Feast of St Mungo – St. Mungo’s Cathedral 
January 13 2008
Brothers and Sisters in Christ, Friends.

It is right that we should be here together, all of us St Mungo’s children, in the Cathedral dedicated to his memory on his Feast day.  We are all children of St Mungo because we share his faith in Christ Jesus Our Lord whose Gospel he firmly planted amongst us.  According to tradition that was more than 1400 years ago. There may indeed have already been some Christians here, south of the Antonine Wall which marked the most northerly boundary of the Roman Empire within which, in the time of Caesar Augustus, Jesus was born at Bethlehem in Judaea.  

We proclaim in the Creed that it was under Pontius Pilate, the Roman Governor of Judaea, that He was crucified, died and was buried and that on the third day he rose again from the dead and ascended into Heaven.

Jesus left his Apostles with the commission to go out and teach all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to observe all that he had commanded them.  We cannot say when the people who lived on the banks of the Clyde first heard the Good News, the Gospel, but we know that it had already reached the south of Scotland under St Ninian at the end of the 4th Century, and 200 years before St Mungo’s time.

So perhaps Mungo was re-establishing Christian faith in these parts.  At any rate we ascribe to him the foundation of the Christian Church in Strathclyde, and count him as its first Bishop. In that he takes his place alongside St Ninian and St Columba, the latter having established himself at Iona about the same time.

Unfortunately, however, no account of his life was written and passed down, until the Abbot of Furness, Jocelyn, was commissioned to write an account some 570 years after his death.  By then he could only report what memory had retained, and most of that was legend.

Abbot Jocelyn’s life of St Mungo was once kept in the library of this Cathedral, and remarkably survived all the subsequent years.  It is now the prize possession of a Dublin library [the Marsh Library] but facsimiles of it have recently been obtained and are treasured both here, in the Archdiocese of Glasgow and in the Mitchell Library.  It is in that book that we hear of the bird, the tree, the bell, and the salmon mentioned earlier in our service.  Each one tells a story illustrating St Mungo’s goodness and his marvellous powers. Perhaps they are also symbolic: the birds, the fish and the trees, since in our concern for nature these three are among those about which we are most concerned.  The bell is said to be a gift from the Pope “to be hung in his Church and to ring so that the area around Glasgow would know that Christ’s blessings were on those who followed his teachings.” (The Mission of St Mungo by John Glass).

The salmon is shown with a ring in his mouth.  A ring is a sign of fidelity, of faithful love.  In the story of St Mungo it belonged to a Queen who was unfaithful to her husband who had given it to her as a pledge of his love.  The ring was lost but through St Mungo’s prayers it was restored to her; legend says it was found in the mouth of a fish taken out of the Clyde.

I sometimes think it can be a symbol of our own situation when over the years the Church has been unfaithful to Christ, It can be restored to God’s favour, and wear again the ring of fidelity.

The pages of St Mungo’s life as described by Jocelyn are full of wondrous happenings, visions, divine messages, and many comings and goings.  What we can rely upon are place names not only in the area of Glasgow but also in the Lake District of England and as far south as Wales and, in the opposite direction, as far as Aberdeen.  The dedication to St Mungo of churches in these places is a sure sign of his having been there or having influenced the spread of the faith to those parts.

And above all, this Cathedral stands as a monument to the faith he planted here. From its humble beginnings, this Church grew through the centuries into one of our greatest Scottish buildings with its high vaults and beautiful crypts which contained in medieval times St Mungo’s shrine and where perhaps his body is still buried.  In coming here we follow in the footsteps of many pilgrims over the years; especially in medieval times they came here to sing God’s praises. 

One of the strangest of the stories in the life of St Mungo as given by Jocelyn of Furness occurs in the account of St Mungo’s death.   This occurred on the octave day of the Epiphany, that is eight days by Roman reckoning after the Feast we celebrated last Sunday when we recalled how Magi, Wise men from the East, following a star, came to worship the infant Jesus and offer him gifts. 

According to the story, Mungo instructed his followers the day before, to prepare a warm bath for him, following a revelation he said he had of his departure for Heaven.   He said that those who wished to follow him into Heaven would need to enter this bath also whilst it was still warm.  And only the poor in spirit would be allowed to make the journey with him.  

Addressing all those around him Mungo said: “My time here on earth is now over and I am now going to be with my Father in Heaven.  What the Lord has given to me, I bequeath to you.  Faith is a very sacred thing and must be nurtured at all times; do not be afraid when times are bad, as the Lord will always triumph in the end”

I am strongly reminded of St Paul’s words that in baptism we go into the tomb with Christ so as to share in His Resurrection.  I think that St Mungo’s bath was symbolic of his baptism and his instruction to his followers to enter like with him into that bath, was an invitation for them too to be baptised and to share the faith which he had come to Glasgow to proclaim to them, and to instruct them in its practice.

Today we follow St Mungo in professing a faith, his faith in Christ Jesus Our Lord, and by loving one another. This too, said St Mungo was part of his legacy.

Let Glasgow Flourish is the motto of the City, but not the full motto, which we read more than once in the tale of St Mungo’s life, for what he did in obedience to Christ, he instructed us to do also for the flourishing of the community which he founded: “Let Glasgow Flourish by the preaching of his word and the praising of his name.”
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