The Feast of St John ante portam latinam Easter 6 May 6th 2018
The Church of St John the Evangelist, Sandymount, Dublin

Isaiah 55.1: Come for water, all who are thirsty; though you have no money, come …
sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin and bishop of Glendalough
ISAIAH 55.1 INSCRIBED ON THE BASILICA
The Basilica of St John before The Latin Gate has an inscription on it. It reads as follows: Omnes sitientes venite ad aquas/All you who are thirsty, come to the waters.

It derives from Isaiah 55.1. We associate it first and foremost with the Season of Advent at a time when we begin to weave the threads of invitation to disclose the tapestry of Christmas; but this association does not confine it to Advent. The passage in question offers an extraordinary spiritual vitality and energy and it is worth savouring in its own right. The full-frontal challenge to the consumer society could not be clearer: Come and drink water, come and buy grain, wine and milk without money; come and move from body to soul and let me, the God of your salvation, make a covenant of life with you, a covenant that promises peace without price or cost or transaction. Let me, your God, make you more than the commodity you have made yourself to be. 
This passage from Isaiah resonates with that great passage from St John 7.38: … whoever believes in me as Scripture says, Streams of living water shall flow from within him. What has happened is worth noting and it is that the believer now is the source of blessing. For such a reason as this alone we might well pause and give thanks for the Gospel according to St John on this Feast of St John before The Latin Gate. This transformation, this transfiguration, this translation of the gift of God to be a gift of the child of God to the people of God and to the people of the world of God’s creation is a blessing that St John has afforded to the world through the Gospel. 

THE INCARNATION

The particular gift of St John to us surely is his way of giving voice to The Incarnation. The manner in which we are presented with the Word of God as being in the beginning might suggest to some that this is a self-consciously clever way of understanding the birth of Jesus. Without question it is an interpretation; without doubt it is a re-thinking of the relationship between human and divine of which we hear in St Matthew and St Luke. I suggest that it is not a gratuitous over-intellectualization, not least because St John’s Gospel appeals and has appealed emotionally and passionately to generations of Christians who would not trumpet or present themselves as intellectuals but as simple disciples in the faith and in the following of Jesus Christ; that what St John wants to give us is the fullness of divinity in the fullness of humanity; and that this is a gift with which to grapple in our own humanity while it always remains a gift of God’s fullness that is both wonderful and delightful to receive. Please look again at the Christmas Gospel: … So the Word became flesh; he made his home among us, and we saw his glory, such glory as befits the Father’s only Son, full of grace and truth. (St John 1.14) The language connects creation and redemption through incarnation. What does this mean? What do these words mean? They mean that the God who was present at creation is the same God who is present at salvation. They mean that this work of God is brought about by the same God who is born to be one of us and who is born to live among us - born of God because God alone can effect this new creation and this new birth. 
JESUS AS THE TEMPLE  - THE FRESH EXPRESSION OF RELIGION AS SOLIDARITY IN SUFFERING

We go back a long way, in fact to The Third Sunday in Lent to that rather confrontational interchange between Jesus and those who have responsibility for The Temple. It follows immediately after the changing of water into wine at The Wedding Feast in Cana. On one level, the two could hardly be more contradictory because the one concerns a positive conciliation and human happiness – the effervescence of joy at a wedding feast; the other concerns a public violence and human scandal – the confrontation of exploitation of the poor and the trusting in the name of public religion; but this moves into a total rethinking of what and who The Temple is – the body of Christ. We need to step back perhaps and see how St John is constructing a narrative of transformation that takes us into quite a different space from that of the other Gospels. Through the transformation of water into wine, God on earth both creates and sustains human happiness; through the transformation of The Temple into a person who carries suffering – he came to his own, and his own people would not accept him – and a person who opens up the space of faith to those who did accept him and in a radically new way became his own as he became theirs: born not of human stock, by the physical desire of a human father, but of God a transfer of what really matters is taking place. The interchange is helpfully theological. It gives us an insight into the mind of the writer of this Gospel as he understands the person of Jesus Christ: the temple is his body; those arguing with him cannot lift themselves beyond the bricks and mortar to see the spiritual and the religious transformation being offered by belonging to the body of Christ; it is left to us to believe that his disciples will remember this after his resurrection. But, of course, like all the Gospels, this Gospel was written after The Resurrection, so it is an interesting flash of genius.

JESUS AS JERUSALEM - THE FRESH EXPRESSION OF POWER AS HEALING AND LOVE  
One of the features of the Gospel of John that is inescapable is that Jesus seems almost never to be out of Jerusalem. I do not mean that he is not in parts of Galilee; I mean that Jerusalem is the place where repeatedly he has his political and his theological battles – publicly and for all to see. The sophistication that we associate with the Gospel of John has to do with both editorship and inspiration. The editorship itself affects the placing of events and the order of those events; the inspiration has to do with showing us the ways in which John sees Jesus as taking hold of the divinity of Jesus Christ and also disclosing to us how it is entirely human – for example the way in which it is made very clear to us that the Risen Christ physically ate the fish and the bread when he appeared to the frightened disciples. This has a serious purpose as it protects Christianity, as best it can then as now, from the accusation of Gnosticism – the idea that Jesus only seemed to be human; and John extends the idea right through to the re-appearance of Jesus as Risen. 
But Jesus in a very wonderful way in St John’s Gospel fills Jerusalem; he really takes it over when he is there and he is a very significant force with which to be reckoned. He is like a sophisticated scrum-half who controls the ball as it enters the formal set scrum and also controls the use of the ball as it comes out of the set scrum and the loose scrum, using it to open out play and to create opportunities at precisely the right time. We see this in the way St John uses Judas Iscariot as essential to the unfolding of salvation in that Jesus works along with him in his betrayal and the preparations for his death; we see it also in the way Jesus repeatedly gives a third person commentary on his actions, explaining virtually everything to the disciples and to the crowd but also to every reader in the unfolding of human history. Jerusalem is the furnace in which Jesus works through the relationship between power and authority and also the triumph of healing and love as the defining work of the cross. This is seen in a very tender way in how he helps Peter eventually come to terms with himself as he finds him lost and confused and filling his day by the Sea of Galilee. His direct confrontation is surely among the most gentle of all in all three of its expressions: Do you love me?
THE MARTYRDOM OF JOHN
The occasion of today’s Feast is the reported and revered miraculous survival of The Beloved Disciple when immersed in boiling oil as a martyrdom imposed by the Emperor Domitian in 92AD. The oldest church on the site of the martyrdom, a martyrdom which St John survived, dates to the pontificate of Pope Gelasius I (492-496). One of the original roof-tiles which has the stamp of taxation of Theodoric the Great, Ostrogoth king of Italy at the time, is used as a lectern in today’s church – a fascinating oddity, you must surely admit. Interestingly from an Irish perspective, Cardinal MacRory, archbishop of Armagh, was protector of this church from 1929 to 1945. Martyrdom is an inspiration in times of stress and distress. Martyrdom is a raw and vicious contemporary reality in The Middle East in particular; there is no point in romanticizing or sentimentalizing martyrdom; it is not possible nor is it right. St John went on to live beyond the martyrdom he survived to a ripe old age of literary and theological output that would be the envy of many of us.
THE INVITATION OF THIS PATRONAL FESTIVAL 
A Patronal Festival is a time of inspiration and of thanksgiving. It is also a time of invitation and of commitment. It is a time of connecting once again with patronage – a word that seems so outmoded and corrupted in the world of today, because it now carries the whiff of nepotism. Patronage, however, when more generously understood, is a specific source, a wellspring of enlarging our lesser selves by the gift of experience, the helping hand of someone who has a longer perspective and a proven capacity and a generosity of spirit. In the religious context, patronage feeds and expands our picture of our faith and acts as an encouragement for us to return to our sources, to the wells and springs of living water of tradition and adventure, in order more confidently and more faithfully to live a life of discipleship. 
As well as being inspired by the death of a patron, we can be inspired by the life of a patron. Our patron, St John, survived martyrdom and continued a life of creative discipleship after the crucifixion and resurrection of his Master. St John as our patron on this day and on his other Feast Day, December 27th, inspires us to a life of constancy in discipleship; to a way of theological thinking that is distinct from the more obviously biographical style of the three other Gospels; and to some sense of a Johannine School of thought and of writing which is driven and characterized by development and interpretation through and beyond the literal and by response to context and to patterns of thought regarding both truth and error considering the fact that we have the Three Johannine Epistles as well as The Gospel and also The Revelation, a work of both terror and glory, of earth and heaven; to an enlarged picture of Jesus Christ as The Alpha and The Omega. This is quite a magnificent legacy to celebrate today and in this beautiful church of dedication and patronage. When we take all of this together, it suddenly begins to sound rather modern and contemporary, rather exciting and interesting. And so it should!
1 St John 1.5: Here is the message we have heard from him and pass on to you: God is light, and in him there is no darkness at all.       
