THE JOHN SULLIVAN (OP SJ) MASS, GARDINER STREET CHURCH

Eve of the First Sunday of Lent, 21st February 2026

St Luke 5.31, 32: And Jesus answering said unto them, They that are whole need not a physician; but they that are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. 

REPENTANCE, JUDGEMENT AND BELONGING 

Perhaps we see something of the tradition that St Luke was a doctor in this account of the call of Levi, called in that wonderful phrase from the receipt of custom. The application of a medical image to the spiritual hope that is vested in and expressed by inviting sinners into the consultancy room of repentance is a gentle touch from an experienced practitioner. Not everything painted in magnolia is bad! So also is the reference to the sort of talk there is bound to be among doctors to the effect that the people we see are always the sick people and we don’t really meet those who are healthy in this line of work. Gentle also is the statement that in the house of Levi there is a great company of publicans (government officials) and others whereas it is the Pharisees who murmur against the disciples and speak of publicans and sinners. They are a job lot. In an affirmative and an oblique way, we see the connection being made between the medicine of the body and the medicine of the soul. Repentance is about the healing face of judgement, like the sight of an experienced GP calling you in for a consultation and with good news to impart in the face of your many anxieties and wildly-racing anxieties.
The immediate response of Levi, the invitation deep in the heart of this account of the ministry of Jesus and of the excitement of his newest disciple, is one of an instinctive gathering of people together. His daily work connected him with the people who were outside of the ritual and regulatory circle as represented by the scribes and Pharisees. What is of interest and importance to us for today, as we launch into the dry ocean of Lent, is that Levi is not at all self-conscious about himself nor is he ashamed of his friends. It is he who brokers the meeting between Jesus and them, in all of their ordinariness and in all of their sense of being themselves. Levi is not overwhelmed by the Messiah. Levi remains the host in his own house. Nobody here has anything to prove but everyone has something to which to respond, something to share - and that is the transformation brought about by lived and living repentance and to belonging. The conviviality eases the passage from rejection to repentance. This is the gift that Jesus brings and, if we cast our eyes towards the earlier part of this chapter, it is his healing a man suffering from paralysis who had to be lowered through the roof to get to Jesus that triggered the anger of the scribes and Pharisees. This was because Jesus had used both the language of: Your sins are forgiven you … and: Stand up and walk … interchangeably. Perhaps for the church today we are being encouraged to keep it simple but also to keep it direct.
FASTING AND FRUITFULNESS

With Isaiah 58 we are catapulted into one part of an account of something without knowing its wider context. Isaiah is primarily addressing coherence and consistency, focus and fruitfulness in fasting and the need for it on a national scale. Often as we read or hear such a passage, we hear it personally and individually, scratching our heads and saying: Does God not realize I really am trying to do my best? The broad sweep of chapter 58 paints a series of pictures of false fasting, disconnection and hypocrisy on a pervasive scale, along with the rather amusing picture of the person bowing his head like a bulrush and using sackcloth and ashes as a bed. The contrast is drawn in a way between what has always been a concern in regard to holy things: outward show and false piety. Getting this right is described in the beautiful image of new skin speedily growing over a wound, once again an image of natural healing. Although Isaiah would not have known what I am talking about, this points us to what we recognize as what is ultimately St Augustine’s definition of a sacrament: the outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace. It is this dynamic connection, this ennobling of who we are with what we do and with what others see that points us once again to the repentance of sinners that lies at the hearth of Levi’s hospitality in today’s Gospel.  

WHAT GATHERS US TOGETHER YEAR BY YEAR

The example of John Sullivan has spoken from generation to generation of what it is to seek and to find, to follow and to belong and perhaps most essentially to us in contemporary Ireland to change without losing the essential threads of what was good in the old ways while finding all-encouraging fulfilment in the new. We need to see more of such vigour and such energy in the church of today. I refer, of course, to John Sullivan’s setting to one side what today we call Anglicanism and, in its stead, embracing Roman Catholicism in a spirt of obedience and of fulfilment rather than in a spirit of rejection and triumphalism. We always need to be able to applaud gracious tolerance and tolerant grace walking hand in hand. His service of others, most particularly of those in need and in sickness, is an inspiration that lives on in very tangible form in a primary place of his public and popular ministry that is The Mater Hospital. There is in that hospital now a ward named The John Sullivan Ward – in fact a hospital within The Hospital built in preparation for dealing with any subsequent pandemics. I had the privilege of being present when it was blessed with due rites and ceremonies by Members of this Jesuit Community and in the presence of members of the hospital staff and patients, ecumenical friends and a number of those devoted to the memory of John Sullivan. It lives on also in the creation of a parochial study room in The Jesuit House in Farm Street in London where there is also a characteristic picture of John Sullivan on the wall, peering intently and positively yet critically at anyone who falls within his field of vision. And, of course, it lives on here in Gardiner Street as also in the members of the Lloyd family who grace us with their presence year after year at this service and who carry the Sullivan name within them and for us all, so nobly and so dutifully.
What gathers us also year by year is the combination of Scripture and Sacrament. The Scriptures of the day bring their grace and truth to bear on our celebration. They mould something special into something specific as we grapple with them in our own times and relate them on this day to the person of John Sullivan who lived a very Scriptural and a very Sacramental life. He saw no contradiction between these, nor ought we to do. Their combined witness is the heartbeat of our ecumenism.
The integration of Scripture and Sacrament helps us as we embark on a Lenten Journey as what I might call an ecumenical camino – a shared camino of the everyday. We began it on Ash Wednesday when we are bidden to rend not our garments but our hearts. We continue it today as we learn from Isaiah the need to integrate the expression of piety with the work of justice, the outward expression with the altruistic action, the connection of hope for others with doing something with it as the fruit of denial of ourselves. We are drawn away from hypocrisy to integrity, from sinfulness to repentance in a few short words of clarity and of faithfulness. The John Sullivan Mass annually marks our grappling with the spiritual quest for the best use of the material creation by us. It inspires us in the particular responsibilities of good stewardship of the creation in all of its varied complexity. This is a responsibility that we carry as children of God, in the service of God and neighbour. 
The Collect for Ash Wednesday tells us that God hates nothing that God has made and, therefore, that nothing is wasted within the love of God for his creation. The Season of Lent beckons us forward to the positive use of an energy that always needs focus and purpose, community and compassion, others as well as ourselves. And to this way of life John Sullivan himself was no stranger. His rejection of the ways of the world did not leave him as a killjoy. Rather it focused his fervour for goodness and for rightness on the needs, discerned or yet to be disclosed, of the pupil, the local person, the sick person and the dying person. His instinct was to show mercy and love and, in this way, to work the transformation of suffering into the miracle of healing. There may be no such category as ecumenical saint. However, I think that John Sullivan qualifies for such a description were it ever possible. He will continue to be remembered for his acute sense of the divine presence in others and of his part in caring for people in whom he knew that God dwelt. Incarnation was his watchword. Grace and truth were his way. 
Isaiah 58.9: Then, when you call, the Lord will answer; when you cry to him, he will say. Here I am.   
