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The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson, archbishop of Dublin and bishop of Glendalough
To be able to welcome University Chaplains from across Europe to Ireland and to Dublin is a great excitement and privilege for us who live and work here on a daily basis. We are honoured that you have chosen Dublin for your 2018 Conference and, now that proceedings are coming to a close, I hope that you have had an enjoyable and a stimulating time here. I also thank you for inviting me to attend your Conference Dinner and to say some few words as part of this evening.
Chaplaincy, in my understanding, has long been a model and a type of work where changes in society are felt acutely and where they are often felt first. This is an important critical contribution that universites and university life make on a cyclical and on a self-refreshing basis to the societies of each and every one of you. For this I wish to thank you and to express my appreciation and gratitude. In the contemporary generation, the impacts of e-learning and social media bring to the fore issues of a personal nature that simply were not ‘there’ in the same intensity and with the same forcefulness before. In many instances, this can even create generations within generations as some people surge ahead and others get left behind. Another significant impact is that of distance learning and of lifelong learning. Institutions and communities of education face new questions daily about how to implement the expectations of an educational experience that is fruitful at any age and often with mixed age groups. All learn together the impact that life experience – whether mature or raw – has on the assimilation of fresh information and the putting of it to use in a changing context. The challenges for engagement are significant for learners and for teachers and for administrators and for policy makers. We meet in a week when Professor John Coolohan, Professor of Education in NUIM, has died and he has long been hailed as The Father of Irish Education in the modern era. It is fitting that we accord his memory and his legacy a short period of silence at our gathering this evening. He transformed the Irish educational landscape and for this we are eternally grateful and we show respect in solidarity with his grieving family.  

One of my own maxims is that tradition is the church interpreting, not the church reminiscing. This is all the more important as our societies can easily move from historical to theme-park mode. The opportunity afforded by the idea of tradition as interpretation is the invitation not to become static, not to assume that we, as chaplains and as Christian people (if perchance we are Christian chaplains), have an entitlement to be prescriptive of outcomes in the free-standing and free-thinking world of the universities. One of the assumptions often articulated in youth work is that children are the church of the future. One of the assumptions often made in church life is that we need to contribute to the common good. Chaplaincy challenges both of these assumptions in ways that are helpful to religious bodies; in ways that en-noble the humanity and the mutual commitment of both parties; chaplaincy tells us simply that young people are the society of today as much as is everyone else and that chaplaincy through its network of connections inside and outside the university enables religious people and church people to hear and to listen to the society which already exists and is already functioning. For churches to assume a central position in the critical space was ever a delusion and has become a potential embarrassment. Therefore I offer you a new maxim: listening is the new talking.

This dynamic and traditional conviction was vividly expressed by a retired archbishop of Finland when I heard him speak last Saturday evening in Turku ahead of the enthronement of a successor archbishop. He spoke with devastating clarity: Do not go about your work with ear-plugs in. What he was doing was issuing an authoritiative invitation to the incoming archbishop to engage, to listen and to hear who the society is and who we as members of the society are. In Ireland we have reached a position where ‘the public square’ has a self-confidence that no longer wants us with our sense of inherited entitlements. I dare to suggest that mutual conversation – through listening while we talk and talking while we listen – can bring about a rapprochement of respect which will be beneficial to each and to all. Universities and chaplains are strategic to this vision of humility and of adventure.  
In Dublin we have had the opportunity to work in closely with the decision- and policy-makers in the universities through Student and Staff Services in chaplaincy provision. This has enabled our chaplains to become accepted and respected members of the respective universities. The life of the university is their life as the life of faith is their life; they, together with others, seek to enable both of these, in the words, the Laureate words, of Seamus Heaney to march together. It has also enabled us as a Church of Ireland to build a local and a city-wide team ACT 3 of which you will have heard during your days in Dublin that is lay and ordained, female and male; ACT 3 has transformed our contribution to a wider whole and to a bigger space. For all concerned, this has been a welcome and a welcoming open door and I should like to thank the universities for all of their goodwill in this adventure of mutuality. Much chaplaincy is instinctive and it requires a human curiosity as well as a depth of spiritual discipline. It is only in this way that one can discern the signs and the footprints that lead us to observe and to disclose God already present in the midst of the lives of people – in their fears and in their happinesses, in their relationships and in their dreams. 
To explore the rich diversity of chaplaincy in a celtic context and under the theme of Our Ancient Future seems to me to be a very good place to begin and I hope you will all be able to bring these beginnings home with you. The Celtic Tradition takes us to a different type of living and a different discernement of God’s presence and God’s holiness. The mundane is the place of the sublime. Blessing is the work of the believer. God is woven into the creation and the creation is the window of heaven here on earth. The Celtic Tradition builds on imaginative reality and gives scope to real imagination. It helps to lift our eyes beyond the functionalism of institutionalism - and it is vital, life-giving, life-affirming, that chaplains bring such confidence back into their univesities and colleges when they return home. The Celtic Tradition does not fear the eternal nor does it fear death. It provides and offers domestic and personal rituals for both. Most of all The Celtic tradition lays claim to the horizon and so should we.

I leave you with a short story of mission. A vet and a nurse from a Missionary Society went to work in a very densely Islamic part of Northern Nigeria, having first sought the permission of the Emir of that region to be there. After five very successful years of serving the needs of the community they left on very good terms. Soon after, a self-described Missionary went to the same area and made his case to the Emir. He was heard respectfully and received the following reply:

We are delighted you have come to us; we wish you well on your journey home. We respect what you do but we do not need you. For the last five years we have been blessed by Jesus Christ and his wife working among us.
Each of you has a gift. Each of you has a talent. Each of you has a vitality. In a university renowned throughout Ireland and Europe as being in a special way the home of Irish rugby, UCD, I can only echo the words of the match referee: Use it!        
