SERMON AT UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW MEMORIAL CHAPEL

FIFTH SUNDAY OF EASTER 2006
Dear friends and colleagues,

I am honoured and delighted to be invited to come to this fine Memorial Chapel at the heart of Glasgow University to preach annually to representatives of staff, students and friends..

I am most grateful for the warm welcome I inevitably receive from the University Chaplain, Rev Stuart McQuarrie and his Catholic colleague Fr John Keenan.  I greet the Principal Sir Muir Russell and Lady Russell and members of the Senate and Court, and all here assembled.
Today’s first reading offers us an example of how uncomfortable the role of preacher can be!  
St Paul found resistance to his message and to his person from his fellow Jewish Christians and the Hellenist Jews, both of whom he addressed in the hope of persuading them of the uniqueness of Christ and of his own role as Apostle.

The former were doubtful of his somewhat spectacular change from persecutor to champion – can the leopard change its spots?  The latter were enraged to the point of wishing to kill him!

Resistance to change is found everywhere and every when, but never so strongly as when it touches life-affecting beliefs.

There is a cost to discipleship which the early Christians were to discover all too soon whether they were gentiles or Jews – and none suffered more than the bearers of the message as the lives of the Apostles illustrate.
There were many then, and even more now, who would – at least in our society – prefer that matters of fundamental belief were left aside so that we could all get on with the practical issues of daily life… Give religion its place – but not here! Give God his slot – but keep Him there!

But religion has never been nor can it ever be marginal to life.  The truth of God impacts upon the truth of man, and the truth of man impacts upon the nature of society.

A university, by tradition and definition – by definition and tradition – is the place where all the sciences (and I use that word in its fullest etymological sense, as branches or disciplines of knowledge) find their study, their contemplation and their interaction in the pursuit and capture of truth.
The Church did not invent schools but saw in them the necessary tool for imparting knowledge of God and the Gospel of Christ.  St Justin the martyr conducted a school in 2nd century Rome and argued the Christian case – and suffered martyrdom for it; the Romans in this case rather than the Hellenists got their way!

In this bright setting I hardly need to refer to the way in which the Church, through its monasteries and cathedrals established schools and provided in princely courts the teachers and scholars of subjects which extended well beyond theology and philosophy – the subjects of the Church’s most immediate concern.  At the height of its influence in the middle ages it established, albeit with royal and civic as well as ecclesiastical patronage, the first universities of Europe:  Bologna, Paris, Salamanca, Cologne, and Oxford, to mention the first few, institutions which rapidly developed and played an important role in consolidating European identity and building up its cultural heritage. 

This University was founded in that first wave by the authority of Pope Nicholas V in January of 1451 – at a time when there were already eight grammar schools in the diocese of Glasgow, promoted and sustained by the Church.  It was established by Bishop Turnbull in the Dominican Community which over the last year has obtained from me its first parish in Scotland since the Reformation. We may therefore be allowed to have our say on its subsequent development!
If universities were originally established with reference to “the pearl of wisdom” – as in the Papal Bull of foundation of Aberdeen University in 1495 - they also took for granted that the “treasure in the field” would be the knowledge of God.  But never foreign from their philosophical and religious quest was the knowledge of man himself.  Modern psychology and the social sciences have added to the find, but at base, the anthropological question remains a philosophical and religious one and cannot be adequately addressed outwith these disciplines.
A few weeks ago, Pope Benedict touched on this theme in a discourse to a Seminar on European Higher education. 
On that occasion he said: “It is easy to see the cultural challenges that Europe faces today, since it is committed to rediscovering its own identity, which is not exclusively economic or political. The basic question today, as in the past, remains the anthropological question:  What is man? Where does he come from? Where must he go? How must he go? 

“In other words, it is a matter of clarifying the conception of the human being on which new projects are based.”
The Pope continued with a very pertinent question – and answer – to those of you who breathe the air of the university…

“You are rightly asking yourselves which human being, which image of man, does the university intend to serve:  an individual withdrawn into the defence of his own interests, a materialistic perspective, or a person who is open to solidarity with others in the search for the true meaning of existence, which must be a common meaning that transcends the individual?
“We also wonder what the relationship between the human person, science and technology is. If in the 19th and 20th centuries, technology made amazing progress, at the beginning of the 21st century …technology also took charge, thanks to computer science, of part of our mental processes, with consequences that involve our way of thinking that can condition our very freedom. 

”It must be forcefully stated that the human being cannot and must not ever be sacrificed to the success of science and technology:  this is why the so-called "anthropological question" assumes its full importance.”
In other words: this anthropological question remains fundamental if learning in this university is to transcend self-seeking and short term benefits.
Furthermore, man cannot understand himself fully if he ignores God. This is the reason why, at the time when the Europe of the third millennium is being built, the religious dimension of human existence cannot be neglected, neither in the university nor in the marketplace. 

In today’s Gospel Christ refers to himself as the true vine – the source of our life and knowledge, our vitality and fruitfulness – the very image speaks of relationship, interconnectedness, belonging and community.
He is the Via, Veritas, Vita of this University’s motto: Jesus Christ.

Universities face a great temptation to reduce their noble vocation of awakening the desire and sustaining the thirst for truth to an altogether more prosaic call to impart technical information in as cost-effective a way as possible, at the service of a society driven by market forces, even in the arts.
This University’s new strategy, Building on Excellence, wisely recognises that temptation, resists it, and broadens its stated mission. In the words of the Principal’s introduction, “We aim to sustain and add value to Scottish culture and society, to the natural environment and to the national economy.”

The Principal and his colleagues will surely be encouraged in knowing that Pope Benedict, his whole life given to university education and the defence of truth, said: “The university is required not to stop at teaching or imparting technical and professional knowledge, which are very important disciplines but do not suffice, for it must also undertake to play an attentive educational role at the service of the new generations, making use of the legacy of ideals and values that marked the past millenniums. Thus, universities will be able to help Europe to preserve and rediscover its "soul", revitalizing the Christian roots that brought it into being.”
I add my own thought - that the provision of learning for the indigent but devoted scholar, never lacking in the Church and its schools should not be absent either in our universities today. Hence I welcome the University’s commitment to offer increased opportunities to young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. This represents a rounded vision, one that is truly human, and worthy of an institution founded on Christian principles and which has been at the service of the human family for 550 years.

The fruits of those five centuries are incalculable – I will not be unduly bending the trajectory of Our Lord’s words by concluding with those found in today’s Gospel, “It is to the glory of my Father that you should bear much fruit, and then you will be my disciples.”
Amen
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