HOMILY FOR 70TH ANNIVERSARY 
OF HOLYROOD SECONDARY SCHOOL
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,
It’s a great pleasure to be with you this evening to celebrate this thanksgiving Mass and to bring my wishes and the wishes of the Archdiocese. Those greetings are threefold: Happy anniversary, happy birthday and happy feast day!

This Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross is indeed YOUR feast day, and indeed the feast day of this great Glasgow parish in which we gather. The Holy Rood is, as you know, another expression for the Holy Cross, the cross on which Christ died to take away our sins.

The origins of this feast are to be found in the earliest days of Christianity.  The public veneration of the True Cross has been celebrated since the fourth century when St Helena discovered what is believed to be the relic on this day in the year 326.  And so in gathering today as a Christian community to venerate the Cross of Christ we form part of an unbroken chain of worship dating back 1680 years.

Of course tonight we mark also a slightly more modest historical event, namely the opening of Holyrood Secondary School in 1936.  Over the years, with the various expansions, the number of former pupils must be past the 100,000 mark – an astonishing figure, which speaks volumes about the commitment of the people of the south side of Glasgow to Catholic schooling, about the quality of education provided and about the continued importance of Catholic schools in our own times.
Over the years you have produced many famous former pupils, including my colleague Bishop John Mone, who we had hoped might be able to be here this evening, but who is unable to attend due to illness.  I’m sure we will remember him in a special way in our prayers tonight.

Today Holyrood is Scotland’s largest school – quite an achievement and quite a responsibility.

That this school and others are living up to their responsibility is evidenced by the latest studies.  
Just last week a report was published which showed that in the year after this school was opened 54 per cent of Catholic pupils went into the workplace with no qualifications. In 30 years that figure had been cut to 13 per cent. Today it is lower still.  At the same time the number of pupils from Catholic schools going on to higher education rose from 15 per cent to just under 40 per cent.

It seems that we are doing something right!

The Academic who carried out the study to which I have just referred explained the success of the Catholic school as being down to the “strong ethical and moral code instilled in Catholic pupils.”
I agree with that assessment, but it does not tell the whole story.  There is something else which I see when I visit our schools and which is very evident. I am referring to the sense of community, dare I say even the family spirit which characterises the school community of pupils, parents, staff and teachers.

That close partnership is essential to the flourishing of the educational process, and it exists not as a man-made social construct but as a genuine expression of our divine filiation – all of us are God’s sons and daughters, and therefore brothers and sisters of Christ.

Just as the Israelites gathered around the image of the bronze serpent, we take out identity from our gathering around the Holy Cross, the Cross of Christ

St Paul reminds us why we should have veneration for this sacred image of our salvation: “He became as men are, and being as all men are, he was humbler yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross.  But God raise Him high and gave him the name above all other names.”

The cross, apparently a sign of failure and humiliation is in fact a reminder of victory over death. 

“Hoc vince”, as your motto recalls.  This Holy Cross is truly our victory.

Of course a night like this is one in which we are entitled to recall with pride the great history of this school, but it is also a night on which we should rededicate ourselves to the task awaiting our generation.

As we read in the Gospel, “God sent his son into the world, not to condemn the world but so that through Him, the world might be saved.”

That task of Jesus is now the task of his mystical body – the Church. 
It is our task… nothing less than the saving of the world.

I am confident that through the formation, both spiritual and academic, which is being supplied to today’s pupils, a new generation of apostles is being formed who will be capable of transforming the world.

Before I end, I just want to develop that theme a little further.

This is Vocations Awareness week. One of the great badges of honour of this school has been the number of vocations which it has produced to both priesthood and religious life. We have already mentioned Bishop Mone, but as he readily recalls, he was but one of a dozen or so priests of his own generation to emerge from Holyrood Secondary. There have been many more since.
I am certain that God has not stopped addressing his call to the young people of today, the call to follow Him in a religious vocation.  There may well be some young person or persons here tonight who sense that vague sense of dissatisfaction – a sense that something more is possible and is being asked of them.  This can be the quiet voice of God tugging at the heart of the young disciple.

If that is the case I urge you to respond generously to that call. Yes a vocation can bring with it the cross, all vocations do. Those of you who are married will know better than me the strains of living out that particular vocation.  But a vocational cross also bears fruit, wonderful fruit.
St John Damascene calls the Cross “the seed of the Resurrection and the tree of eternal life.” 

Two modern religious figures offer us equally striking descriptions.

Chiara Lubich, the founder of the Focolare Movement writes: “If you are suffering, unite your sorrow to His sorrow, unite your Mass to His. The world will probably not understand this advice but do not be disturbed … Live in union with Jesus … and let your blood flow for the benefit of all mankind, just as He did.”

St Josemaria Escriva the Opus Dei founder puts it like this: “As soon as you cease to be afraid of the Cross, of what people call the cross, when you set your will to accept the will of God, then you find happiness, and all your worries pass away… Truly the Cross of Christ is gentle and lovable. There sorrows cease to count, there is only the joy of knowing that we are co-redeemers with Him.”

That is our joy tonight, and it is also our challenge. We all have a vocation to be co-redeemers, convinced that “In hoc signo vinces”.  In this sign – the sign of the cross – we shall conquer!
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