CIVIC MASS – SAINT ANDREW’S CATHEDRAL

SUNDAY AUGUST 19th, 2007

Dear Friends, Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

Welcome to St Andrew’s Cathedral for this Civic Mass.

I would like to greet in a particular way the Lord and Lady Provost, Bailies, Councillors, Members of the Scottish Parliament, the Lord Dean of Guild, the Deacon Convener, Chief Executive and Senior Officers of Glasgow City Council, Chief Fire Officer and Assistant Chief Constable and other members of the Administration of this great city of ours.  It is an honour for us to welcome you here to St Andrew’s Cathedral for the Annual Civic Mass.  This takes on a particular significance on this occasion, since it marks the beginning of a new Administration following recent elections to the Council.

The preacher is always required to take account of the Word of God. This has been presented to us today in three readings and a psalm, set for this Sunday of the year in our universal lectionary.  I will refer to them in turn.

In the first reading the prophet Jeremiah sinks into the mud of the well into which he has been thrown.  With a little bit of tongue in cheek I remark that there are those who think that local politics are a muddy business!  I say to you: Let not the prophets among you sink into the mud – stick to your principles whatever comes and take courage from the psalmist: “He (the Lord) heard my cry, he drew me from the deadly pit, from the miry clay.  He set my feet upon a rock and made my footsteps firm.”  (Psalm 39)

Tongue in cheek perhaps, but there is an important point for us here.  In public life as well as in private life our feet should be on terra firma, on sound ground.  Remember that for us Christians the rock is Christ the Son of God.  God is a rock for all men and women of faith, and integrity the pattern of their lives.

The image of firm footedness appears in the Letter to the Hebrews, our second reading: “Keep running steadily in the race we have started.”  Service of the community demands much of those who engage in it – as it does runners in the field.  It requires persistence, but it also needs a clear sense of direction.  Such direction is given either by a compass or by our keeping our eyes fixed on our goal.  For the Christian that cannot be other than Christ – and so the writer to the Hebrews counsels us: “Let us not lose sight of Jesus, who leads us in our faith and brings it to perfection for the sake of the joy…..still in the future.”  The joy we seek is the joy of achieving our goal – despite inevitable setbacks and opposition.  For no good action is without its detractors.  The writer to the Hebrews says: “Think of the way he (Jesus) stood such opposition…..and then you will not give up for want of courage.”  

Dear friends, all these words seem aptly addressed to you!  Your goal has a temporal dimension, but it is not the less important on that account.  It is to bring about the betterment of our society – the good of the citizens of Glasgow.  

When we pray daily in the Our Father: “Thy Kingdom come”, we are praying in part for that betterment, for temporal as well as eternal good.

I refer now to today’s Gospel in which Jesus said: “I have come to bring fire to the earth and how I wish it were blazing already!”  We talk about having a fire in our bellies and what we mean is that we have a burning desire to do good.  That is the motive you have for all your political action – and it is praiseworthy.  It is the same motive which we have as Ministers of the Gospel – and I believe you appreciate that.  We have then a commonality of purpose and our activities necessarily coincide and overlap.  We depend upon one another in seeking the good of our people.

Let us reflect a little on this bringing fire to our communities.  Fire implies light, brightness, warmth.  The hearth in the home, at least traditionally, was the focus for the family.  It is a powerful image and conveys more than we need to explain.

However we need to understand the culture of the day, to recognise its characteristics and the consequent difficulties we face in our achieving the goal of our endeavours for the benefit of the communities we serve.

Later this week I will be attending the NEXUS event in the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre.  It brings together for the first time an initiative of the Church of Scotland previously held in the same Conference Centre, namely the Big Saturday, with the Christian Resources Exhibition, held in different locations over the years, the last being at Ingliston.  I will be addressing the subject of the present challenges facing the Church.  I will be answering the question: What is the role of the Church in society?  My answer will be: I think it is fair to say that the Christian Church in Scotland today, qua Church, is facing greater challenges than at any point in our recent history and I say that because I sense a subtle shift has taken place in the society in which we are called to be the leaven, a change that is quiet and slow moving, but profound in its reshaping of our culture.

Our age is characteristically secular; it stresses the importance of the individual and his/her rights against the concept of the common good to which all must contribute.  In a phrase that culture may be described as secular individualism.  It is the same society which you need to address, and while you will be addressing it in ways not open to ourselves by the dedication of significant public funding to creating jobs, renewing the infrastructure of the city and providing new housing, there are other levels of need which you cannot ignore if the body politic is to be healthy.

If I were to be asked what the characteristics of this changed culture are, I would suggest that there are two in the main, which are related to each other, disengagement and fragmentation.

Disengagement is manifest in almost any area of life you care to mention (with the possible exception of leisure and shopping – though I’m not so sure of that!).  Take for example membership of Trade Unions.  Thirty years ago more than twelve million Britains were union members.  Today membership is about half that number.  Of course social and unemployment conditions have changed, but something more subtle is also at work…..as Richard Hyman, Professor of Industrial Relations at the London School of Economics points out: “Being a union member has ceased to be the social norm, and a new generation has grown up who not only are not trade unionists, but whose parents have never been in unions either.”  Does that not have a familiar ring to it?  Change just a couple of words….a new generation has grown up of which many are not at work, but whose parents were not working either.  It is the same with ourselves: “a new generation has grown up who not only are not Church goers, but whose parents have never been in Church either.”  We could map similar declines in belonging to political parties, in membership of cultural societies, of debating clubs, of community councils, of youth groups – whatever.  All of this involves a loss of the sense of community, of togetherness, of belonging.

Largely as a consequence, but itself contributing to this new social culture, is the fragmentation of society.  The family is fragmented; local communities are; there are marked and perhaps ever increasing differences in social classes, in their lifestyle and expectations, across the city.  Life expectancy and health differ greatly, district by district, as statistics illustrate.  Drug and alcohol dependency masks a poverty of spirit which is truly disturbing.  Inevitably such a society breeds anti-social behaviour and sectarianism.  While we must not exaggerate these cultural phenomena, we cannot at the same time ignore them.  If disengagement and fragmentation are truly characteristic of the shift in our civic culture, then the common challenge which both Church and city council share is in re-engaging people in society.  Isolationism is the enemy of the human spirit, but it is also the enemy of democracy and society.

My final question therefore is what can the Church do to work with the city in addressing the situation; what support can we give you, and you give us as we share the task together?

Much is already being done, and in conclusion I can only refer briefly to some of the initiatives and experiences which illustrate our common engagement.

Earlier this year the city hosted the ‘Transcending Poverties’ Conference which arose from an initiative of mine as a member of the Royal Society of Edinburgh.  We have still to follow up the valuable findings of that day.  The Mungo Foundation which continues the Community Social Services Department of the Archdiocese of Glasgow, and now enjoying its own legal framework and identity, continues to provide for the city a whole range of services, in particular for victims of addiction, children with learning disabilities, and the elderly including Alzheimer patients and those with alcohol-related mental illness.
The Archdiocese is party to the Church of Scotland’s Initiative Faith in Community (Scotland)  and in particular the Transformation Teams.

There is also Churches Action (Glasgow Churches Social Action Alliance), of which we are a member, described in its publicity as “uniting all the major Christian denominations in the city as an active force that enables Christians to take their place and work in partnership with Council, Health Board, Scottish Executive and Parliament to the benefit of the people of Glasgow.”

Our Pastoral Care Trust, shortly to be re-branded as The Saint Nicholas Care Fund, provides funding, on an ecumenical basis, to small groups within the city looking for seed money to initiate or continue operating small community projects.

All of this reflects in a more formal manner what takes place informally through the hundred parishes of the Archdiocese in every part of the city, namely the building up of community, making links with schools, and supporting local agencies whether voluntary or statutory.  In many instances our church halls are being used in this latter connection.

I think you will agree with me that while our focus may be at different levels in terms of addressing needs, we are all together addressing the same people, the citizens of our city and concerning ourselves about transcending poverties which touch so many of them.

Jesus said: “I have come to bring fire to the earth and how I wish it were blazing already.”  This kirking of the Council at St Andrew’s Cathedral is not intended to light a fire, but to fan to a blaze what already motivates your work and illuminates your endeavours.  May these corporately ensure the flourishing of our city, as we, in our place, continue the preaching of the Word and the praising of His name.
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