Sermon on Sunday January 22nd 2023, St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin MP 
The Third Sunday after The Epiphany
Readings: Isaiah 9.1-4; 1 Corinthians 1.10-18
The archbishop 

1 Corinthians 1.10: … but that you should be united in the same mind and in the same purpose …

We gather to worship Almighty God on the Sunday in The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. And we do so within the month during which the majority Christian tradition in Ireland mourns the death of Pope Emeritus Benedict xvi, following his death on the last day of the old year 2022. They do so along with millions of Roman Catholics worldwide. The world will ever be grateful to Pope Benedict for his writings on Jesus. It is no surprize to anyone that this labour of love, this passionate writing on the part of a man otherwise seen as arid, abstract and legalistic, is in use right across the world to enable people to understand something very specific about the person of The Son of God and The Son of Man – the passion of salvation. At Christmas and on Epiphany our thoughts cluster around Jesus in the circumstances of his infant birth, his innocence, his babyhood and his vulnerability as well as his delight in the whole of God’s creation. This is where both incarnation and incorporation start. Today, we are introduced to something different - the infant in-fighting of church politics in Corinth. This spiritual blood sport is still a runaway train with or without brakes to which none of us can find the handle or the key. 
Ecumenism is now the lingua franca of Christian self-understanding and self-expression. Not only is it instinctive to millions of practising Christians but, more worrying by far, it is the Christianity from which millions of younger and older people alike have totally disengaged in their lifetime and in ours. But let us not beat ourselves up totally too early in the new year. Let us grasp ecumenical living as a Resolution for 2023. It has long been the case that a type of organic ecumenism works effectively on the ground and from the centre of the lives of people right across our societies. It is earthed in the same humanity as is the birth of Jesus. In our own country, the transformations have taken place first and foremost through what we in the Church of Ireland call the occasional offices. This word: occasional does not mean incidental, run of the mill, inconsequential. It means quite the opposite: specific to particular occasions such as baptisms, weddings and funerals, for example. It also includes the sort of outdoor worship we associate with the blessing of new roads and public amenities like community centres, sports centres and shopping centres. This is the sanctification of the everyday. This public ecumenism of togetherness is part of the weave of daily life and is largely accepted as the right place to be and the right thing to be doing. And those who mock it are dismantling the very ground on which their own faith tradition stands. So impactful is it, in fact, that in many places it has spread to include Multi Faith gatherings and blessings in public contexts and spaces. 
What we learn from today’s New Testament Reading is that St Paul understands himself as sent by God not to claim or accumulate the scalps of people whom he himself has baptized or saved or even converted but to proclaim – and, by implication, to leave people to make up their own minds and to shape their own lives on the basis of what they hear. Let us hear him again: For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power. St Paul is very clear that he lives in the paradox of foolishness and power. We might be a lot the wiser were we to accept and embrace a similar humility. Again, let us hear him: For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. (1 Corinthians 1.17, 18) The institution that he criticizes for being both divided and partisan, that is those who gather in Corinth, was in no way the finished product nor was it the primary focus or purpose of his work. His work was, and our work should be, the gospel and the cross of Christ. To my mind, this helps to set in its proper context the waves of disappointment that there always and inevitably are about institutional expressions of Christian unity. And we wheel these out again and again at this time of year annually. I take us back to St Paul: … that you should be united in the same mind and the same purpose. St Paul never once speaks of the church per se in today’s Reading. But he does speak of Christ Jesus and of our mind and of our purpose. So should we.
What hopes do we have for the church of today? The church is not a supermarket of personal preferences where we can pick and choose, grumble and applaud, what others provide. The church is ourselves and what we make of ourselves and the church for other people. Personal salvation is essential, but the work of the church is not about one-upmanship (I belong to Paul, I belong to Apollos, I belong to Cephas, I belong to Christ) but about other people, some of whom are there, some of whom are not there, nor will they ever be. The church is about the mission of Jesus Christ; and mission is about invitation every bit as much as it is about conversion. One of the fresh revolutions in ecumenical thinking is an initiative of ARCIC iii entitled Receptive Ecumenism. It is based on painstaking work pioneered by Paul Murray OP of Durham University in England. Receptive Ecumenism catalogues in parallel the key issues that relate to any church, outlines the ways in which both the Anglican and the Roman Catholic traditions deal with them as churches and asks the questions: What can be done together? and: What needs work done on a thing to enable it to be done together? Sadly, in my opinion, it does not ask: What can be done without? It is a new direction in ecumenical theology and we wait to see how it plays out in practice as it develops confidence and ‘legs.’ 
The international jury is ‘out’ on Benedict xvi; it always was; there is nothing new in this. All of us are the sum of our parts. However, I suggest that Benedict xvi was and remains correct that theological comprehension more than ecclesiastical handwringing is what Christian unity is about. Not everybody needs to be theologically rigorous. But some must be, and others need to be able to trust in order to follow and then to lead and to adventure. Theology clearly expressed enables the mind to be free to think, to act, to make informed and informing decisions and to engage in new ways. The rest is in the palm of the hand of God. The revelation and the manifestation which are synonymous with Epiphany can carry us through from darkness to light, from cynicism to hope. 

Isaiah 9.2: The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined.   
