Sermon for 150th Anniversary of St John’s Laragh, diocese of Glendalough 
Tuesday October 19th 2017
Readings: Genesis 28.10-22; Galatians 5.22-25
Galatians 5.25: If the Spirit is the source of our life, let the Spirit also direct its course.
sermon preached by the bishop of Glendalough, The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson
THE COLLECT FOR A DEDICATION FESTIVAL
Let us listen this evening to the Collect for a Dedication Festival, used at the dedication of a church for worship and for us by people like us:

Almighty God, to whose glory we celebrate the dedication of this house of prayer: we praise you for the many blessings you have given to those who worship here, and we pray that all who seek you in this place may find you, and, being filled with the Holy Spirit, may become a living temple acceptable to you through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
This prayer draws together the positive values and virtues that we associate with religion and with church. In the Christian picture of faith, such religion and such church are going nowhere without the Holy Spirit as source and companion of our lives. This prayer connects the place and the people. The place of God has no purpose without the people of God. This is entirely consistent with tonight’s First Reading. It was not without reason that Jacob re-named a place called: Luz Beth-El (House of God) in Genesis 28; God was present there and Jacob was visited by God there. God spoke to Jacob; he reassured him; he also gave him a very big job to do: All the families of the earth will wish to be blessed as you are blessed … I shall not leave you until I have done what I have promised you. (Genesis 28.14, 15) A church, as a House of Prayer, takes its role, its energy and its personality from the people who use it, who come to it and who go from it again. There is room for different people and for different types of people in the lifetime of any church: people who are familiar and people who are exploring, people who are sowing and people who are harvesting. The hope that flows through the Collect goes a lot further and ties us into the life of The Holy Spirit because the expectation is clearly expressed that being filled with the Holy Spirit, we may become a living temple acceptable to Almighty God …We ourselves are now called forward to be the church, a living temple, God’s habitation of choice, moving out into the community and taking on the job of engagement and participation, meeting and doing, confident and proud to be Christian, making ourselves known not for our own sakes but for the sake of God and the other person. 
WE ARE CALLED TO BE A LIVING TEMPLE

The other language that we recognize in this Collect is the language of a living temple. There are many ways in which Christian people today can be a living temple. After the Resurrection, the disciples gathered daily in The Temple in Jerusalem to give thanks and praise to God. St Paul’s Letter to the Galatians is in itself a response to The Resurrection; it is the world in which you and I live. This is the second half of Scriptural Readings for this evening takes us into what is called the harvest of The Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, fidelity, gentleness, and self-control. Against such things there is no law. (Galatians 5.22) The final phrase is to me the telling one: Against such things there is no law. In the Letter to the Galatians, St Paul is arguing fiercely for the priority of Gospel over Law. It is not that he wishes to do away with The Law completely; it is rather that he wishes to usher in the era of The Gospel. And this is precisely what is wrong with our contemporary version - or distortion - of Christianity today – we can think only in what people refer to as binary terms: one or the other but never the twain shall meet! Against such things there is no law. This surely is an interesting and important definition of what it is to live by faith and in The Holy Spirit. It is also an important definition of what it is to be a living temple.  
OUR STORY HERE AND NOW: St JOHN IN LARAGH
But: Why, you rightly ask, is there a church here, particularly here? The answer is simple: in order that people in this locality might walk to church. Again, to us today this is quite inconceivable. Everybody, it seems, drives and few walk. The history of this place tells a somewhat different story. Glendalough and Laragh lie within the Parish of Derralossary and it dates from the thirteenth century. The old church, south of Roundwood, was abandoned finally in the 1960s but was derelict long before that. Incredible though it may seem to us in the contemporary Church of Ireland, a subscription was opened in 1843 to build a church at Laragh because of the size of the parish and to be a chapel of ease for the people. Realistically people needed to walk to church; not everyone could go by on horseback or by horse drawn carriage to church. And so Archbishop Chenevix Trench gave permission for the building of a church for people to come to God on foot. He was clear what he was about and, for a sophisticated person who has been dean of Westminster prior to being bishop of Glendalough, his aims were simple and I quote: ‘consecrate, devote and dedicate the said chapel to the worship of God and the celebration of divine service by the name of St John’s Laragh.’

Today’s church is the fruit of one hundred and twenty-five subscriptions. It remains as it was. It has been lovingly and beautifully restored and for all this work I should like to thank and congratulate the rector and parishioners of today for the sensitive and careful work you have done. In a world of encircling cynicism and encroaching consumerism, this church stands as the church built for people to walk to it. It does indeed sound both incredible and impossible but it is true. Walking is the new world, even though most churchgoers do not seem to have spotted it. Walking gives time to be together, walking gives time to think, walking gives time to connect, walking gives time to make a community of faith, hope and love, walking gives companionship. And Glendalough and Laragh can lead the way in the twenty-first century too. Walking and pilgrimage are part of the way in which we let the Spirit of God enter into and live within our lives. This is a very new and a very ancient walk with God but we no longer live in the Middle Ages; we now live in the third millennium. Already this church and your rector are paving the way in bringing Glendalough back into the mainstream of pilgrimage in the United Dioceses of Dublin and Glendalough, or rather Glendalough and Dublin, in just after the eight-hundredth year of the uniting of these dioceses to one another. 
TODAY AND TOMORROW: THE PART YOU WILL PLAY

The example of Jacob in Genesis is important; the teaching of Paul in Galatians is important. Perhaps most important of all for us as we step out into the next one hundred and fifty years of this church are the final words of the Gospel of our Patron St John as we, each and every one of us, write our name in the history of this roadside church built for walking:       
St John 21.25: There is much else that Jesus did. If it were all to be recorded in detail, I suppose the world could not hold the books that would be written. 

