Sermon preached by Rt Revd David Chillingworth, Bishop of St Andrews, Dunkeld and Dunblane in St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin on 17 March, 2008
St Patrick’s Cathedral Dublin – St Patrick’s Day


In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen

I used to take visitors to the St Patrick Centre at Downpatrick.  At the end of your walk through the exhibition, you sit in a video theatre surrounded by huge screens on three sides.  Suddenly you are in the front of a helicopter as it flies up the narrows past Strangford turning left up the Quoile to Downpatrick – then up Croagh Patrick as the pilgrims struggle heavenwards on bare feet – and on to other places associated with Patrick.  Then you are placed in the middle of this Cathedral on St Patrick’s Day while the Choir sings St Patrick’s Breastplate.   I’m delighted to be here but I think the video is almost better.

St Patrick’s Day increasingly unites people on this island and across the world in celebration of a common heritage.  The question for us in this Cathedral today is whether the heritage of Patrick – the Christian faith planted on this island – has a contribution to make to Ireland and to the world today.  St Paul as we heard a moment ago saw himself as a clay jar – an earthen vessel unworthy of the treasures of the Gospel.  Patrick too begins  ‘I, Patrick, a sinner, am a most uncultivated man, and the least of all the faithful, and I am greatly despised by many.’    Can we, to go back to the words of John’s Gospel, reap a new kind of harvest from the seeds of faith humbly sown by Patrick?

I believe we can.  I think that the great movements taking place in Irish society – the shifting of social, cultural and religious tectonic plates – provide a new set of opportunities for the rediscovery and the replanting of the faith of Patrick.  Let me point you to three of them.

The Celtic saints took their faith to remote places – the Scottish Churches are constantly aware of their roots in Columba of Iona – clinging to the edge of the world in what George McLeod the founder of the Iona Community called a ‘thin place’ – where earth and heaven are very close.  I watch television reports from far off places of natural disaster, wars, starvation.  I am moved and fascinated by how often the relief workers who are interviewed are young Irish people.  Some of those young people might not want to identify themselves directly with the faith of Patrick.  But that is the tradition in which they stand – taking a commitment of love to remote places.

Many of us in the churches have been part of a movement to unravel the complicated ways in which religion has become entangled with national and cultural identities.  At its worst, it has seen faith soured by that malignancy which we call sectarianism.  Now we are living in new and more hopeful times.  We have the opportunity to recapture the faith of Patrick so that it can build bridges not divide.  We can set it free so that it can shape our response to the new Ireland – a destination for people from every corner of the world – seeking in Ireland as former generations of young Irish people did in England and America a job, a home, space to bring up a family, dignity.

And thirdly … I look every time I come home at this amazingly prosperous society, dynamic, self-confident beyond the imagining of those of us old enough to remember the shoals of bicycles in O’Connell Street.  It’s a secular place in both the best and the worst senses of the word – turning its back on institutionalised churches but full of people of integrity using a new freedom to explore questions of faith, spirituality and the meaning of life.  The simple and direct faith of Patrick can speak to them.  Celtic Spirituality offers ways to faith for people who want to pray in simplicity and who integration and meaning in life and faith, faith and the world.

Patrick sowed the seed of faith on this island and countless people since Patrick have faithfully tended the crop.  As we rekindle the spirit of Patrick in our hearts today, may this be a time of harvest and opportunity for the faith which he brought us.
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