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Reports

Commemorative service ‘honest attempt
to respect differences’, says Archbishop

in a presidential address to the Church of Ireland
General Synod, Archbishop of Armagh, Most Rev. John
McDowell, described the service at Armagh’s Church of
Ireland St Patrick’s Cathedral on October 21st next as
“an honest attempt to respect differences. And ‘respect’
is the key.”

It would “allow a very wide range of people from north and
south, young and old, and from different ethnic backgrounds
to come together to reflect on the differing narratives of our
shared history but multiple experiences of the partition of
Ireland and the founding of the state of Northern Ireland, ”
he said.

The preacher at the service will be the President of the
Methodist Church in Ireland, Dr Sahr Yambasu, “originally
from Sierra Leone, and who will bring the fresh insights of
‘the new lIreland’ to us,” the Archbishop said.

Referring to the five church leaders involved he said
“although each of us undoubtedly has some sort of political
leanings, we tried to consider these important historical
events simply as disciples of Jesus Christ, who have been
called to a particular form of leadership in the service of the
Kingdom: our first and ultimate allegiance”
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Expressing his concern about
“currents and developments in
diplomacy and politics in and
between these islands which had |
the potential to eat away at many of |
the gains, particularly in Northern
Ireland”, he said “they will continue
to do so as long as Northern
Ireland is governed by policies
which primarily respond to the
needs of places other than
Northern Ireland.”

He felt “the whole of Ireland is

beginning to be redolent of how it was in the 17th century,
with the warring superpowers of Europe slugging it out for
supremacy, but leaving behind social and political divisions
which will be found difficult to heal’.

The Archbishop was critical of how authorities in the
Republic dealt with churches during the pandemic. He felt
that “the partnership and liaison which was established
between the Northern Ireland Executive, the public health
agencies and the churches was a little more systematic and
regular, and helped iron out the inevitable supplementary
issues which inevitably arise”.

This “may simply be a difference in polity and culture but |

think it is worth raising the question if another look at how

this sort of liaison is handled [this will not be the last public
health crisis) in the Republic of Ireland might be helpful all
round?,” he said.
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Archbishop McDowell paid tribute to the late Pat Hume, who
died recently, and “her quiet, utterly unseen, steely,
consistent and life-long work for peace and good
relationships on this island and between these islands”.

During his address the Archbishop pointed to the “much
parodied and derided” speech about frugal comfort by then-
Taoiseach Eamon de Valera in 1943 as an answer to the
question “what way do we want to live?” .

Quoting from the speech, in which Mr de Valera spoke of an
Ireland dreamed of as “home of a people who valued
material wealth only as a basis for right living, of a people
who were satisfied with frugal comfort and devoted their
leisure to the things of the spirit”, Archbishop McDowell
asked “as a Church, would we not move heaven and earth
to play our part in achieving these things?”

He asked, “in a more modern version, what is wrong with
returning to a much simpler way of life?”

He acknowledged that his answer to the “what way...?”
question came “from an unusual source, at least for a
Northern Prod”.

Motif of St Columba in Bishop of Derry
and Raphoe’s sermon at Synod Service

The General Synod of the Church of Ireland began on
Thursday morning with a Service of Holy Communion,
broadcast online. The service was mainly recorded at St
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Patrick’s Cathedral, Armagh, with contributions from
across the Church of Ireland.

The Rt Revd Andrew Forster, Bishop of Derry and Raphoe,
preached on Nehemiah 8:1-12 and Luke 10:1-12, from St
Augustine’s Church, on the Walls of Derry, and reflected on
the life of St Columba who built his first abbey on that site.

“It was a fragile and fractured world, and it was into that
environment that Columba became a pioneering missionary
with a confidence in the good news that he shared,” Bishop
Forster noted. He added that the message of peace given
by Jesus to his disciples, both in the New Testament and
today, is “a message of God’s peace in our lives, a message
of God’s pardon for us, and a message of God’s purpose for
today and for our future.”

The Bible was read by the Very Revd Lynda Peilow, Provost
of St Mary’s Cathedral, Tuam, and the Very Revd Shane
Forster, Dean of Armagh. Prayers were led by the Revd
Canon Gillian Wharton and the Revd Canon Malcolm
Kingston, who serve as the Clerical Honorary Secretaries of
General Synod.

Hymns were ‘Christ, whose glory fills the skies’ by Charles
Wesley (sung by the Choir of St Patrick’s Cathedral,
Armagh); ‘Here, O my Lord, | see thee face to face’ by
Horatius Bonar (sung by the Choir of St Mary’s Cathedral,
Limerick); and ‘Sent forth by God’s blessing, our true faith
confessing’ by Omer Westerndorf (sung by the Choir of
Down Cathedral, Downpatrick).

Text of Bishop’s sermon - See Perspective, today.
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Autumn General Assembly starts Monday

In a month that is not traditionally a time for a General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland to meet,
Presbyterians from across Ireland will meet in Belfast
next week, the first Monday in October, for three days of
debate and decision making.

The in person socially distanced meeting is a sign of the
times and the first opportunity that the Church has had to
come together in General Assembly in over two years.
Business before it will focus upon the life and mission of the
Church and also touch upon some of the challenging issues
facing society across the island. These include climate
change and human identity to the UK government’s
proposals on legacy and PCI’s support for the devolved
institutions in Northern Ireland. It will also see current
Moderator, Right Reverend Dr David Bruce, confirmed for a
second term of office. The first time a Moderator would have
begun a second consecutive term since 1894.

Looking ahead to next week, Rev Trevor Gribben, Clerk of
the General Assembly and General Secretary of the
Presbyterian Church in Ireland, said that it wasn’t just the
change of month that will be different for this year’s General
Assembly.

“As a result of the pandemic, along with other organisations,
businesses and society as a whole, the Church has
witnessed extraordinary times over the past 19 months that
have required unprecedented adjustment in how we do
Church and how we do our business. Because of this, our
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autumn meeting, as | said recently, will be an exceptional
meeting that reflects the exceptional times we are living
through.

“The pandemic and its impact on society, the lives of
individuals, families, church families and frontline workers at
home, and Covid’s impact overseas, will be reflected in the
business before us. It will also be recognised throughout the
three days of our meeting as we discuss heartfelt
resolutions that will pay tribute to, and thank, frontline
workers, health and social care workers who have enabled
essential services to be maintained across Ireland and the
vulnerable to be cared for. That appreciation also extends in
resolutions that pay tribute to everyone involved in schools.

Mr Gribben continued, “Covid meant that for the first time in
our history, we had to cancel our General Assembly last
year. In an era that will be remembered for many things,
including Zoom meetings and meetings via Microsoft
Teams, | am really very thankful that with the easing of
some Covid regulations and the opening up of society, we
can gather together in person once more for fellowship,
worship, prayer, Bible study, debate and decision making.”

The Clerk explained that, “just as in every congregation
throughout Ireland it is vitally important that when we meet
together in this era of Covid, that we do so in a safe and
secure way as possible. Therefore, the General Assembly,
following government guidelines, will have various
necessary mitigations in place. As a result we have not been
able to invite civic guests, or representatives from our
partner churches at home and overseas, although we will be
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hearing from some of our overseas partner churches via
video on Wednesday.

“Neither have we been able to include those members of
our church who would normally sit and deliberate, which is
regrettable, but unavoidable. Only full voting members will
be present in person who are, the main, our ministers in
congregations, active and retired and a commissioned
representative elder from each of our 500-plus
congregations. While all sessions will be livestreamed,
unfortunately there will be no public gallery this year,
although the media will be facilitated.”

Another significant change is that the General Assembly will
open on Monday morning, not Monday evening. The
Moderator’s address will kick start the three days of debate
and decision on upwards of 80 resolutions. Business will
also take place on Monday and Tuesday evenings. There
will be three worship services led by Dr Bruce, including the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper on Tuesday morning. This
service will include the reading of the names on the
Memorial Roll, honouring the memory and ministry of
ministers who have passed away since the General
Assembly last held an in person meeting in 2019.

Supporting congregations

“There can be absolutely no doubt that the life and rhythm of
our church, since the first lockdowns of March last year,
have withessed extraordinary change, not least in the
Republic of Ireland where our congregations, along with
others, experienced considerable periods when they were
not able to meet for worship,” Mr Gribben said.
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“The Blue Book,
which contains the
reports and
resolutions to be
debated, has an
introduction to one
report entitled ‘The
Era of Covid-19’. In it,
it says that ‘what we
used to call ‘normal
'~ life’ has been
changed in ways that
none of us could have
imagined...’ It
describes how the
lives of individuals,
families and church
families have been
‘turned upside down’,
with the impact on
church life having been ‘significant, [and] at times, almost
overwhelming.’ It also details the overall approach, co-
operation and general engagement with the administrations
in both jurisdictions, which differed considerably.”

Throughout the period of the Covid-19 pandemic the Church
has sought to support congregations and their members
during this season of intense disruption. The Council for
Congregational Life and Witness has been proactive in
responding to the diverse challenges faced by
congregations.
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The General Assembly will hear the initiatives that have
been undertaken, in particular, as the Council’s report
states, ‘the development of a whole series of digital and
distanced ways of supporting congregations including, Bible
study for download and use in the digital space on
pandemic specific themes, a regular series of webinars and
podcasts on a range issues pertinent to congregations and
their members and a series of ‘Fanning the flame’ sessions
encouraging a gradual return to more regular patterns of
church life delivered for all 19 presbyteries.’

“It is more than appropriate that the General Assembly will
be asked to pay tribute to local ministers, elders and
leaders, ‘for their dedicated and innovative service enabling
congregational life and witness to continue in the ways that
were possible during the long months of restrictions and
shut-downs...” Mr Gribben said.

The dedicated work of PCl’s chaplains serving in hospitals,
prisons, the forces and universities and colleges during the
pandemic, will also be recognised, ‘with sincere gratitude’ in
another resolution. The General Assembly will also be
asked to welcome the anticipated launch of the Rural
Chaplaincy Pilot Scheme, with the announcement of PCl’s
first Rural Chaplain. The General Assembly will also be
asked to formally accept 14 students for the ordained
ministry.

“The Church is very much a part of society, rooted in
communities across Ireland and it is from the north, south,
east and west of the country that my brothers and sisters in
Christ will come to discuss a range of denominational
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matters, and pressing, social, moral and public issues of the
day. One of these is Climate Change,” Mr Gribben said.

PCl’s investments and fossil fuels

In 2018 the General Assembly passed a resolution
commending the Stewardship of Creation Report on Climate
Change that had been produced by the Council for Global
Mission. This year’s Global Mission report also features
other work in this area. It includes the ongoing Climate
Sundays’ initiative, which encourages congregations to set
aside one Sunday in the run up to COP26, November’s
global Climate Change conference in Glasgow, to focus on
God’s creation and humanity’s responsibility to be good
stewards of it.

The Stewardship of Creation Report provides a biblical and
theological foundation to guide PCI as it approaches issues
relating to the care of God’s creation. It affirms God’s
creation as being good and reflects on the importance of
God’s people being good stewards of that same creation.

“On Tuesday, the Assembly will debate a significant
resolution from the Council on a ‘divest and engage’
strategy in relation to PCl’s investments. The debate will be
preceded by discussion around the Report of the Trustees,
which includes a paper on investments in fossil fuels, giving
important background information,” Mr Gribben said.

The Council for Global Mission report states that, ‘...PCl’s
investment policies must flow from a biblical basis and
theology of creation, a commitment to God’s world and to
those whom Jesus Christ described as neighbours. The

broad consensus of scientific thought supports the view that
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fossil fuel production contributes to climate change. It is
therefore morally questionable to invest in companies
deriving revenue from fossil fuels. PCI’s response should
reflect a consistency of witness and provide a lead to church
members and wider society. Most importantly, how PCI
invest reflects how we value our Heavenly Father’s creation
and is an outworking of what it means to be disciples of
Jesus Christ.’

The General Assembly will be asked to ‘...direct the
Trustees to employ a ‘divest and engage’ strategy in relation
to companies producing or using fossil fuels, thereby
divesting from those that derive more that 10% of their
turnover from oil and gas extraction (the coal, oil and gas
majors), and engaging with companies that derive more
than 10% of their turnover from the use

of fossil fuels...’

Speaking into the public square

Despite the challenges presented by the global pandemic
this particular element of the work of the Church —
developing its thinking on current issues and communicating
the General Assembly’s views in the public square through
the Council for Public Affairs, has continued at apace.

Since December 2020 the Church has made 13
submissions on significant public consultations on a wide
range of issues in both jurisdictions. Following a conference
held in 2019, to further develop its thinking and key areas of
work, the Council introduced two new panels.

The remit of the new Human Dignity Panel, includes

beginning and end of life, human rights, artificial intelligence,
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and matters relating to criminal justice. The new Welfare
and Wellbeing Panel, has a remit which includes welfare
support, housing and homelessness, debt, ageing and
loneliness.

In speaking into the public square, the General Assembly
will be asked to express its ‘...continued support for the
devolved institutions in Northern Ireland...’ Further,
Members will be asked to express their “...grave concern
about the undermining of the devolution settlement by the
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland through the
imposition of legislation on matters within the competency of
the Northern Ireland Assembly, including abortion and the
cultural package.

The General Assembly will also be asked to share the
concerns of the Council regarding matters of legacy and
dealing with the past, as the UK government has indicated
its intention to move away from arrangements for dealing
with the past in the Stormont House Agreement. One key
area, is the right of victims and survivors to seek due
process and justice in the courts. The Council’s report states
that, ‘What has been proposed by the Secretary of State for
Northern Ireland denies victims and survivors that
possibility.’

Listening to the Global Church

“While it is important to speak out, it is also important to
listen and much of the work of the reports and resolutions to
be discussed next week have been a result of gracious
listening and discussion,” Mr Gribben said.
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“An important feature of General Assemblies since 2015 has
been the inclusion of the Council for Global Mission’s
alternative presentation ‘Listening to the Global Church’. It
has been an important opportunity to hear of the challenges
and opportunities that our brothers and sisters in Christ
around the world are encountering and to pray with them.
This year it forms part of Wednesday afternoon worship
service,” Mr Gribben said.

Entitled ‘Christ our hope’ the General Assembly will hear
how different churches, and their home nations, have coped
with a range of disasters / crises alongside the impact of a
global pandemic. Unlike previous years, when leaders of
PCl’s partner churches could be welcomed in person, this
year, via recorded video messages and interviews,
Members of Assembly will have the opportunity to listen to
senior representatives from the Church of Central Africa
Presbyterian in Zambia and the Evangelical Christian
Church of Timor. A producer from PCI’s partner SAT7, the
Christian satellite television network, which broadcasts in
Arabic, Persian and Turkish across the Middle East and
North Africa, including Afghanistan, will talk about the
Christian community and other minorities in Afghanistan and
also how the Christians in neighbouring Iran are praying for
their neighbours at this very difficult time.

Decision making and dissent within PCI

Much of the work to be discussed at this year’s delayed
General Assembly has its genesis in previous meetings.
Following a number of decisions taken by the 2018 General
Assembly, that led to much public (and private) comment,
the General Council, PCl’s senior decision making body that

takes any necessary decisions on behalf of the General
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Assembly between its meetings, accepted that clarification
was necessary regarding the issues of decision making and
dissent within the denomination. It established a Task Group
to draw up a report on ‘Presbyterian decision making and
the place of dissent’.

The Report of the General Council is the most substantial of
all the Reports in the Blue Book. Made up of 4 separate
reports, it runs to some 140 pages out of the Blue Book’s
344.

Mr Gribben explained that part of the Decision Making and
Dissent Task Group’s remit was to outline how decisions
are made in PCl’s Presbyterian system of church
government, what dissent formally means and how other
forms of ‘dissent’ can be expressed, while outlining how
decisions of the General Assembly can be changed.

“The 2019 Assembly considered the initial report and agreed
to send it down to PCl’s 19 regional presbyteries for
discussion, with focused questions on decision making and
dissent to be discussed by representatives of all PCI’s 500-
plus congregations. With all presbyteries responding, it was
favourably received and originally scheduled for further
discussion in 2020. Like most business scheduled for that
year, however, the report was remitted by the 2020 Standing
Commission of the General Assembly, to the next
Assembly,” Mr Gribben said.

The comprehensive report, which will also be debated on
Tuesday, makes 12 recommendations that would, if passed,
alter significantly the way in which PCI manages and

discusses policy prior to a General Assembly. This would
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include the introduction of regional / presbytery conferences
and a ‘Green Consultation Paper Stage’, where significant
changes in policy or controversial matters would be
considered prior to coming to a General Assembly.

While the report says that ‘Those who are in the wider
membership of the Church have greater freedom to hold/
promote views at variance with the formal position of the
Church...” for ministers and elders ‘debate and discussion
can of course also take place outside the formal structures
of the Church, both in private discussions and in more
organised ways.’ The report makes the point that they have
‘subscribed’ to the Subordinate Standards of the Church ...
and, through ordination vows, have taken on the
responsibility and constraints of leadership. This has
implications in relation to the freedom of ministers and
elders to hold/promote certain views at variance with the
clear position of the General Assembly...’

The Task Group, therefore, proposes that the General
Assembly instruct it to bring forward a paper to next year’s
gathering on the ‘The Freedom of those in ordained
Leadership to Promote Opinions at variance with the clear
position of the General Assembly.’

On Wednesday, the General Assembly will also discuss a
separate report on making the General Assembly more
accessible, which includes the recommendation to meet on
a Wednesday evening with three further days of business,
including evening sessions, with the General Assembly
closing on Saturday afternoon.

Credible profession of faith
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While each of the three days are busy, with business
scheduled for debate on Monday and Tuesday evening,
Tuesday itself will also see the Assembly discuss one of the
widest consulted on papers in recent times.

The Implementation Task Group was established in 2018 to
address the remit given to it by that year’s General
Assembly that, ‘appropriate training be offered to kirk
sessions on the theology and practice of the Church’s
understanding of a ‘credible profession of faith’ and the
pastoral guidelines on homosexuality. The Task Group was
appointed and directed to put together a resource with a
clear pastoral tone to be used by kirk sessions. This remit
was broadened by the General Council to include training
on a general approach to ‘a credible profession of faith’ as
well as lifestyle issues. Two groups were formed to look at
the issues of ‘Credible Profession’ and ‘Guidance for
pastoral care’.

“The consultation to inform the work of this Task Group and
its final reports, has been one of the widest consultation
processes undertaken within the Church in recent years,
with a comprehensive presbytery consultation taking place.
Draft resources, ‘Credible Profession of Faith and admission
to the sacraments: a framework for discussion for kirk
sessions’ and ‘Guidelines for pastoral care of same-sex
attracted people and their families’ were sent down to our 19
regional presbyteries for discussion and comment. It has
been a long process, but an important one that has informed
the two reports that the General Assembly will be asked to
receive and approve,” Mr Gribben said.

churchnewsireland@gmail.org Page 17



mailto:churchnewsireland@gmail.com

October 1, 2021

“As the framework states from the outset, ‘One of the joys of
church life is accompanying individuals on a journey to
exploring, experiencing and expressing faith in Christ as
Saviour and Lord.’ That journey can lead ultimately to an
individual seeking membership of the Church or baptism.
This report seeks to support kirk sessions in that journey
focussing, as the report also states, on ‘...the role and
responsibility for ministers and ruling elders to guide and
shepherd the flock and to do so in a way that is loving...’

Mr Gribben continued, “During the consultation process,
there was general approval for the Task Group’s approach,
content and tone of the framework. Some common themes
also emerged, relating to bringing young people and adults
with special needs into membership of the Church. The
General Assembly will be asked to establish a Task Group
on this.”

The Guidance for pastoral care of same-sex attracted
people and their families is also aimed at kirk sessions and
those who provide pastoral care within congregations. As
the guidance states ‘It is not meant to be exhaustive but to
offer some practical help in this sensitive area.’

Human Identity

In the autumn of 2017, the General Council established the
Human Identity Task Group as a means of seeking a Biblical
and pastoral response to the complex and often difficult
issues facing PClI members, families, ministers,
congregations and wider society in respect of gender
identity.
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From the outset, the Task Group was conscious of the
urgent need to resource PCI in order to, as the report states,
‘...help it navigate this publicly contested, highly nuanced
and rapidly developing debate around gender identity.
These issues are important but in congregational life what
matters most is that those who struggle, and those close to
them, receive good pastoral care that is full of God’s love
and truth.’

The resource, ‘A Biblical Framework and Guidance for
Pastoral Care of People who Struggle with Gender
Identity’ is intended to help equip those who provide
pastoral care rather than to be given to those in need of
pastoral care. With Presbyteries having been consulted on
the framework, it will be, however, the first time that gender
identity has been discussed on the floor of the General
Assembly.

The Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ

Mr Gribben concluded by saying, “While we will be meeting
for only three days, there will be much business before us.
At the heart of the Church is our central calling to proclaim
and live out the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ in a
constantly changing world. Much of our work next week
seeks to further that primary calling in different contexts,
including both within the Church and in relation to the public
issues around us. After the last 19 months, it will also be a
welcome opportunity to be together, and be able to worship
together, as a Presbyterian family.”

The General Assembly will take place in Belfast from
Monday, 4 October to Wednesday, 6 October. For full details

visit www.presbyterianireland.org/GA21.
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News briefs

Retirement from Cathedral Choir School

This week an event in the Deanery garden at St Patrick’s
Cathedral, Dublin, marked the retirement of Dawn Stanley
from the Cathedral Choir School.

Ms Stanley first joined the staff of the Choir School in the
1980s and served with five deans.

“For Ms Stanley, teaching was not simply a job; it was a true
vocation,” said Dean Morton at the event. "Not only has she

taken great pains with the educational development of every
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pupil, Ms Stanley has been a great friend and supporter of
Saint Patrick’s Cathedral by encouraging, and showing
interest in, the individual contribution of choristers to the
worship of the Church, and also their spiritual growth.”

Pictured here is Ms Stanley addressing her pupils, including
Cathedral Manager Louis Parminter, who was in her first
ever 4th class! Wishing her all the best in her retirement.

New Area Dean for Iveagh

The Bishop of Down and Dromore has appointed The Very
Revd Geoff Wilson as Area Dean for lveagh in Dromore
Diocese.

He has been Dean and rector of Dromore Cathedral since
November 2016, prior to which he was rector of Shankill
Parish, Lurgan.

He said: “l thank Bishop David for the confidence he has
placed in me in making this appointment. | very much look
forward to working with vacant Parishes as they transition
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towards new leaders being appointed, offering pastoral
support to those in particular need and offering
encouragement and fellowship opportunities to all clergy
within the Area Deanery.”

It’s a great big muddy autumn!

Great Big Muddy World trails have been taking place across
Down and Dromore diocese — They are about to begin our
fifth!

Each trail has been different and used the different activities,
crafts and science experiments to explain the Creation Story
to families, kids, grandparents, aunt, uncles and friends.
Check out the photo gallery from St Donard’s science based
trail held on Sunday 26 September.

[[] https://www.downanddromore.org/news/2021/09/its-a-
great-big-muddy-autumn |

Contact Julie Currie, Diocesan Children’s Development
Officer at -_julie@downanddromore.org

churchnewsireland@gmail.org Page 22



https://www.downanddromore.org/news/2021/09/its-a-great-big-muddy-autumn
https://www.downanddromore.org/news/2021/09/its-a-great-big-muddy-autumn
https://www.downanddromore.org/news/2021/09/its-a-great-big-muddy-autumn
mailto:no_reply@apple.com
mailto:churchnewsireland@gmail.com

October 1, 2021

SEFF Victims and
Survivors new
Welfare officer

Charlie Eames ha
taken up the role of
Welfare Officer with
SEFF. Please make
Charlie feel part of
the Team over the
coming weeks and
months.

A word from
Charlie: “l am a
native of County
Fermanagh and |
am married with
two grown up sons.
| have lived in Enniskillen for over thirty years and was
educated at Portora in the town.

“I served in the RUC and PSNI for over twenty-eight years,
working in Fermanagh, Tyrone and Armagh in various
branches. | retired with the rank of Sergeant in February
2018. Since my retirement | have been looking after a group
of parishes in North Fermanagh and Donegal as a Non-
Stipendiary Minister in the Church of Ireland having been
ordained in 2008.

“I enjoy walking and clay pigeon shooting when | have the

time to indulge myself. | am looking forward to my new role
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as Welfare and Benefits Officer and trust that my work will
help those impacted by terrorism in any form to improve
their quality of life”.

Perspective

Columba’s vision by Bishop Andrew
Forster

Much as all of us would have loved to have been
gathered today in St. Patrick’s cathedral in Armagh, I’'m
delighted to be able to share with you from St.
Augustine’s Church, which sits on Derry’s walls right in
the heart of our city.

Known locally as the ‘Wee Church on the Walls’, its modest
size belies its huge significance in the Christian heritage of
these islands. It was here that St. Columba built his first,
and what was reputed to be his favourite, abbey and this
church sits on the footprint of the original. From here
Columba’s network of monasteries spread out across
Ireland and eventually beyond, as centres of mission
sharing the good news of Jesus Christ. This year we
celebrate the 1,500th anniversary of Columba’s birth in
Gartan in Donegal. Our celebrations have been more
muted than we would have hoped for, but particularly in the
North—West we celebrate both his example and his legacy.

From the vantage point of this monastery, Columba would
have looked out at a very different view than today. At that
stage the hill of Derry was more or less an island, and he
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would have looked out over the oak forests that gave the
city its name. The view was different, but Columba looked
out at a people who knew the hardship and uncertainty of
life. Disease and illness brought to them both physical
weakness and fear. The tribal divisions were the
sectarianism of the day that drove both conflict and division.
It was a fragile and fractured world, and it was into that
environment that Columba became a pioneering missionary
with a confidence in the good news that he shared.

| think the parallel is a clear one — we all know the fragility of
living through this pandemic and unfortunately the continued
fracturing of our society, whether on sectarian, racial or
economic lines, is all too real. As we seek to play our part in
rebuilding church, and indeed society, | believe Columba’s
example can inspire and help us. Of course, all of us
lament; we lament what we have lost, and we lament who
we have lost. Of course, all of us are concerned. What will
we be able to build back? What is left to build back? Will our
young families appear again? Will the vulnerable feel safe
meeting together? All of us have our concerns. And I’'m
sure the followers of Jesus did, as our gospel recalls, when
he sends them out, the seventy—two, two by two. They
would have had their concerns and their worries about what
the next chapter held for them.

Now it’s interesting to note that this passage from Luke’s
gospel speaks of a larger group sent out on mission. It
wasn’t just the twelve. | think it’s clear the task of rebuilding
and renewing is not just for some of us, but for all of us. I'm
sure you know the example of the Church being likened to a
football match i.e. twenty—two people desperately needing a

rest, watched by hundreds of people desperately needing
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some exercise. Jesus says the harvest is plentiful, but the
workers are few. He still sends us out into a fragile,
fractured world with good news, shown both by our words
and in our deeds.

Jesus also tells us what the fuel for his mission is, the fuel to
keep going and to thrive no matter what the challenges are.
“Ask”, he says. “Ask the Lord of the harvest”, or as other
translations put it, “pray therefore to the Lord of the harvest”.
The fuel for our mission, indeed the fuel for our lives, the
fuel for our rebuilding, recovery, renewal, has to be prayer.
Throughout the pandemic I've been saying to people, pray
like you’ve never prayed before. I’'m convinced that every
prayer matters, every prayer counts and we need to keep
praying. Because the reality of the challenges that face us
are great. They were great for the seventy—two as well.
Jesus says to them, “Go, | am sending you out like lambs
amongst wolves”, which sounds pretty ominous, doesn't it?
Yet, the message we are compelled to share is vital for our
fragile, fractured society. “When you enter a home”, says
Jesus, “say peace be to this house”. The message of peace
is a message of God’s peace in our lives, a message of
God’s pardon for us, and a message of God’s purpose for
today and for our future. We are called to be both
messengers and vessels of God’s peace. Through our
words, through our actions, through our very lives. To carry
and share the peace of God that Jesus tells us some will
welcome and sadly some will reject.

| always think our parish structure gives us a great
advantage; it’s almost Columban if we see our parishes as
mission stations throughout our island to our fragile,

fractured world. Each one of us has a role to play with
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prayer as our fuel, with a message of peace in a challenging
world.

In the Old Testament reading today from Nehemiah, after
Ezra reads the book of the law to the people, there’s almost
a feeling for them of being totally overwhelmed. They’re
overwhelmed both by the task and the sense of
responsibility. Nehemiah shares these words that speak to
us in times that often seem overwhelming in this fragile,
fractured world. He says, “This day is sacred to the Lord.
Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is our strength”. May
the joy of the Lord be your strength, may the joy of the Lord
be our strength. Amen.

Poem for today

Besides the Autumn Poets Sing
by Emily Dickinson

Besides the Autumn poets sing,
A few prosaic days

A little this side of the snow

And that side of the Haze -

A few incisive mornings -

A few Ascetic eves -

Gone - Mr Bryant's "Golden Rod" -
And Mr Thomson's "sheaves."

Still, is the bustle in the brook -

Sealed are the spicy valves -
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Mesmeric fingers softly touch
The eyes of many Elves -

Perhaps a squirrel may remain -
My sentiments to share -

Grant me, Oh Lord, a sunny mind -
Thy windy will to bear!

——
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Speaking to the Soul

Bible verse, thought for the day and prayers - on site daily
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