HOMILY AT MASS WITH PAPAL NUNCIO

ST MARY’S CATHEDRAL, EDINBURGH
MARCH 25 2007

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

Here in the Cathedral Church of the Archdiocese of St Andrews and Edinburgh we meet - members of the Catholic Church and representatives of civil society in Scotland, in the presence of the Apostolic Nuncio to the Court of St James, Archbishop Faustino Sainz Munoz and of the British Ambassador to the Holy See, Mr Francis Campbell. The occasion marks the forthcoming second anniversary of the election of our Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI to the See of Peter.

Every Mass expresses liturgically the bonds which exist between the local churches and the See of Peter in that we pray at every Mass for Benedict our Pope as well as mentioning the name of the bishop of the place where the Mass is celebrated. It is indeed through the communion of local bishops with the Bishop of Rome that the unity of the Catholic Church is made both manifest and fruitful. Each bishop is a Pontifex – a bridge builder. The Pope, by tradition, has inherited the title Pontifex Maximus – it is clear our bridges match up and give an ecclesiological sense to the saying “all roads lead to Rome.”

There is of course in addition a special bond created in the person of Cardinal O’Brien who as Cardinal Priest of Santi Gioacchino e Anna parish church on the outskirts of the eternal city, is counted a priest of the Church of Rome and therefore qualified to take part in the election of the Pope, as indeed he had the privilege of doing in the election of Pope Benedict XVI.

The image of bridge building and road making chimes in well with today’s first reading.  “Thus, says the Lord, make a way through the sea, a path in the great waters: no need to recall the past, no need to think about what was done before. See, I am doing a new deed. Yes I am making a road in the wilderness … and putting water in the wilderness to give my chosen people drink.”

These words of Isaiah are beautifully chosen for this liturgical season of Lent. We recall of course the people of Israel whose journey through the wilderness continues to serve as a metaphor both for our individual lives and the life of the Church itself. Looking back on the long history of the Catholic Church in Scotland we recognize that we ourselves have been through the desert, not least in the two and a half centuries following the Protestant reformation when the remnant of those faithful to Catholic order was buffeted by persecution and experienced ostracism and poverty.
However Isaiah’s words are worth recalling. “No need to think about what was done before … See I am doing a new deed.”

I think we all had a sense of that when, 25 years ago this year, Pope John Paul II visited Scotland.
Speaking to fully a third of the total Catholic population of our country at Bellahouston Park in Glasgow in 1982, the Holy Father acknowledged the bond that unites us to the See of Peter. He said: “Today marks a significant moment in the history of our salvation: the Successor of Peter comes to visit the spiritual children of Andrew! We are bound one to another by a supernatural brotherhood stronger than that of blood. Here and now we testify that we profess that identical faith in Jesus ...”

The Holy Father used the image of journey, when, in reference to other Christians he asked, “could we not, for the future, walk hand in hand?”

Two years ago we were witnessing the final hours of the long pontificate of one of the great Popes in history, and it is no exaggeration to say that the eyes of the world were fixed on him. Four million people converged on Rome at his passing to take part in his unforgettable funeral rites. It seemed only days later that we were back in the city to greet a new Holy Father who emerged – somewhat wistfully one felt - onto the loggia of St Peter’s Basilica to bless the crowds gathered below, the city of Rome and the world. 
It is generally thought that Popes give the key to their pontificates in their first encyclicals. So Pope Benedict’s was eagerly awaited. Would he take the opportunity to clarify some disputed theological points?  Would his first message be a further denunciation of secularism and its corroding effect on the Church? Would he use the first words of his encyclical to restore something of the great discipline of the Church which many felt was being undermined by actions within the body of the faithful.
The simple answer to these questions was “No.” Instead his first words were a return to the core values of the faith, what we call the theological virtues, and specifically to the one which St Paul said was the greatest of all, namely charity or love. “Deus Caritas Est,” he proclaimed to a surprised world … God is love!
In this encyclical he presented a profound reflection on the nature of human love recognizing it as both eros and agape – the first described typically in the sexual desire of the lover for the beloved, and the second in that characteristically unselfish affection which marks human friendships. 
When applying these terms to God’s love, the Holy Father pointed out that whereas in the strictly theological sense it is communion – agape – that marks God’s relationship with his creatures, giving them a share in his life, there is nonetheless something of the notion of eros in the strong desire of the lover to be loved, in the person of Our Lord Jesus Christ, who said, in anticipation of the crucifixion, “If I be lifted up from the earth, I will draw all to myself.”

It is precisely to this theme that the Holy Father turns in his message for Lent this year:  “With a more fervent participation, then, let us direct our gaze in this time of penance and prayer, to Christ crucified, who, dying on Calvary, revealed fully for us the love of God.”
I am very conscious of the fact that we have distinguished representatives of civil society among us this morning, from the consular, diplomatic and political fields.  
The Catholic Church has always enjoined upon its faithful respect for those who serve us in the temporal order, teaching that legitimate authority ultimately comes from God.  
This brings me to the recollection of another anniversary. 500 years ago this year, Pope Julius II sent a beautifully fashioned renaissance sword to King James IV as a mark of his favour. In the course of papal history several other such swords were sent as gifts but it is only in Scotland that such a sword has survived as the Sword of State. It is kept among the Regalia of Scotland in Edinburgh Castle.

It would be easy for those without a full knowledge of the symbolism of the sword to imagine, particularly given the character of Julius II, that this gift was an encouragement for the Scottish king to act valiantly in the destruction of his enemies.  But the sword has another symbolism - and that is the defence of truth and justice, as we see from the great iconic figure of blindfolded justice above the Old Bailey in London, having in one hand a set of scales and in the other a sword.

The essential role of Government is the defence of its citizens, not conceived only in terms of protection against the onslaught of enemies, but in defending their just rights, the most fundamental of which is the right to life from conception to natural death. But the metaphor may be extended to all legitimate rights.

Positive law (or enacted legislation) pre-supposes a natural law which already exists in the hearts of men and women, discernible by reason, and vindicated by guilt when it is denied or contravened.  
The respect due to lawgivers and law administrators must be merited by the respect which they have for truth, and for that wisdom which has been handed down, secured by revelation and tempered by experience. 
Recent conflicts between Church and state are disturbing. Despite good intentions on the part of lawgivers to remove all forms of discrimination, the outcome is the establishing of other discriminations, most seriously the practical denial of the right - indeed the duty of citizens – to act according to their conscience in matters which go beyond opinion and ideology to touch the very grounds of moral truth.
Moral truth is by its nature a reality which cannot be denied or deconstructed without serious consequences for the wellbeing of society.  Indeed Pope Benedict insists on this in his new Apostolic Exhortation, Sacramentum Caritatis.  

Recognising the truth about humanity is, he writes, “especially incumbent upon those who, by virtue of their social or political position, must make decisions regarding fundamental values, such as respect for human life, its defense from conception to natural death, the family built upon marriage between a man and a woman, the freedom to educate one's children and the promotion of the common good in all its forms.”    


“These values,” he said, “are not negotiable.”

This must be another way of saying that these values form the bedrock of society. 
A society which, on the other hand, builds itself on the untested ground of new  ideologies or the shifting sands of liberal (or perhaps I should say illiberal) opinion is doomed to failure.

+++

“Jesus bent down and wrote in the sand with his finger …”

Some of the great exegetes of the scriptures have suggested that what Jesus was doing was writing the names of all those who were standing around prepared to stone the woman crouched, terrified before them.  Some have even suggested that he was listing their sins.

Whatever he wrote on that sand, the would-be enforcers of the law went away, dropping their stones as they went.

Jesus asked: “Has no-one condemned you?”

“No-one sir” replied the woman.

“The neither do I condemn you,” said Jesus. “Go away and sin no more …”

In that short dialogue Jesus teaches us – all of us – that there is no inherent contradiction between compassion and truth.  Where compassion is set up in opposition to the truth – as if they could not operate in the same field - a false understanding of the human condition is present.

The Church, down through the years, has with Christ stood firm on moral principle, while at the same time reflecting His profound compassion for the sinner and the poor.
As the Holy Father expressed it earlier this month, with typical insight and brevity: “By converting to the truth of God, we must necessarily be converted to love; a love that knows how to make its own the Lord's attitude of compassion and mercy.” (General Audience Ash Wednesday 2007)
This is undoubtedly the season for compassion and mercy. It is also the season for acknowledging the truths of the faith, both doctrinal and moral, as we prepare to celebrate the passion, death and resurrection of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

And for the rest we look to Pope Benedict for the guidance which will never fail us – and in our expectations of it, pray for his good estate.
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