Christmas Sermon 2017
The Most Reverend Michael Jackson, archbishop of Dublin 

Readings: Isaiah 9.2-7; Titus 3.4-7; St John 1.1-18

1 St John 2.24: You must therefore keep hold of what you heard at the beginning; if what you heard then still dwells in you, you will yourselves dwell both in the Son and in the Father. 
RIGHT THINKING AND RIGHT DOING 

Christmas does not stop this evening. The Scriptures point us towards consistency and continuity; towards prophecy and possibility; towards incarnation and inclusion. The language of the First Letter of St John uses significant features of the language of the Gospel of John. The theological debacle clearly rumbles on from one generation to another, like most church controversies, as the story of salvation unfolds. That beautiful sense of dwelling and abiding, of the Creator pitching the tent of grace and truth in creation and anointing humanity with the responsibility for peace and justice, is striking and memorable in each and in both. The preoccupation of The Letter of John is certainly different. It is concerned directly with right thinking (orthodoxy) about Jesus as The Christ after The Resurrection; this is very much our contemporary dilemma inside and outside the churches; complexities become different in emphasis as time moves forward; right thinking (orthodoxy) and right doing (orthopraxy) march hand in hand. And their distortion makes their meeting more and more difficult. 

The Gospel of John has very similar complexities although they are expressed around the Incarnation and not the Resurrection; the Gospel-writer is fighting to state clearly that this Jesus is God and also is human - without contradiction; the desire that he become human, however, he argues breaks the cycle of male domination inside time and inside history: born not of human stock, by the physical desire of a human father, but of God. (St John 1.13). Something transformative is happening! This God-child is different!

2017 THE YEAR OF JESUS CHRIST AND OF MARTIN LUTHER

2017 continues to be the year in which we celebrate Luther 500. Worldwide this has been an opportunity to take stock of church life and church priorities. Many of us remember with gratitude and affection the coming together of the Lutheran and Roman Catholic families in Lund and in Malmo in Sweden on October 31st 2016. Both events made sense together and their combination was a stroke of genius. Bishop Munib Younan, President of the Lutheran World Federation and bishop of Jerusalem, and Pope Francis, bishop of Rome, together signed the theological document: From Conflict to Communion in Lund Cathedral in the early afternoon and then the whole congregation moved by bus to The Malmo Arena where we were greeted by thousands of people gathered to mark the next stage of theology: action. In the idiom of The First Letter of John, we see orthodoxy (right thinking) and orthopraxy (right doing) coming together. In Malmo, we heard the sustained testimony of refugees and the active commitment of refugee organizations from both religious families describing the work they do and then signing a Concordat for the future between The Lutheran World Federation and Caritas Internationalis around the plight of Syrian refugees. While recognizing the continuing distinctions and divisions between the two traditions, this did away with separateness as providing an entitlement to destructiveness. And it did so in the cause of the dignity and flourishing of those in human need and personal degradation. They became the catalyst for shared thinking (orthodoxy) and shared doing (orthopraxy). I am not implying that five hundred years of bitter theological altercation and caricature, warfare and carnage, were done away with at the stroke of a pen and by the clapping of uplifted hands. I am saying that the recognition of theological enquiry and human pathos working together brought two churches side by side in a way that neither the one nor the other had been able to do in five hundred years. The celebration was a powerful and a special one. It pulled the rug from under the feet of those who constantly assert that the church can do things without the nuisance of theology. And it did so for the sake of those with no voice but who do have a theological identity as children of God.
THE CHRISTMAS CONTEXT IN IRELAND AND WORLDWIDE   
We merrily sing: Love came down at Christmas and hope that somebody is doing something about it; that it may be happening somewhere and that it may be true and that someone else may be doing it as we are singing about it. It is not that we are bad people; it is more that we are not joining the dots of exclusion and rejection in a society which is avowedly secular and belongs within the love of God at the same time. The problem is with the direction of travel the word: secular has taken. The words secular and religious in Ireland have settled into an effective trench warfare and verbal stand off that does little to disclose or enhance the common good of those who believe in God and those who do not believe in God. The word: secular properly refers to activities and concepts that affect life in this world, life as we know it; people of faith are therefore just as secular as people not of faith! The pressure points seem now to emerge around issues to do with educational patronage, hospitals and the content of Referenda. In all things, it is important in a democracy that respectful discourse continue to be developed and enriched; it takes all parties to do this intentionally in a world of increasingly self-generated communications; it is important that individals be furnished with sufficient objective information to make decisions and that, while lobbyists inevitably will seek to influence the thought pattern of voters, the voters themselves create and sustain the freedom to decide without undue influence. It seems important also, in the overall perspective of civic life, that religion as a system should not become the predictable mouthpiece of the negative; it seems equally important that the secular reaction to religion engage with its presuppositions while at the same time, in all likelihood, disagreeing with them; and furthermore it seems equally important that religious people take the scruples and the principles of secular people seriously and attentively. 
DIALOGUE

A religion that contains within its armoury of foundational texts statements like: 

The truth will set you free (St John 8.32)
and

Baptized into union with Christ Jesus, you have all put on Christ like a garment. There is no such thing as Jew ans Greek, slave and free, male and female; for you are all one person in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3.27,28) 
is inviting both question and dialogue. And the three criteria outlined above should hold for this discourse as for any other discourse. And I hope that Christ Church Cathedral will be able to ‘hold the ring’ through its Lay Canons and Ecumenical Canons in this dialogue of the secular as they take their seat and raise their voice in the contemporary life of this cathedral which is of Dublin and for Dublin, as it has been from its inception.    
Words and phrases like Direct Provision, Homelessness, Dying on our streets are ideas we had hoped were gone from our vocabulary and from our national life. They sit ill with the expectations of a modern democracy that prides itself on equality of opportunity and progress for all. Regrettably, this is not the case as we mark and celebrate Christmas 2017 today. Behind every one of these words, there is the face of a human being hoping against experience for something better and living in fear, not so much for the new year ahead, for such long-term thinking is an unthinkable luxury, but for the here and now of today. It is easy in a society, where statistics are selective, for the human face of suffering and of sadness to be unseen. It is easy in a society, where economic recovery is a pressing national priority, for the fractured and the fragmented to be forgotten and further dispossessed. Efficiency must not replace love, as if Compassion Provision and Care Provision are for the religious and for those who cannot cope in the fast lane. Vulnerability lies at the core of the human person and of the human Jesus Christ. Need and its cry for response form the harmony and the cacophany of the human person in distress. In the incarnation, these two blend and mingle. In the resurrection, they rise in glory. In the everyday, they call us to action and to altruism. 
THE CHRISTMAS SCRIPTURES

Year by year, we are presented with the same sort of Scriptures at Christmas. The Christmas Gospel (St John 1.1-14) crowns the Scriptural disclosure of God to us in the rooting and centring of God’s person in complicated history, in the ways in which we cope with our responsibilities towards creation, in the tension between the grace of preparation of a place for others and being a person in your own right (John the Baptizer), in the rather dangerous if truly liberal inclusivity of being the true light that gives light to everyone (Jesus Christ), in the rejection that seems inevitably to follow hot on the heels of engaging with a humanity that disagrees with you and with whom you disagree (both John and Jesus). In the wrong hands, this Gospel could give fuel to the modern doctrine of getting your retaliation in first. The prophecy of Isaiah is as modern as it is ancient. It speaks from the battlefields of Iraq and Syria a prophecy of freedom from oppression. It does so in a language and in a colour that make many people in churches today shiver; it names the circumstances that are needed for war to come to an end: the burning of blood-soaked uniforms as being needed to herald a new era. 2014 is gone; 2016 is gone; but the Centenary of World War 1 still burns deep and hits hard in 2017 and into 2018 in the family and domestic memories of many in both parts of Ireland; and we are not entitled to forget them and their sadness now that the television cameras are turning away from Ireland for world finance, world medicine and world rugby. Isaiah gives hope for the establishment of a new type of kingdom with justice and peace. Realism and righteousness need each other as did John and Jesus.

THE CHRISTMAS HOPE IN BAPTISM AND RESURRECTION 

But in many ways there is an even more interesting and exciting connection made in the Epistle to Titus (Titus 3.4-7). It connects Christmas with baptism and therefore with the community of resurrection. It sounds remarkably at some points like the Martin Luther we celebrate this year: it was not for any good deeds of our own, says the writer to Titus, but because he was merciful (Titus 3.5) that any and all of this happened. The waters of rebirth combine with the renewing power of the Holy Spirit to justify us by grace and make it possible for us in hope to inherit eternal life. As Luther would argue: it is not what we can do for God but what God can do for us that makes the difference. And so The Christmas Epistle offers us a new and exciting earthly trinity: grace, hope and life. 

Jesus Christ came to live on earth at the time we celebrate as Christmas. He entered into vulnerability, migration, warfare and politics as the Son of God and the Son of Man. The invisibility of need and the failure of recognition are nothing new. The same Gospel gives us other words which stir our hearts and our consciences: … he made his home among us. (St John 1.14) Even though he was rejected, he stuck around – that, after all, is what abiding is. Christmas asks of us that we also stick around – after Christmas; that at home and abroad we think of others as well as of ourselves. Christmas asks of us that we take the opportunity to combine orthodoxy and orthopraxy, right thinking and right doing. A secular society – as we in the churches have ourselves largely thrown to the winds the word secular as if we somehow are something quite different – might then be enabled to take us somewhat more seriously as a partner in the dialogue of life. We also need to commit to taking them more seriously. And doesn’t Irish history so often, time after time, boil down to us and them?
1 St John 2.25: And this is the promise that he himself gave us, the promise of eternal life.
