Christian Faith in Iona

A sermon preached by John M Hull in Iona Abbey on Sunday 20th August, 2006

Good morning, everyone!  I am going to start by asking you a question.  Are you all listening?  Are there any fossils on Iona?  No – I’m not asking you to look around at fellow members of the congregation – I am referring to your real, actual fossils, the sort that paleontologists look for in rocks, traces of life left in the rock.  Well, that’s my question: are there any in Iona?  If you think there are, say ‘Yes’.  If you think there are none, say ‘No’.  Now answer!  [Mingled yes and no]
OK.  I will now tell you the answer, as far as I know it.  You who said ‘no’, you were right!  As for you who said ‘yes’, you weren’t more or less right; you weren’t making good progress; you weren’t on the right track; you were wrong!

Now I will tell you why there are no fossils on Iona.  It is because Iona is too old.  The oldest fossils in the earth’s crust go back for about six hundred million years, but the rocks on Iona are much, much older.  They go back for about 2,800 million years. They are some of the oldest rocks on earth.

If there are any of my fellow Australians here this morning, cheer up!  Australia is older, and it is also a real lot bigger.  The same goes for Greenland.  It is also older. However, at a cool 2,800 million years, Iona is pretty old, and too old to have traces of life.

Now I will share with you something else I have been told about Iona.  The island of Iona is not related to the nearby island of Mull, or to the Scottish mainland.  It is disconnected from the rest, a little bit that does not quite fit the pattern.  That, my friends, is why they put Christian faith here.

There is a second thing about Iona that I have been told.  You can check this out with people who know more about it than me, but I have been told that the island of Iona is one of the indications of the theory of continental drift.  Once, long, long ago, North America and Iona were linked.  They were one.  Gradually, a gap opened up, and the Atlantic was formed.  As the new world rose up on the distant horizon, there was a little bit that got left behind.  That, my friends, is another reason why Christian faith finds itself here.

Here is one last thing about Iona.  It is a long way to get here.  You come by plane, and maybe another plane, then by train and perhaps another train, and then by ferry, by bus, and then another ferry – and when you get to Iona, you have reached the end of the line.  There is nowhere left to go.  If from Iona you imagine yourself gazing to the East, you will travel over Scotland, the North Sea, then Denmark, the Baltic, Scandinavia, and then Russia until you come to the end of Europe in the Ural Mountains.  Now come back – over Finland, Sweden, the North Sea, Scotland, and when you come to this fringe of islands to the West of Scotland, you have come to the edge of Europe.  There is nowhere else to go.  And that, my friends, is why Christian faith has settled here.

I understand that most of the stone from which the abbey is built is not from the island, but there are two things that are made from the original rock; the font, where things begin, and the altar, where they end.  I would like to tell you how I discovered the altar in Iona Abbey.

It was 1986, almost exactly twenty years ago.  I had been a blind person for about six years, and for about three years had been without any light sensation.  When I came here, I wanted to be as independent as possible, and to find my own way around.  I couldn’t do this during the day because too many nice kind people tried to help me, but at night, when the abbey was quiet, then I could explore.  So began my now celebrated career as the midnight prowler of Iona Abbey!  People in their rooms would listen and shudder: tap, tap, tap, here he comes…whoops! Mind the stairs! Down he goes, plop, plop, plop.

One night about midnight I came to a huge door that I had not noticed before.  When it swung open there was a rush of cool air, and I sensed that I was in something big.  Carefully I allowed the door to click behind me, and testing each inch of the ground with my white cane, I cautiously stepped forward.  There were stairs going down.  One, two, three.  I paused and wondered.  Were there thirty steps or three hundred? What was I going into?  Did the abbey have a crypt?  Was it some kind of huge underground chamber?  What if I got lost?  I felt nervous, and retraced my steps, and went back to bed.  The next night I tried again.  There were only about twenty steps, and it flattened out at the bottom, and there were pillars and pews.  I had discovered the back way into the abbey church.  Each night I went a little further, and on the last night going up a shallow step, I found my way blocked by a huge marble slab.  I tried to reach the back of it, and had to push myself up off the floor, sliding on my tummy with my legs sticking out in the air until I touched the back with my fingertips.  Then I went slowly right round it. The front was embossed with letters.  The first ones read ‘Whenever you eat this bread…’  I had found the altar of Iona Abbey.

I explored the surface very gently.  It was so smooth, and covered with a fine film of dust.  I licked a finger and ran it over a little bit of the surface.  Human hands had polished it as smooth as silk.  Here and there were drops of candle wax that had hardened.  Then I discovered the scratches.  The surface was indented at a number of places with long jagged scratches.  I wondered how they came to be there.  Had the marble been damaged at some stage, or were these places too deep to be erased by the polishing?  I did not know, but as I rested my fingers in the rough hardness of the indentations, I knew that I was touching something not made by human hands.

These experiences taught me something about this place, and something about human life, my life and yours. There may be times when like Iona you may feel disconnected from the rest of society, as if you just do not fit; there may be times when you sense that life has left you behind, that reality itself is passing on and you are the little bit that no one noticed; there may be times when you have gone as far as you can go, a time when you are hanging on to the very edge…  In such times, you may find, as I did, that you are met by the Living Rock.

My brothers and sisters!  I greet you this morning in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, risen from the dead!  May grace, mercy and peace rest upon each and every one of you, today and every day.

Amen.
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