HOMILY AT THE 10TH ANNIVERSARY MASS FOR THE CARDINAL WINNING PRO LIFE INITIATIVE
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ

The workings of Divine Providence constantly surprise to us.  Throughout the history of the Church, new and timely initiatives come to birth, often in the most unlikely situations.

That pattern is discernible in the story of this Initiative, which came into being 10 years ago today, not by solemn decree or after months of planning, but as a result of a speech made by my predecessor, Cardinal Tom Winning, to the Society for the Protection of Unborn Children.  Tonight I wish to pay tribute to SPUC and the other pro-life organisations, The Innocents and Life for all the work they have done and continue to do.
It is worth listening again to the echoes of that speech a decade on …

Today I issue an open invitation to any woman, any family, any couple who may be facing the possibility of an unwanted pregnancy.

I strenously urge any person in that situation, of any ethnic background, of any faith, from anywhere, to come to the Archdiocese of Glasgow for assistance.

Whatever worries or cares you may have ... we will help you.

If you need pregnancy testing or counselling ... we will help you.

If you want help to cope with raising the baby on your own ... we will help you.

If you want to discuss adoption of your unborn child ... we will help you.

If you need financial assistance, or help with equipment for your baby and feel financial pressures will force you to have an abortion ... we will help you.

If you cannot face your family, or if pressure in your local area is making you consider abortion, come to us, we will help find you somewhere to have your baby surrounded by support and encouragement. We will help you.

And finally, if you have had an abortion. If you are torn apart with guilt, if your relationship has split up because of abortion, if you are suffering from post abortion stress - come to us, we will help you.

Those words were to make a dramatic impact on the society. They were words spoken from the heart, words of charity, of compassion. But they were also words spoken from the head, for Cardinal Tom knew that modern society was more impressed by deeds than words.
Few could have known when that invitation was issued, that what was to follow would touch the imagination of thousands of people around the world and quite literally save many lives.

Sister Roseann tells me that the most recent figures show 2222 women have been helped in a significant way by the Pro Life Initiative and that a conservative estimate of around 70 babies or children are alive today who would otherwise have been aborted.

Little did Cardinal Tom suspect when giving his now memorable speech that he was a pencil in the hands of Divine providence, being used to write a memorable and indeed exciting chapter in the history of the Church in this country.

The impact of this Initiative followed the Cardinal wherever he went. Often in Rome he would be accosted by fellow ecclesiastical dignitaries who would ask “How are your children?” 

He knew what they meant!

One of those who recognized the more profound impact of the Pro Life Initiative on our society which values life so little, was Cardinal Paul Poupard.
When Cardinal Tom died, Cardinal Poupard wrote:

“When Bishops come to see me I often ask: “How are you influencing the culture of your country?”

“In Cardinal Winning’s case there is a very clear answer.  The prophets of doom thought he was unrealistic and possibly mad when, in March 1997, he took the bold step of offering practical help to women from any religious, social or racial background, who felt under pressure from an unwanted pregnancy.

“The press was astounded.  Well, how delighted Cardinal Winning was to be able to say, just a year later, that many lives had been saved as a result of that initiative.”

“I think anyone who can give such a testimony of hope over despair has had a great influence on our culture.” (Extract from letter from Cardinal Poupard)

The origin of this initiative can be traced back even further than that day in March 1997 when the Cardinal launched it.  It finds its genesis in the words of Pope John Paul’s great Magna Carta on human life, the encyclical Evangelium Vitae.

There, we read: “Where life is involved, the service of charity must be profoundly consistent …We need then to show care for all life and for the life of everyone. Indeed, at an even deeper level, we need to go to the very roots of life and love.

It is this deep love for every man and woman which has given rise down the centuries to an outstanding history of charity, a history which has brought into being in the Church and society many forms of service to life which evoke admiration from all unbiased observers. 

“Every Christian community, with a renewed sense of responsibility, must continue to write this history through various kinds of pastoral and social activity. To this end, appropriate and effective programmes of support for new life must be implemented, with special closeness to mothers who, even without the help of the father, are not afraid to bring their child into the world and to raise it.” (Ev Vitae 87)

The Pro-Life Initiative is exactly the kind of programme the late Holy Father had in mind. Like so many of the great institutes and religious orders of the Catholic world it came into existence as an answer to the needs of the time, and flourishes by bringing the compassion of Christ to the concrete reality of the age.

Tonight we cannot fail to acknowledge that another fruit of this initiative has been the foundation of the new religious community of the Sisters of the Gospel of Life, whose tireless devotion to assisting women facing crisis pregnancy deserves our appreciation and gratitude.
The timeliness of this Initiative and of this Institute can be gauged by the following words spoken by our Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI just two weeks ago while addressing the Pontifical Academy for Life: “Life is the primary good we have received from God, the foundation of all the others. Guaranteeing the right to life — for everyone and in the same way for everyone — is a duty upon which the future of humanity depends.”

To all who work with and for the Cardinal Winning Pro-Life Initiative, and indeed for all of us here this evening, these words are both a reassurance and a challenge … we are to be reassured of the importance of the work we are doing and at the same time exhorted to do ever more for the cause of life – a cause on which, as the Holy Father puts it, “the future of humanity depends.”

This year the annual Day for Life of the Bishops’ Conferences of Scotland, Ireland England and Wales takes for its theme those beautiful words of St Elizabeth, spoken to Our Lady on the occasion of the visitation … “Blessed is the fruit of your womb …”

That message – “blessed is the fruit of your womb,” is the message that this Initiative has been speaking to women facing crisis pregnancy for the last decade.  As we look forward to continued fruitful apostolate, we can do no better than place ousleves and our work under the protection of she to whom those words were first addressed, the Blessed Virgin herself.  And we do so in the words of the late Pope John Paul, who made a point of praising this initiative in his address to the Scottish Bishops shortly after its foundation.

O Mary
bright dawn of the new world, 
Mother of the living, 
to you do we entrust the cause of life 
Look down, O Mother, 
upon the vast numbers 
of babies not allowed to be born, 
of the poor whose lives are made difficult, 
of men and women 
who are victims of brutal violence, 
of the elderly and the sick killed 
by indifference or out of misguided mercy. 
Grant that all who believe in your Son 
may proclaim the Gospel of life 
with honesty and love 
to the people of our time …
to the praise and glory of God, 
the Creator and lover of life. 

Amen.
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