple acceptable to Almighty God …The journey becomes even more exciting because we ourselves are now called to be the church, a living temple, moving out into the community and taking a role of engagement and participation, meeting and doing, talking and shining forth, confident and proud to be Christian without drawing attention to this fact other than through how others see something worthwhile and wholesome and Godly in us, from us and through us and for others.
A LIVING TEMPLE

There are many ways in which Christian people today can be a living temple. Everyone will do this in his or her own way but there are principles and practices in common that we need to recognize. I was at a meeting recently where someone was speaking about life in a college and as part of that said the following: we are not educating individuals in a collective but transforming persons in a community. I felt instantly that there was a read across to the life of the church and there are many, many pictures that show us that even in the early days before there was an institutional church at all there was, in the mind of Jesus and of those who interpreted Jesus, a sense that the church of the future is to be a community. The women and John gather at the foot of the cross  - and form a community of grief. The disciples gather in a room in Jerusalem  - and form a community of need and of hope. St Paul speaks of the church as a body in which the limbs co-exist and need one another to facilitate proper functioning – and form a community of mutual inter-dependence. And St Peter speaks of a building where the stones are living stones by God appointed and are the members of Jesus Christ who is the cornerstone, formerly rejected but now connecting together all parts of this sophisticated edifice of faith and grace – and form a community of strength, a living temple.  
OUR CONTEMPORARY CULTURE

The context and the culture in which we live (and as Christians we all too rarely reflect on it because it is the air we breathe and because we have no comfortable sense of how we belong to it as Christians) is not only an economically-driven world and world-view, but a deeply materialist world and world-view. Materialism, from within its own logic, can make no room for the spiritual; and this is the dilemma for Christians who want it every way – material and spiritual at the same time and in a proportion of our own choosing. The problem for self-confessed followers of Jesus Christ is that such materialism cannot conceive of, develop, instil or sustain reverence for human life or for creation itself as we have come to understand it through God’s self-revelation in the life of Jesus Christ and in the continuing presence of the Holy Spirit on earth and in our lives. There is a clash of cultures and of philosophies and we have to resolve this clash. Where there is no God, there can be no divine intervention. For a materialist mind-set, it simply does not and can not work. For a spiritual mind-set, we are living in two world-views at the one time and the materialist world-view is something we rarely challenge or think to contradict. The very specific ideas we take for granted – free will, personal identity, self-sacrifice and universal purpose for creation – are areas of civic society for which materialism has no room in the ways in which Christianity has applied these principles to the civic good and has influenced how people behave for generations. The old model is disintegrating. 
MATERIALISM AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
If this sounds too complicated to grasp, the consequences of it are not so hard to grasp: aggressive natural selection combined with wholesale social evolution, both of them devoid of a creator, leaves the interaction, in social interchange and in social policy between people and among peoples, devoid of the type of reverence for others and for ourselves of which we as Christians live in hope and try to live out in material fact. There is no value-free model, despite what modern materialists try to tell us, as they rush with equal speed to tell us that our model is value-prejudiced and theirs is value-free. We have just recently emerged from the Season of Lent and are in the Season of Easter. It is for the sake of what these two Seasons teach us that we need to know and we need to keep learning that the conveniences and the progresses we take for granted come at a price of personal invasion and public coldness as well as of individual advantage and progress. The pivot of Holy Week and Easter Week is The Passion of Jesus Christ, the choosing of divine suffering for human salvation. Not only is it incredible and inconceivable to a materialist world. It alone is capable, because of its divine physicality and physical divinity, of drawing out martyrdom properly understood and of bringing forth respect for people of lesser ability and of disability than a perceived and imposed norm of function and performance. The harsh truth is that Christianity is qualitatively different; and in our minds today quality is something that we can buy; quality in a consumer society is simply a dearer option if you can afford it; and if you cannot, then you have to do without it or steal it. It is for reasons such as this that I have no option but to seek to restore to Christian conversation words like redemption, salvation and mission, however unpopular or embarrassing they seem to any of you. They are our language and we need them now more than ever. 

OUR STORY

As the Epistle Reading for today (1 Corinthians 15.1-11) shows us, such proclamation is a regular need in the church of God. We are more accustomed to hearing (and at this stage perhaps not really listening to) the second half of this chapter. But the first half is even more relevant to our contemporary dilemma. We need, in this one hundred and fiftieth year of this particular church, to grasp the centrality of the Gospel message and also of our centrality in living it and presenting it to others - if we are to have the strength and the conviction to stand within and to stand for a spiritual life in the middle of a materialist world. My encouragement is that you take hold of the tradition you have received – in the Bible, in the sacraments, in the dedication of this church, in the lives lived before you and in the lives you now live inside and outside the church - and live this tradition out with a sense of intention and a voice of excitement. The connections are not difficult to make. What we need is the courage to witness and to give an account of our belief in God; our concern for humanity, the overwhelming majority of whom we shall never see; and our responsible membership of a creation most of which has no voice to argue for itself. This is our world. This is our story. This is our opportunity. 
There was much interest in 1914 in the year 2014 and there was much interest in the year 1916 in the year 2016. Let us hope and pray there will be much interest in 1918 in the year 2018. The whole period 1914-1918 clearly had a massive impact on this parish church and on its people. The Great War Memorial Window by the renowned artist AE Child (1920) commemorates nineteen parishioners who lost their lives in four of the armed forces: the Royal Artillery, the Royal Navy, the Royal Medical Corps and the Royal Air Force. And it is worth remembering that we are talking about one parish in a Dublin suburb. There is also a Brass Memorial Plaque to the Reverend JE Moffatt who had been Surgeon General in the Army Medical Service and served as rector 1886-1912. His experience catapults us right into the contemporary theatre of war with chilling accuracy and inescapable brutality. Why and how? In memory of him the parishioners endowed a bed in the CMS Hospital in Baghdad. In light of ISIS and all that people have suffered in war and cruelty, this is a wonderful and fascinating reminder of our world and our part in it.
THE SECOND DEDICATION COLLECT

And let us, therefore, move forward in the spirit of the second Collect used at a Festival of Dedication: Father in heaven, your church on earth is a sign of heavenly peace, an image of the new and eternal Jerusalem. Grant to us in the days of our pilgrimage that, fed with the living bread of heaven, and united in the body of your Son, we may become the temple of your presence, the place of your glory on earth, and a sign of your peace in the world; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
And, as we leave, let us also remember the warm and gentle humour that surrounds us in the porch: the aim of the porch is, and I quote, to assist a slow leaving congregation in inclement weather. I have no doubt that one hundred and fifty years on, this gracious gesture is as welcome and as necessary as ever. 
1 St Peter 2.10: Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 

