[The sermon preached by Archbishop Michael Jackson at the Ecumenical Festal Choral Evensong on the Eve of the Feast of St Patrick in Christ Church Cathedral.]
Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin Eve of St Patrick 16th March 2017

Readings: Deuteronomy 32.1-9; psalm 100; St John 4.31-38
St John 4.38: I send you to reap that for which you did not labour. Others have laboured, and you have entered into their labour.
sermon preached by the archbishop 
The origin of this service is recent but it has an origin of noble intention. It comes from a desire to give people who want to use it, the chance to mark St Patrick’s Day in a way that provides scope for festival ahead of festivity. The whole life of a saint is part of what we mark in a festival; a festivity takes on a life of its own, moves into colour and celebration and often finds its feet outside the church. With St Patrick we have someone who was trafficked, someone who was a slave, someone who was taken by brute force from his home country; and still someone who responded to the call of the Irish by returning to the country where he was most deeply humiliated, betrayed and ill used. He returned to serve and to teach, to pray with and to advocate for those people – that is us. This service does all of what it does, faithfully and ecumenically, in the full recognition that St Patrick’s Day itself is a celebration of Irishness worldwide; people enjoy St Patrick’s Day as an addition to their own national calendar. One of the outcomes of our history is that Irish people have gone everywhere across the world and form the Irish diaspora and so often have made an impact for good and for others. Their hand-luggage, time and again, seems to be a pulsating sense of community. And other nations and peoples have found this to be infectious. This has long been our gift to the world. So what has gone so tragically wrong at home, and has been so abjectly wrong as a concealed wrong that has incriminated the victim in the ways that abuse so cruelly and successfully does, in such a way that lives are destroyed, facts are distorted and individuals are depersonalized? We cannot call it anything other than The Mother and Baby Home Scandal. 
St Patrick’s Day 2017 will inevitably and rightly be different in Ireland. Recent revelations about Mother and Baby Homes countrywide have resulted in unspeakable suffering, personal trauma, societal anger, revulsion from church and state institutions. This has been sustained over decades as a society, both dealing with and failing to deal with its own phobias about the realities around sexuality and marriage, has found itself serving human hypocrisy in the service of the mirage of moral monopoly. The prospect of it is incredible; the facts of it are incontrovertible; the evil of it is inescapable. For all the churches, these events have hardened and sharpened the deep antagonism now felt towards churches around betrayal because of our incapacity to get our head around something which to others is not as complicated as it sounds or looks: accepting that those of us who went before us have done wrong; saying that we are sorry for the wrong that was done; offering a heartfelt apology; asking for forgiveness from neighbour as well as from God. Institutions find this tremendously difficult; individuals have no option but to make this leap of trust towards reconciliation where they put their credibility as human beings in the hands of others who have no earthly or heavenly need to listen to them or to forgive them; and where they are taught, in a new type of relationship, to hear first-hand the voices and the pains and the hopes that remain to those who have been used and abused, neglected and degraded, treated as non-persons in their own lifetime, however short and fragile, and consigned to a past memory or past forgetting that really, really hurts. We learn of babies taken from their birth-mother never to be seen or held again; we hear of these children in adult life traversing the globe to find their birth-mother, never sure whether they will meet with acceptance or rejection. Nonentity is the most cruel cruelty, at the beginning and at the end of the day. And it is so because it is the wilful obliteration of the image and likeness of God in which every human being is made, as we are told positively in Genesis 1.26, 27. Not even St Augustine at his most theologically negative descended to this travesty. It pulsates with a dualism that events have proved to be only just below the surface in all Irish religiosity. It speaks neither of Saints and Scholars not of Failte Isteach. As a society we stand in need of restoration. As members of churches we stand in need of redemption. None of us can do this without respect for the voice of the victim; none of us can do this without the forgiveness of the victim; listening is our voice in St Patrick’s-tide 2017. We have no sense of what else is about to unfold precisely because it did not matter to us, we did not care at the time, we who pride ourselves on our national sense of welcome to the stranger.  
What is there in the festival of St Patrick that has brought us together in Christ Church Cathedral this evening that might help us to do this or, more realistically, to start to do this? Our anchor has to be The Scriptures. The Old Testament Reading speaks of a perverse and crooked generation that has shown itself to be foolish and senseless. Deuteronomy speaks to a generation that has wronged a God who, in the apportioning of boundaries and belonging, took as God’s own portion Jacob as God’s people to love them. Love is of the being of God. The cry for reconnection is clearly to be heard and it comes directly from God who goes in search of his wicked people. The people of God have perverted the gift of God and rejected God. The invitation from God to experience the teaching and the speaking of God like gentle rain on grass hints in the direction of the balm of forgiveness, but not on our terms. The originality of our sin has deprived us of this spurious entitlement. The New Testament Reading speaks of a continuing responsibility that each and every generation has to harvest. We are told the self-evident truth that: One sows and another reaps. But we are handed a sense of responsibility that has to be our calling in 2017 and it is this: we are to enable the sower and the reaper to rejoice together, we are to bring together and to hold together the beginning and the end with integrity. Within the discipline of The Final Harvest, within the requirements of The Kingdom of God, we are asked, flawed and failed and foolish as we are, to do our bit, to play our part to hold together seed and grain. If the events disclosed over the past number of days and weeks and months stretching back through decades teach us anything, they teach us that the wrong is of man and the grace is of God. Left to our own human devices, we revert time and again to being a perverse and crooked generation who fail to make the connection between seed and grain and the expectation that through proper nurture both will flourish. 

At a time when God is seen by so many as absent, at a time when churches sound hollow, at a time when institutions give every impression of having locked the door and lost the key, faith is not false but works have perverted. We are all being told that faith is false. We who profess Christ need to hold together faith and works in a single peace. We need to start all over again in a reformation of humility and penitence, in saying that, although: Sorry is never sufficient, nonetheless a genuine: Sorry is a trustful beginning.  Sola Scriptura, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide; By Scripture Alone, By Grace Alone, By Faith Alone: this was the three-pronged conviction of The Reformers starting from Martin Luther five hundred years ago. It does not deprive us of action and of works; it asks us to align these works with The Scriptures, with the grace of God and with the faith that holds in trust the people and the things that are not seen. (Romans 8.25) 

This insight of Reformation Today was given powerful endorsement both by the President of the Lutheran World Federation, Bishop Munib Younan, and by Pope Francis in Lund and in Malmo, Sweden on the last day of October 2016 when they brought together for the first time Reformed and Catholic doctrine and practice in an official theological and compassionate way by signing From Conflict to Communion. And I had the opportunity to be present. For good reason we are now, Reformed and Catholic, bound to one another in ways we never have been since The Reformation. As Christians worldwide mark five hundred years of The Reformation, we in Ireland need one another to make this new journey of Scripture, grace, faith. If we are to do good things for others, if we are to create space in our society for the sowing and the reaping that are now needed, we must learn humbleness before we say anything more. 
Deuteronomy 32.2: May my teaching fall like raindrops, my words distil like dew, says the Lord. 
