Sandford Parish, diocese of Dublin

September 23 2018 Service of Dedication of New Organ
Reading: psalm 119.137-152
Psalm 119.145: With my whole heart I call; answer me, Lord. I shall keep your statutes.   
sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin, The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson
As summer reluctantly gives way to autumn, we gather on a Sunday evening in a beautiful church that now finds itself heavily suburbanized but still retaining its innocent charm, to make music and to give thanks for sound and noise. Hearing and listening are important ingredients in a vibrant faith. It was, after all, the hearing of the psalms being read in a nearby church that turned the heart of the stubbornly independent and by then heretical Augustine to the faith he had long before neglected and rejected. Augustine is not alone in modern Dublin, I suggest. Like Joyce’s Ulysses, he stalks our streets in search of emotional belonging. One of the frightening things about life today is that contemporary sophistications make it all the more difficult for people like us to break down, grow up and weep and to return to the God who has never abandoned us but whom we have disregarded, as Augustine in his day was able to do – through The Psalms. People do still break down, grow up and weep spiritually. I had the privilege to attend the consecration of Tawadros ii, Pope of the Coptic Orthodox Church, in Egypt. Sitting alone in the chancel and beamed right across the world by multiple television networks, Tawadros ii wept long and hard. His future lay before him under God. He had no idea what it contained. He wept and wept and wept. And mercifully nobody will ever know why he wept except him and God. And mercifully the liturgy let him do so.  

Weeping and emotion are not redundant spiritual capacities and qualities even though we resist them and fight them and suppress them. We delight in a functional church as people of the modern world. We have banished them to the religious cupboard under the stairs, like Harry Potter, because of our incapacity to control them; but our control is not everything that matters in the developing and unfolding religious life by any means. We think they are best avoided. In this we are doing ourselves inestimable damage. The Psalms in particular pulsate with emotion and, if you hear and listen, you will see that the Bible is not afraid to be angry and exuberant particuarly in The Psalms but also elsewhere – and often in Jerusalem. If we are to re-integrate and to restore body, mind and spirit into a totality in our spiritual exercises, then we need to overcome our fear of being emotionally affected by the things we hear and the stories we are told and the prayers we say. But this has to go a great deal further and we need to encourage ourselves to hear and to listen to good music in church as something in and of itself rather than as background noise when there are no speaking parts going on in the service. This is not the cinema or the supermarket.  

Both Sandford Parish and St Philip’s Milltown have sought to develop music in church as a spiritual expression in its own right. I warmly encourage and endorse this. It needs a lot more money to be a capital rather than a revenue activity however – please continue to give. So: Please, please give generously! I have long ago sensed that good music along with good guidance in Programme Notes to enable people, who are new to this way of doing things, to read their experience of this particular type of noise is a strategic way towards moving in the direction of spiritual emotion is a missional imperative. There is no need to go overboard – rest assured! It is not, after all, a trait of the denizens of D6 to do so. But there is every good reason to experience spiritual emotion and to be strengthened within – as an individual and as a community - by it. 
The work on the organ in this church will make it all the easier for people to come to church for music itself and it will enable them to be enriched by music in ways they never expected; ways that make it possible to engage with emotion as something not to fear but to love - as a vehicle to disclose the person and the presence of God because of the sheer quality of the performance. If we are frightened of God, then we ought to move aside and make room for others. If we are estranged by excellence, then we should do the same.
I wish to commend and to congratulate the rector, the Select Vestry and everyone who has brought this work to fruition and completion in a church which I feel a modest entitlement to call my own – but only becasue because my journey to this House of God from where I live is one of the shortest in diocesan history.

Psalm 119.144: Your instruction is ever just; give me understanding that I may live.    
