MASS OF THANKSGIVING,

ST MARGARET’S CHILDREN AND FAMILY CARE SOCIETY

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

It is particularly fitting that we gather today on a Feast which is only rarely marked on a Sunday, that of the Birth of St John the Baptist.

There are very few days in the Roman Calendar which take precedence over the ordinary cycle of Sunday readings and prayers, but this Feast does take precedence, and it is a happy coincidence for us.
The readings of today’s Mass offer a beautiful insight into the paternal, and as the late Pope John Paul I famously observed, the maternal love of God for each of his creatures, fashioned in his own image and likeness …

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you came to birth I consecrated you … Do not be afraid … I am with you to protect you.” 

The Gospel passage recounts for us the story of John the Baptist’s birth, and again we can find delightful echoes in that reading of the work and mission of this society … Elizabeth was without child and without hope of conceiving. Her husband received the news:“Elizabeth is to bear you a son, and you must name him John. He will be your joy and delight and many will rejoice at his birth.” 
How many are the couples and their extended families who over the decades have made that sentiment their own, when, after exhaustive investigation and assessment they are told the wonderful news that they are to become adoptive parents.
As we read in the Gospel, “He will be your joy and delight and many will rejoice at his birth.” 
I imagine some of you gathered here today will recognise in those words an echo of your own sentiments at the arrival of your son or daughter.

Holy Scripture says much about the process and indeed virtue of adoption, and nowhere more prominently than in the nativity narrative in which St Joseph undertakes to be the adoptive father of Jesus.  We often forget that Jesus, the saviour of the world and redeemer of humanity was himself an adopted child!
The work of this society fits in very well not only to this liturgical feast and to the historical configuration of the Holy Family, but also to the millennial tradition of the Church in this field of providing families for children.
The first modern foundling hospital was established by the archpriest of Milan in 787. Other cities throughout Europe followed this example. One of the best-known of such institutes is the Ospedale degli Innocenti, in Florence, founded in 1419 and still visited by tourists on account of its artistic splendour. In the United States, the first of what we might today term adoption agencies, St. Vincent's Infant Asylum, was begun in 1856 by a religious order of sisters in Baltimore.
Therefore we can see in the on-going work of the Society the modern application of the Church’s perennial concern for the young, and for children born into difficult circumstances.

You may note that I said earlier that the work of the society is to provide families for children, and not, as some may think, children for families.

The distinction is subtle but important. 
What I am saying essentially is that the child is the priority for the Church and for the Society. Any decisions made about placing a child are based on prudence, wise judgement and experience, with the over-riding factor being the child’s best interests.

There is an echo of that prioritization in the scriptural passages we hear today … Neither John the Baptist nor Jesus are gifts of God to console a childless couple. Rather we see that Elizabeth and Zechariah and Our Lady and St Joseph are chosen by God to nurture, care for and form the children entrusted to their care … families for children, not children for families.

It would be remiss of me, on the occasion of this annual Mass, not to mention recent legislation which is thought likely to impact on Catholic adoption agencies.
The Bishops of Scotland are very aware of the challenging nature of the legislation, but are nonetheless determined that the good work being done by agencies like St Margaret’s should not be lost.  Therefore I want to reassure you that St Margaret’s will continue with its work, and will continue to be faithful to its mission, namely to find families for children.
Over the years the society has built up a reputation as a first rate adoption provider, and in recent years that service has been extended into other connected areas of care.  The hallmarks of that service are a commitment to the good of vulnerable children, a wise and prudent approach to prospective adoptive parents and a great deal of professional expertise in helping families, all underpinned by a Catholic Christian set of principles which recognize in every child a treasure of God created in His own image and likeness.  Its officers and carers will continue to exercise a prudential judgement in presenting couples as adoptive parents.
St Margaret’s is continually impressed by the generosity of spirit displayed by its adoption applicants and the dedication and resolve they possess.  They is invariably translated into committed and loving parenting.  It should be said that the applicants to St Margaret’s are consistently of a high standard, displaying generosity and integrity as well as a strong commitment to the concept of family life.

During the past year, April 06 – March 07, the Adoption Panel has placed a total of 15 children with new parents presented by the society.  In addition the society has assessed 13 families as adoptive parents. Given that the society has a small team of social work staff this is quite an achievement.

Looking at the bigger picture, around 200 children are adopted in Scotland each year with Catholic agencies placing around 40 of those children.

As friends and families of St Margaret’s during this challenging time, we can make our own the words of the psalmist: 

It is you O Lord who are my hope

My trust, O Lord, since my youth.

On you have I leaned from my birth,

And from my mother’s womb you have been my help.

May the Holy Family of Nazareth continue to watch over this society – a great treasure of the Church in Scotland, and may St Margaret, patron and guide of our work continue to intercede for us before the throne of the most high.

Amen
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