Katharine's Institution

I'm honoured and delighted to be here - thank you to Bishop Michael for his invitation.  This Institution Service draws together many strands of the life of the Church of Ireland and its ministry.  I'm delighted to be here on this important evening for Katharine.  I have always enjoyed ministry - I don't think I ever enjoyed it as much as in the years when Katharine and I worked together.  For me, it's a chance to revisit part of my own story - my father grew up here in the Library when my grandfather was in ministry here as Diocesan Registrar and in the Cathedral.   Let's remember too Ian's new ministry in Mountrath - marked at his Institution on Tuesday evening.  This diocese is fortunate to have gathered into its life in one week the commitment of two such able, committed and experienced clergy.  Ian and Katharine will make a huge contribution here.

Let's think for a moment about two of the readings which we heard a moment ago. What links them is hands.  Solomon spreads out his hands to heaven at the dedication of the temple: 'Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, much less this house that I have built.'  It's the prayer of a man reminding himself that however important and pressing our human concerns may be, they are the merest trifle in the sight of God.  The daily round of parish life deals with things often mundane - the everyday of lives, buildings, organisation ....   Yet somewhere in the weft and warp of that, we deal with the eternal and the great truths of life.  Jesus takes into his hands five loaves and two fish, blesses, breaks and distributes.  There is enough and more than enough.  When God takes matters into his hands, the miracle of grace is done.

Let me go back then to the many strands of the life of the Church of Ireland and its ministry which I mentioned a moment ago.  One which you may think of is the story of women's ministry.  Katharine's arrival here is an important moment in the story of women in ministry - but it's not the most important thing about tonight.  Think of the times and places of Katharine's ministry.  Think of the years in the north - the struggle of the Church of Ireland to sustain pastoral connection with its own community while also witnessing to the gospel of peace and reconciliation.  Katharine was part of that.  Think then of the extraordinary ministry which Katharine has had in Dublin.  A new kind of community - astonishing change - building into a community of God's people a group of people of many nations who have come to Ireland seeking a new life and new hope. 

Could there be a greater contrast between two phases of ministry - yet each is in its own way - in very different circumstances and times - an authentic expression of the great tradition of pastoral ministry of the Church of Ireland which is bred into Katharine.  I've teased her about her ministry in Dublin - saying that it has been the ministry of a pastoral entrepreneur or a spiritual opportunist.  And by that I mean that she took into her hands the business of ministry, took all the opportunities which presented themselves as she stayed close to people in all their diversity, and ministry grew and the work of grace was done.

And now all sorts of new opportunities present themselves - the life and worship of this community; the development of ecumenical and inter-faith relationships; the engagement of this beautiful building with the civic and cultural life of Kilkenny; the connection with Kilkenny College.

Since I have been in Scotland, I have been reflecting on the nature of ministry.  It's time we outgrew some of the past.  Ministry can't any more be just about clergy.  And inasmuch as it is about clergy, It can't any more be about workaholic pastors trying to fulfil some impossible vision of ministry or unreasonable expectations of their people.  Nor can it be about that kind of care which generates dependency.  Nor about that sense of 'us and them' which somehow creeps in and pounces at the Easter Vestry.  What we seek today is some kind of mutual sharing or collaboration between clergy and people in the work of ministry.  It's subtle and difficult to do.  It requires commitment and a sort of inner self-discipline from everybody which recognises what a delicate business is the work of building christian community, ministering and serving community.   - how easily it is destroyed, energy and initiative curbed by a desire to settle for the short term and the merely traditional substituting the part for the whole

Back to the two sets of hands - Solomon embracing all the majesty and the wonder, all the life, hope and pain ...  reminding us to keep hearts and minds focused on the bigness of God

But think too of Jesus taking loaves and fish into his hands - eucharistic actions.  Think of his thinksgiving and prayer - think of how it grows as he breaks it.  Think of Katharine's ministry - taking this evening into her hands the life of this congregration - thankful for the past and ready to reshape it for the future.  Our prayer is that the work of grace may be done .. a grace-ful and growing community created.  May the ministry which begins tonight - the faithful life and service which Katharine and the people here will share be blessed.









