ADDRESS TO THE KNIGHTS OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE

ST PATRICK’S ANDERSTON FRIDAY SEPTEMBER 12 2008

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ, Knights and Dames of the Holy Sepulchre,

We meet at this vesper hour to pray together and to reflect on the responsibilities we share in membership of this Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre.

It is a Friday. The day the Church traditionally associates with the Passion of Our Lord.  But as the afternoon gives way to the shadows of evening, I thought it appropriate to situate our reflection under the mantle of Our Lady.

The custom of “L’ora della madre” is widespread, especially in Italy, and indeed is recommended by the Holy See in its Directory of Popular Piety of 2002.  It is a practice of spending time in the company of Mary, our Mother, imagining ourselves to be with her at the tomb of her crucified son.

That document indeed refers to Our Lady as the icon of the Church in this moment – the bridge between the passion and death of the Lord which we have experienced and continue to experience in our own lives and his glorious resurrection which we await with faith.
Our gathering takes place in a very rich season of liturgical devotion to Our Lady, last week we marked the birth of Our Lady and on Monday we mark the feast of her Dolours or sorrows. 
In the years following the Second Vatican Council a false idea seemed to spread that devotion to Our Lady was somehow passé.  That the Council had downgraded Mary’s status in the economy of salvation. In fact one of the most beautiful passages of the Council comes in the document Lumen Gentium, which speaks eloquently of Our Lady in its final chapters.

It says: “Mary, the Daughter of Zion and ideal personification of Israel, is the last and most worthy representative of the People of the Old Covenant but at the same time she is the hope and the dawn of the whole world.”

That is a short but significant passage which deserves some attention.  Our Lady is defined as our link, our connection to our roots. She is the living thread of continuity between the Old and New testaments.

The Gospel of the Mass of Our Lady’s birthday drawn as it is from the first page of the New Testament emphasises that continuity of the Old and new Testaments – with the genealogy of Christ, from Abraham to his legal father, St Joseph.

Mgr Ronald Knox, a great biblical scholar, who translated the whole of the Bible into modern English – an extraordinary achievement – remarked that this passage made “sticky reading” – and then added “but it is precisely the page which sticks the New Testament to the Old.”

Pius XI emphasised the continuity of tradition through Our Lady in characteristically blunt fashion “We are all spiritual semites!” he said.

As Knights and Dames of the Holy Sepulchre the twin themes of devotion to Our Lady and awareness of continuity with the past should be very familiar to us.
The Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre of Jerusalem had its origins in the successful conclusion of the First Crusade and the establishment of the Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1099. 
The Kingdom existed for 200 years, reaching its zenith under Baldwin III (1143-1162), but suffered defeat at the hands of Saladin in 1187 at the battle of Hattin, and the Knights were finally driven out of the Holy Land at the siege of Acre in 1291. 
With the dispersal of the Knights of all the Orders from the Holy Land, the Holy Sepulchre Order declined in strength and struggled to continue. It no longer had a natural leader and the Patriarch was in exile. 
Yet restoration was to come. Continuity was to be preserved.
At an audience for members of the Order during the Jubilee Pilgrimage to Rome in 2000, Pope John Paul II recalled, "Your Equestrian Order, which began a few centuries ago as an 'Honour Guard' for the care of Our Lord's Holy Sepulchre, has enjoyed the particular attention of the Roman Pontiffs. 
“It was Pope Pius IX, of venerable memory, who in 1847 reconstituted it in order to encourage the re-establishment of a Catholic faith community in the Holy Land. 
“This great Pope restored your original function but with a significant difference: the custody of Christ's tomb would no longer depend on the force of arms, but on the value of a constant witness and solidarity towards Christians residing in the Holy Places. This is still your task today. 
“May each of you be intent on fostering and deepening the three characteristic virtues of the Order: zeal for self-denial in this society of affluence, generous commitment to the weak and defenceless, and a courageous struggle for justice and peace." 
We can see very clearly then that our mission is rooted in history, but re-constituted to fit the circumstances of our time.

Our own particular focus in recent years has been on the support of the people of Aboud in the north of the Holy Land, and your efforts have borne very real fruit in that area in ensuring practical improvements in people’s everyday lives.

We should be very proud of what has been achieved there, but also inspired to do more.

Our Lady, as always, is the model of our efforts as well as the focus of our devotion.

Compare that triple mandate given to the order by Pope John Paul just eight years ago … courageous self denial, commitment to the weak and zeal for justice … to the words we know so well and which form the fixed point in every celebration of Vespers, namely the Magnificat…

The Catechism of the Catholic Church describes the Magnificat as "the song both of the Mother of God and of the Church" [CCC 2619]. 
It is then the Knight’s prayer par excellence … a call to work for justice and peace:
dispérsit supérbos mente cordis sui;
depósuit poténtes de sede
et exaltávit húmiles.

He has scattered the proud in heart
He has put down the mighty from their thrones,
and exalted the lowly.

It is the Knight’s prayer of remembrance too … recalling the continuity which runs like a golden thread through our history:
Suscépit Ísrael púerum suum,
recordátus misericórdiæ,
sicut locútus est ad patres nostros,
Ábraham et sémini eius in sæcula.

He has helped His servant Israel, in remembrance of His mercy;
As He spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to His posterity forever.
We are that posterity … ours is a noble lineage, but ours is also an arduous task.

As we take stock and seek to grow in faith and devotion, let us place ourselves once more under the protection of Mary, our Queen and Mother.

As we watch with her, over the tomb of her son, and the shadows of evening fall over us, we ask her to reassure us of the joy of resurrection that awaits us. 
May she be the comforter of the afflicted, the health of the sick, the refuge of sinners, and the Queen of peace, especially in that troubled land, which was once her own land, and is still today called holy.
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