Sermon on Sunday January 22nd 2023, St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin EP 
The Third Sunday after The Epiphany
Readings: Ecclesiastes 3.1-11; St Luke 4.14-21
The archbishop 

Ecclesiastes 3.10, 11: I have seen the task that God has given to mortals to keep them occupied. He has made everything to suit its time; moreover, he has given mankind a sense of past and future, but no comprehension of God’s work from beginning to end. 

We, I am sure, have said more than once: I don’t seem to have time for anything any more like I used to have. This happens to us when things get on top of us, when things get on top of other people and, even though we know we are already very busy, we decide that we are going to help them, or when something understandably takes longer than we thought it might. We no longer have time for anything in these circumstances. 

It is salutary, if indeed also chastening, to learn as we do from Ecclesiastes chapter 3 that we are entirely predictable and that all of this has happened many times already. Everything that we have experienced in 2022 and everything that lies ahead of us in 2023 is set out in seven short verses of Holy Scripture: 
A time to be born and a time to die … right through to
A time for war and a time for peace. 
We have seen it all in Ukraine for example and, sadly, it looks as if we will see it there all over again. And, in regard to everything that happens in between, I am sure that each one of us could point to a situation that we remember where the things outlined in Ecclesiastes 3 happened before our very eyes, and we were powerless to stop it or indeed to slow it. Our mature selves would also tell us that much of the wisdom included in these seven short, rhythmical verses points to things that it was in fact good and right they should happen and, whether we like it or not, they have woven themselves imperceptibly into the people we have become as time progresses. 

That everything has its time and that everything has its season is not a fatalism. It is a recognition of rhythm and of flow. I remember once going on an overnight boat journey with members of my family. There were three cabins and five of us. I decided to eat, the others decided against eating, and I opted for the cabin right at the front of the boat, the bow end. I got into my cabin and let the swell take me as it went, and I fell asleep. I wakened the next morning perfectly fine and went to check with my family members. They had had a terrible night not least because they had got up and down from the bunks and had tried to resist the swelling seas, to stand against it. Going with the flow had proved to be the better option. In life, often it can be just the same.  

But suggesting that everything has its time and its season can take us further than this. It can be a focus of everyday meditation, reflection, acceptance and peace. It can bring with it the acceptance of what we cannot change and it can teach us to make and to respect the distinction between what we can do and not do, what we can change and not change. The conclusion of the Old Testament Lesson also playfully sets in context our most strenuous and obsessive efforts to be like Hermione Grainger in Harry Potter: insufferable know-it-alls. The writer has indeed seen it all before: God has given mankind a sense of past and future, but no comprehension of God’s work from beginning to end. In other words, it’s always all to play for. We are encouraged to get going, to get involved, to keep going and to keep involved. After all, this is what life is.

What, then, are we to understand of what the writer refers to as: comprehension of God’s work from beginning to end? Let us remember that in The Season of The Epiphany we are still in the beginning, the time of the birth of Jesus and God’s sharing of him with Jew and Gentile alike. We are catapulted forward in the Gospel narrative. This is what Holy Scripture and The Church’s Year does to us; it can be a rough ride. Jesus has had his spiritual senses acutely sharpened by being in the wilderness for forty days and forty nights. What is more, he has withstood the snares and the temptations of The Devil. This spiritual confidence shines through when he visits his home synagogue in Nazareth and he is handed the Scripture to read. His confidence does not diminish. Once he is finished reading from Isaiah, he simply says the following: … the Scripture you have just heard, you are looking at it! … He claims for himself the values and the incarnate presence of the spirit of God and it sets out perfectly God’s work from beginning to end:
He has sent me to announce good news to the poor, 
To proclaim release for prisoners

And recovery of sight for the blind;

To let the broken victims go free,

To proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. (St Luke 4.18, 19)

There was indeed an air of electricity in the synagogue and, no doubt, total mortification on the face of family members. But, let us be honest: eschatological time is not an easy time; prophetic time is not a comfortable time either; God’s time happens before our eyes but is not confined or contained by our incomprehension of it nor even by our anger at its message. It is a telling moment for everyone. It is a transformative moment for any who can let it happen, let it flow, run with it. It is in the time and the season of God. The advantage for us is that because of the way Scripture works, it keeps happening again and again for every generation who respond to this invitation to believe and to obey.

 This is The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. Worldwide, communities and churches, whatever their denomination, whatever their style, whatever their flavour will pray and respond to the call to be one even as The Father and I are one. (St John 17.21) Christianity needs always to move from passive reaction to pro-active response. Churches do not have the greatest of track records in this sort of dynamic self-understanding and energetic movement. Explosion is a must – implosion is the alternative. Comfortable survival has never been a live option when the poor, the prisoners, the blind, the victims – and all their other contemporary sisters and brothers today – are calling on us for God’s love. This is our calling today as children of God in The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2023. Let us not be afraid to launch out into the deep with Jesus Christ who first called disciples and continues to call disciples here and now – today for tomorrow. 

St Luke 4.18a: The spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me …   
