HOMILY FOR THE FEAST OF ST JOHN OGILVIE 2007
When St John Ogilvie died at Glasgow Cross in 1615 the Reformation had already been effective for some 55 years, though only 12 years had elapsed since the last Catholic Archbishop of Glasgow had died in Paris in 1603.

It would be exactly 200 years before Catholics in Glasgow would have a proper Church again – St Andrew’s in Clyde Street – and in the meantime their numbers were to dwindle to almost zero.  Attempts at providing for a Catholic community in those years were thwarted by civil disturbances, with a Catholic pottery maker (Bagnall) being burnt out of home and business.

Even when they were building St Andrew’s, guards had to be set to ensure that what was constructed by day was not destroyed by night!

Sectarianism in those days was certainly motivated by anti-Catholicism.  It is less likely to be linked today with religion. It is more likely to be affected by secular, social and tribal factors.

The more serious opposition to the Church comes not from the streets but from the corridors of power, with solidarity to one’s party replacing fidelity to one’s religion.

How else can we explain the situation wherein the Church finds itself in opposition to recent legislation and regulations?

The moral teaching of the Church held for centuries and stemming from the old and new testaments provided the basis for our country’s laws and public morality.  Today it is contradicted by new political ideologies.  We have recently had to face the prospect of our adoption agencies being forced to close down on account of their holding to the practice of entrusting children only to heterosexual couples for adoption and fostering – a practice which is based on our recognition of the unique role of marriage as a permanent union of a man and a woman open to life, and our appreciation of the needs of already disadvantaged children which must be of paramount concern.

The Christian Lawyers’ Association has stated that the new regulations issued by the Westminster Government mean that the rights accorded to homosexuals in the matter of adoption trump the rights of religious conscience.  And I quote another commentator: “Freedom of conscience is a basic human right which should be protected by all governments.  Catholic citizens are committed to a just society where all are treated fairly. The new laws will now make Catholic beliefs on life unacceptable in public life.”

The irony is that by attempting to treat homosexuals fairly the Government has acted unfairly to another, much larger section of the community, not simply in a matter of social or fiscal policy but on an issue of basic morality – touching the very nature of sexual relationships and the unique character of conjugal love.

I have referred to the recent controversy over adoption agencies as the tip of the iceberg.

My colleague, the Bishop of Paisley wrote recently: “We need to be attentive to the wider issues.  We cannot but sense that something sinister is happening.  For the first time in the modern era in this country, the Catholic Church is facing the prospect of being forced to act against her faith and against her convictions or else face legal challenge and possible prosecution.”

What has this to do with St John Ogilvie and his time? A lot.

He was put to death for treason because he was not prepared to accept that King James I and VI was head of the Church, avowing instead that the head of the Church on earth was the one to whom the Lord has committed the keys of the Kingdom, namely the successor of Peter.
Today it is not king but parliament, not death on the scaffold but ostracism from society.  But what is at stake remains the integrity of acting according to one’s conscience, not in a matter of pure opinion but on a question of morality which has the weight of tradition and the wisdom of the years behind it.

This may seem an overreaction, but, as Bishop Philip Tartaglia remarked in his recent Pastoral Letter: “We are so much at home in contemporary society that we probably have not seen this coming.”

We cannot pretend that we are outwith the society in which we live.  We are all in it together – as Jesus so powerfully pointed out to us in this Sunday’s Gospel: “Unless you repent you will all perish as they did,” (referring to the cases cited to him by the apostles).

“These things all happened as warnings to us,” says St Paul in the epistle.  It is our duty to do our best to influence our society for its moral well-being, and, out of a sense of solidarity with it, undertake penance.  Our personal penances have this communal relevance, as St John Ogilvie’s sacrifice had for the sake of the Church and its Catholic faith.
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