Short Reflection for the Commissioning of Ordinands in CITI on 28th October 2020 
The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson, archbishop of Dublin 

Gospel Reading: St Luke 10.1-9

St Luke 10.5: Whatever house you enter, first say, peace to this house!
Today’s Gospel Reading, from The Gospel of St Luke who in so many ways is the most benign and pastoral of Evangelists, speaks of communities as we have found ourselves forced to forget them - because of the coronavirus and its movements. Such communities are communities where people move around, where people enter one another’s houses and where people eat together. It sounds from the perspective of today like ancient history. The Church of Ireland is rooted in such communities. I would go so far to say that, in the current lockdown of fear, contagion, illness and death, we are diminished by the absence and the abeyance of such communities. But we live dutifully within The Guidelines. And The Guidelines, with increasingly sharp teeth, discourage gatherings.
One way of preaching on the Gospel text in former times at a joyous occasion such as this Service of Commissioning would have been to underwrite the need to visit people in their own homes; to make a go of the social as well as the teaching and worshipping opportunities afforded to you in ministry; to take into your work and commitment the expectation of having a yardstick of visible and tangible growth or at least response and reaction. Of all of this I am now a lot less sure – and I would not be the only one thinking like this. Social contact that is not essential is discouraged and from time to time proscribed on a cyclical basis. 
At various points in the hierarchy of Restrictions, churches have been given a special privilege of being allowed to gather indoors – safely and by the appropriate social distancing – more people than other organizations and institutions are permitted to do. Today this relates solely to weddings and funerals and churches may open for private prayer. This is not to pray for ourselves but to pray for the whole society where the question: Who, then, is my neighbour? knows no boundaries. But that is only when the Level of Restrictions permits any form of safe opening. The end result of this special privilege, in the society we inhabit, is that you did not need to listen very hard to discern the raw edge in a comment like this on radio: So, then, we can all go to church but it is not possible to have a seventh person at a child’s birthday party … 
It is not, of course, quite the fact that everyone who wanted to could go to church but the sting in the comment ought to waken up people of faith to our responsibility to use the opportunity for gathering, to gather intentionally and in a focused way, when it is permitted – safely; to connect actual and virtual worship and study and community – safely. We have this special opportunity in this generation to change culture in church; the old normal is not returning; and you are the family of ordinands who are being placed in a very particular front line of experience and of formation to deal directly and from the outset of your God-given ministry with a strange situation in the life of the church that can no longer be called unreal. The reality, however, as I say, is that the old normal is not returning. But you will reply: We will get back to normal once there is a vaccine … or: Church of Ireland people are resilient people. I would never deny the resilience and the faithfulness and the devotedness of Church of Ireland people, nor again the inventiveness and the patience of what they together with clergy have done during the eight months when we have been living with the coronavirus thus far. I do, however, suggest that, when things return to a rhythm of regularity, people themselves will have changed and there will be no denying such an experience of change as a gift from God in terrible times and there will be no shirking its effects on church life. We can never cease to remember those who have died in the time of COVID-19 and to pray that their passage from life to death and beyond death was accompanied by a sense of the presence of God – because there was nobody else there whom they knew as they were dying – horribly, lonely. 

All Scripture is written for our learning: and there are new learnings in new times, and old learnings to be applied to new times. There are still good pieces of advice in St Luke 10.1-9, which is The Gospel for St Luke’s Day, and we have read and used it today. Jesus appoints and sends seventy others on ahead of him: it is Jesus who appoints all of us and the work that we do is His commission; while we might frequently feel alone, the very words in the Gospel suggest that Jesus follows us as well as leading us; this runs hand in hand with the fact that he sends the disciples out in pairs, not on their own. Jesus encourages an innocence which must have sounded then, and still sounds now, to be dangerous and alarming: like lambs into the midst of wolves. There is no escaping the image. This work is dangerous. This work throws us back on God because we have no other defences against the power of our adversaries other than God. We are to have few accoutrements and we are to have a singleness of purpose that ensures we are neither delayed nor waylaid.

But it is not for us to be short-sighted or self-absorbed. We are to radiate peace:

Whatever house you enter, first say, Peace to this house!

and:

Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you … say to them, The Kingdom of God has come near to you. 

We are not to refuse the hospitality that is worthy of the work we have been doing. We are to establish a base where people may expect to find us on a regular and rhythmic basis. All of this language remains the same, but the context of its life and application has changed utterly. Most, if not all, encounter is now on-line.
What might you, The Ordinands of 2020, learn from all of this and what might you bring to bear on the gifts that God has already given to you in your life and baptism so far? 

Work together

Know that God is behind you, at your back, protecting you
Do not underestimate the dangers

Accept the generosity of others not as an entitlement but as a recompense – but do learn to receive as well as to give – a very hard lesson for people in a caring role 
And above all: Share Peace and The Kingdom of God. 

St Luke 10.3: The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few; therefore ask the Lord to send out labourers into his harvest.     
