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Ulster Covenant Service – Sunday October 23 2012

Sermon by the Very Rev John Mann, Dean of Belfast

Genesis 17:17 “And Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said to himself, “Shall a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old?”

This text, from which centenary sermons have been mined long before this one, draws me to consider what exactly it is that we are doing this afternoon as we mark a hundred years from the date upon which nearly half a million men and women signed a declaration that home rule was unacceptable for the people of Ulster for political, religious and economic reasons, including the then Dean of Belfast, Charles Grierson, who became Bishop of Down Connor and Dromore in 1919; whilst others decided not to sign, amongst them Fredrick MacNeice, the father of the poet Louis MacNeice, who was the immediate successor of Grierson as Church of Ireland Bishop of Down, Connor and Dromore.  First let us look at the context of Abraham’s comment to himself on his centenary.

Abraham had been asked by God to take a very risky step of faith: he left his land, upped sticks and travelled with all he could carry to a new place, that became for him, and for his future generations, the “Promised Land”.  From Abraham, his descendents remain; they are Muslims and Christians and Jews; all of us are united into one family, the family of Abraham.  There would have been none of us if Abraham at the age of 100 and Sarah at the age of 90 had not had a son – his name was Isaac.

This is a classic example of the exciting ways of God with us – he is and has been bringing new life from old bones from day one; and where there are no old bones to resurrect, he creates from nothing; from the formless void, as in creation, or as Jesus pointed out to the Pharisees (Luke 19:40), had the crowd not shouted “Hosanna” on the first Palm Sunday, God could have called upon the very stones in the path to cry out – and they would have done so.

Crucially, and in line with this revealed way of God with his people, next came the crisis of the sacrifice of Isaac.  It was not enough that God created new life from a man of a hundred years and a woman of ninety years – he then insisted that Abraham should show his faith in God’s ways and promise to him of a people descended from him, that would be numerous and prosperous, by sacrificing his own son.

It is unwise, and indeed wrong, to draw any exact parallels between Abraham’s experience and ours, but one thing that we may legitimately take from this Scriptural lesson is the certainty that God will lead us in his paths if we are faithful to what he asks of us.  Those paths may look to us to be so impossible that we throw up the head in despair, or in a lighter moment, with Abraham, fall on our faces and laugh, but if we study the Scriptures at all, we know that God’s way will not be thwarted, and that faith in the face of testing, nagging doubts of credulity, will lead us into the way of truth.

100 years ago 471,414 people signed a solemn undertaking – some even in their own blood.  What the men signed in the City Hall and elsewhere was the Ulster Covenant; the women (actually slightly the majority) signed a similar document, a Declaration.  For all, it was a plea for, as they saw it, political, economic and religious freedom. What it meant to them and to us may vary from person to person, but the fact of that signing and its immediate effect in Ulster in not in dispute.  It formalised an aspiration, it confirmed deeply held desires, it expressed a determination that would not be ignored and could not be denied.  The historian A.T.Q. Stewart wrote of Ulster Day, 28th September 1912: “Despite a forecast of a break in the weather, the Covenant Day dawned fine and clear, with the hills around Belfast blue in the sunshine.  The morning began with an impressive act of dedication in religious services throughout the city, for the Protestant Churches had given the anti-Home Rule campaign their solemn blessing.  The industrial heart of Belfast was still; the great shipyards were silent, the looms idle in the linen factories, the rope-works and foundries deserted, while in a hundred churches the congregations sang, as in time of national crisis, ‘O God, our help in ages past’.”  It is tempting to say, “and the rest is history”, but such a dismissive placing of an act of such importance in a dusty file marked “1912” and deposited in an archive with an inkstand, a silver pen, a table and a copy of an original yellowing manuscript, is as much a skewing of today as it is to imagine that it was signed yesterday; gone are the great ship yards, the linen mills, the rope works and the foundries – we live in different days.

We are, of course, in 2012, not 1912.  Everyone in this land lives with our history; some cannot go a day, or even an hour, without being emotionally involved in what these past 100 years have meant.  Every day I walk past Edward Carson’s tomb – a few have claimed to see him here.  It is that kind of notion of presence that contains an element of reality and a degree of folklore that is what complicates the marking of this centenary - and many another anniversary that lies beyond the memory of those still alive.  We are gathered in Church to celebrate in worship an event that is fundamentally political, so it is here that the spiritual and moral implications of this centenary are to be considered.  What exactly are we doing today?  I believe, that there are many people that could give me a quick answer to that question, but that is not the point, is it?  For those who consider themselves to be children of the Covenant and those who would feel just the opposite are heirs of the same tradition; the same historical context; the same parallel with Abraham’s unbelieving fathering of a new and special people at the point of his centenary.  We look back over 100 years to the people of this City, and what became Northern Ireland, and need to recognise as part of this centenary just how far we have come; at times the way has been tortuous: there have been two world wars; the years of the troubles; the days of daily violence and the fear of being caught up in an indiscriminate bombing or shooting, or in the case of some individuals, the knowledge that they were targets and any day could be their last – or worse still that a member of their family was in danger every moment.  

As a young Queen’s student, away from home for the first time, I arrived from England the year before the Ulster Workers’ Strike, with a vague awareness that politics is done differently in this place.  In that latter part of May 1974, the revision for my examinations was done with a backpack ready for a walk to Aldergrove for a flight, if necessary, ahead of me – changed times – we have come a long way.   Politics are still done differently here, everything carefully held in tension; this is normality for us and is unlikely to change in this way for a significant length of time, but let us first congratulate those who have got us this far in a hundred years and thank them, for bringing us out of the years of violence and bitterness, into a situation of greater co-operation and mutual goodwill.  The eyes of other troubled and divided nations are on us today, amazed at - and seeking to learn from - what has happened here. For it is truly remarkable. Yet at the same time, we remind ourselves, and most particularly our elected representatives, that the job is not complete; there is unfinished business, we are not yet in the Promised Land – in fact we have some way to go.

For the Covenant to be marked in its moral and spiritual setting, we must now step out of the tradition and the past which will be re-enacted next Saturday, and whilst continuing to note the historical backdrop of its signing and aftermath, we need to consider where and who we are.  The moral imperative of this celebration lies in the recognition of how much importance was placed by so many people in what they believed to be not only a matter for their good, but the right and proper thing in the eyes of God, their families and in the honouring of those who had gone on before them.  In gathering here today, I believe that we want to say the same thing; find the same moral courage, stand for what we believe to be the right and proper thing in the eyes of God, our families and in honouring those who have gone before us.  That is a big challenge, because that means that we are demanding that of ourselves as well as our political, church and civic leaders – we are demanding a chance to set the agenda for a wholesome, just, tolerant and stable, peaceful and hope-filled society, relying on our leaders to stand firm for what is fundamentally right.

As we look forward, I am sure that we all do so based upon that hope and intention, yet there remains an anxious ringing in our ears.  A century ago, when the Ulster Covenant was signed, the world was on the brink of war; disorientated, frightened, threatened.  Virgina Woolf wrote at much the same point before the Second World War the words, “We live without a future.  …….  With our noses pressed to a closed door.”   Today we are in nothing like such a position, but we can, if we so choose, raise up the phantom of what we fear, while having neither the resolve, nor arguably the skill, to contain it.  Let us bear in mind the words of Winston Churchill in his Battle of Britain speech, “If we open a quarrel between the past and the present we shall find that we have lost the future”.  There is the challenge, isn’t it, to commemorate this and other centenaries with the objective cast of history and the emotional charge of living the present?  

We have a chance to treat 2012 as a significant watershed.  Next weekend will illustrate whether or not we are ready to do so.  Whether we are on the path, which will be long and yet could be hope-filled every step rather than wearisome, which will lead us to find ourselves naturally describing our neighbours collectively as part of one community, rather than continue for ever the segregation that has established, in significant places, the tinderbox of the past.  

But can a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old?  Can something new be conceived that bears the genes of what has gone before? Can two communities become one?  It may take decades, but these years of centenaries that we are beginning will help us determine our progress towards a situation where two communities may become complimentary/complementary.  I am never sure, at an instant, whether that should be complimentary with an “i”, or complementary with an “e” and have to think about it; but in this case it needs to be both.  That our two main communities may be complementary with an “e”, that is better together, stronger together, more complete together than apart, and complimentary with an “i”, in praise of one another, seeing how rich and worthwhile is the other’s tradition, finding cause and opportunity to promote the other’s interests and values.  And Abraham fell on his face and laughed (the Bible doesn’t tell us if it was light and amazed laughter, or laughter that was ironic and bitter), but laugh he did, because he felt it to be impossible.  

We are Christians, so we worship God, not the land; serve Christ who in love gave himself to serve others, and believe that in the power of the Holy Spirit all things are possible for him who has faith, even to moving mountains.  We have a chance to celebrate and remember a crucial moment in the history of this place, that showed the determination of a generation of the Protestant people of this island to shape their own destiny, now, in a different age, we may do the same, but today we do it with everyone; to seek to be two traditions in one community, not limping with one leg stronger than the other, but walking together, not just the length of ourselves, but to the top of the mountain that we need to move.

