HOMILY AT GOLDEN JUBILEE OF ST MARGARET’S CHILDREN AND FAMILY CARE SOCIETY, ST ANDREW’S CATHEDRAL, MAY 18 2005
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

It would be expected that all great faiths in their teaching and practice would show respect for human life as a gift of God and respect for the family as the natural setting for the receiving and nourishing of infant life. 

There is, perhaps, no more powerful image of this respect and concern than that given by Jesus in tonight’s gospel, when he put his arms round the little children and gave them his blessing.

In fact, Jesus went further, as we see in Mark’s Gospel and in corresponding places in the other synoptic texts.  He placed a child at the very centre of the Christian community as in some way expressing the essential characteristics of those who are its members.

The very vulnerability of the child and its needs are a reminder that we are all God’s children and depend on Him for life and nourishment.  It is not by bread alone that one lives but by every word that comes from the mouth of God, so that the nourishing of a child is both physical and spiritual, with all the latter word implies in terms of education, culture and faith development.

There is also in the child a certain innocence which, even when lost, the disciple of Christ is called to recover through the grace of God.  Jesus refers to this in His dialogue with Nicodemus when he talks about the necessity of being “born again”.

 “To such as these the Kingdom of Heaven belongs,” he said.
It is, therefore, not surprising that throughout the history of the Church, the care of children – especially those in greatest need – has been a matter of constant concern.  Great religious orders have been founded to look after orphans and abandoned children.  
It is this consideration that makes the abuse of trust by a very few so scandalous. We are doing our best to ensure that never again will any child be mistreated.

Great works of Christian art reflect the Church’s tender regard for children. One only needs to think of the beautiful Della Robbia roundels in the façade of the former home for foundlings close to Florence Cathedral which depict children in swaddling bands, or the scores of babies incorporated into the bronze baldacchino above the Papal altar in St Peter’s Basilica, and the ubiquitous puti of baroque buildings.
Vivaldi wrote much of his music for performance by the orphan girls of the Venetian institute, the Pio Ospedale della Pietà.

The Church’s concern for children is beautifully expressed in words too, through the writings of those saints whose vocation has been to care for the young.  I think of St John Bosco, founder of the Salesian homes for boys throughout the world, who wrote: “They are our sons, and so in correcting their mistakes we must lay aside all anger and restrain it so firmly that it is extinguished entirely. There must be no hostility in our minds, no contempt in our eyes, no insult on our lips …”
St Angela Merici, founder of the Ursuline institutes for girls wrote: “I beg you, strive to draw them by love, modesty and charity, and not by pride and harshness.  Be sincerely kind to every one … you are also to exercise pleasantness towards all.”

In that same tradition, a layman, a Catholic teacher and a priest of this Archdiocese founded the St Margaret of Scotland Adoption Society half a century ago.  As with so many great agencies of the Church, it was born out of necessity, recognising the need for a Catholic adoption agency. At that time there was a real shortage of potential parents for babies placed for adoption, a situation which prevailed well into the 1970s.
In recent years, reading the signs of the times, the society has expanded its work and changed its name. And while still very much an adoption agency, it now extends its care to families involved in adoption issues offering a modern professional service to people of all faiths and none.

If it has changed in its external manifestation it has nevertheless remained true to its roots, faithful to its charism.

On a day like this we look back with pride and gratitude for all the good work which has been accomplished in 50 years.  We recall with gratitude all those whose hidden, selfless labours have allowed the society to offer countless children a secure start in life.

We should also commit ourselves afresh; at two levels.  As individual children of God to that love of God that makes us call out “Abba Father”.  And at another level we should stretch out our arms to embrace those children in need and ensure for them the protection of generous-hearted adoptive and foster parents, who, in their following of Christ, truly provide a blessing to those committed to their care.
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