HOMILY ON THE VIGIL OF THE FEAST OF ST MUNGO

JANUARY 12 2007

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

Five years ago, almost to the day, the announcement was made of my appointment as Archbishop of Glasgow in succession to the late and much respected Cardinal Winning.

It is time to take stock.
I recall trying to encapsulate my thoughts upon succeeding to the see of Mungo in some quotations from scripture and in some words of the fathers of the Second Vatican Council. The words of scripture were drawn from the first letter of St Peter read at the inaugural Mass which took place on the Feast of the Chair of St Peter.

“God wants you to do good so that you may silence those fools who ignorantly criticize you.  Behave as free people but do not speak of freedom as a licence for vice; you are free men and God’s servants.  Reverence each person, love your brothers and sisters, fear God and show respect to the emperor.” (1 Peter 2: 13-17) Obviously today we would substitute the word “authority” for “emperor”.

I quoted too from the introductory sentences of Gaudium et Spes, which beautifully and memorably express the conviction of the Fathers of the Council that the place of the Church is in the middle of the world, at the heart of the human community - the Church at the heart of the community of nations on account of its Catholicity - the Church at the heart of the local community on account of its pastoral work and social activity.  We have every right to be there because of our common humanity – in which, by reason of its long history, the Church is expert.
Fundamental to our presence however is the theological reason: the Church should be at the heart of the human family because its core message is of the immanence of God by reason of the Incarnation of the Divine Word who “became flesh and dwelt amongst us.”

Perhaps we should say the Church is “in the world” but not “of the world”, remembering Christ’s response to Pilate’s question.  “Are you a king then? … My kingdom is not of this world but, yes I came into this world to bear witness to the truth.”

The Church’s mission in the world is to continue to bear witness to the truth.

It is however a world of rapid technological and social change.  Change can be disturbing, disconcerting, disorienting. 
We recognize in recent years the changes in economic conditions affecting both the rich and the poor – with, on a global scale, an increasing gap between those who have and those who do not have a just share of this world’s goods.

We recognize the social and cultural changes resulting from the movement of peoples – many of them economic and political refugees, with different religions and histories. 
We recognize the changes in political systems, regimes and hegemonies, and in philosophical and political thought.  
We recognize the dominance of the empirical sciences and the scientific method in attempting to establish truth in terms of purely quantifiable results.

All of these have a significant impact on our culture, and a profound effect on the Church itself, disturbing the comfortable holding of inherited patterns of faith and moral practice.  
People experience what has been called cognitive dissonance, described as a confusion of thought, when these comfortably-held ideas and accepted practices are challenged by ideologies and currents of political thought which, while they appear to be new, have their sources in the past.

Characteristic of the culture of the day is an agnosticism about God and man’s destiny and a suspicion of all institutions.  It should not surprise us then that our own people have doubts about some of the tenets of their faith, the demands of the Gospel and the authority of the Church.
We usually describe this enveloping culture as “secular.”  The challenge facing the Church and its leadership is to continue to participate in a society where secularism, whether formal or informal, holds sway. 
But the Church has no option. She must participate. She is not apart from the world. Her task is one of discernment, of interpretation and engagement.

In the memorable words of Gaudium et Spes, that great pastoral document of Vatican II “To carry out (her) task, the Church has always had the duty of scrutinising the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel.  Thus, in language intelligible to each generation, she can respond to the perennial questions which men ask about this present life and the life to come, and about the relationship of the one to the other.  We must therefore recognize and understand the world in which we live, its expectations, its longings, and its often dramatic characteristics.” (GS, 4)
In what follows I will attempt to discern these signs in society at large and within the Church today.

In terms of government and in the legislative field, laws have been passed which erode the unique character of the family as providing the foundation stones of society. Moral equivalence has been accorded partnerships which, for all the claims made for them on the basis of common justice, favour sexual relationships which subvert the norm.

In the field of bioethics permissions have been given by a government-established authority which has significantly extended the opportunity given to laboratory biologists to fertilise and clone human gametes for experimental purposes – effectively creating human beings for destruction – adding to the holocaust of babies aborted from the womb.
In the field of public policy we continue to be faced with strategies suggested or implemented with regard to sexual health – particularly for the young – which lay great emphasis, and rightly so, on education. However the deficit is often in their reluctance to address the issues from a moral perspective and their hesitancy in acknowledging the union of a man and woman which we traditionally call marriage as uniquely the place for sexual intimacy.
Five years ago at the inauguration of my ministry in Glasgow I called for the Church’s voice to be heard in public debate. I repeat, albeit in other words, today, that it is vital that we respond to such views (always with respect and courtesy) by pointing out the enormous philosophical and theological bases on which our belief system and anthropology is built, stretching back into antiquity and spanning all the fields of human knowledge.  
The Church is not afraid of reason or science. Rather she embraces their insights.  However no technological breakthrough, political programme or scientific methodology can operate in a vacuum, devoid of the insights of theology, philosophy and ethics, nor for that matter can they be unschooled by history.

In the field of education to which the Catholic Church has made – universally – a long and distinguished contribution voices continue to be raised, even in unexpected places, for the disbandment of Catholic schools on the facile claim that they are a contributory factor in, or even the root cause of sectarian bigotry.

And this despite the fact that they are dedicated to Christian values of service both to God and the community. Indeed Catholic primary and secondary schools have been among the most applauded by Her Majesty’s Inspectors, particularly for their ethos and success, often in areas of notable multi-deprivation. The Catholic community entertains the not unreasonable suspicion that the underlying concern is not for Christian harmony but for the fulfillment of the secular agenda.

In the civic and social field we can recognize and applaud the physical regeneration of our city and its self-reinvention as a place of thriving culture, the arts, commerce, international conferencing and tourism, as well as continuing its historic role as a place of higher education. It is famed for its interest in sport and there is good reason to hope – particularly with regard to the possibility of hosting the 2014 Commonwealth Games – that this will continue. All of which the Church supports in one way or another.

However there is an underside, revealed only too readily by statistics, of unemployment, poor health, serious addictions to drugs and alcohol and social disaffection, especially among some sections of the young.  If we use the phrase “transcending poverties” we are hinting at the deficits in the underlying social fabric and spiritual foundations of the community wherein secularism demonstrates its negative effects.

In recent years the Archdiocese has increased its direct service of the socially needy. The Mungo Foundation is built upon the former Community Social Services division of the Archdiocese and has reached an unprecedented level of care in the community with a wide range of services.  

Next month I will be chairing and participating in a conference of the Royal Society of Edinburgh which will study the various forms of poverty which continue to afflict too many of our fellow citizens, examining new approaches to overcoming them. 

In the Church too we must read the signs of the times.
We have to recognize that a diminishing number of Catholics regularly practise their faith and contribute to the life of the Church.  This decline is seen also in the number of priests available to serve the faithful, and in the number of applicants for the priesthood and religious life. 
There is, as a consequence, a necessary reduction in the number of parishes in the city, a trend which unfortunately is likely to continue. I have no doubt that we have been affected by the same secular currents as have been eroding the body politic.  If truth, and consequently religion, are considered a purely private matter, and if one’s truth and religion are merely subjective, then there is no ground on which to build a coherent social order nor indeed a cohesive and inclusive community, and that applies to the Church as it does to society in general.
It is secularism which feeds sectarianism, strange as that may sound to those who would scapegoat religion and its manifestations.

In all of this, however, we are far from being discouraged.  While the number of people attending Sunday Mass on a regular basis has declined there is clear evidence of a strong core of committed people who regularly attend Mass not only on Sundays but also on weekdays. While several parishes have been amalgamated and some churches closed or are about to be closed, more vibrant parish communities have resulted.
The reorganization of the diocese has taken an important step forward with the realignment of deaneries and the enhancement of the role of deans. 

The Chapter of Canons has been restored and re-invigorated with ex-officio membership of our nine deans.

Parish Pastoral Councils have been established in every parish and a programme of parish visitation is about to commence.

Two religious orders of men have undertaken the care of parishes and groups of sisters have made themselves available to assist where needed.

There has been an increase in the number of applicants for the priesthood recently and some two dozen men are in training for the permanent diaconate. 

In the pastoral service of our young people, there have been significant developments, with a dedicated centre established at Our Lady of Consolation in Govanhill. An Arts Project has been founded to help young people explore and express their faith in music, drama and the arts. 

In the ecumenical field the Archdiocese has led the way in ensuring that we have a full-time ecumenical officer serving the cause of united action by the churches.  An Archdiocesan Commission has been set up to promote local ecumenical initiatives.  

Our St Mungo’s Singers have contributed greatly to diocesan and ecumenical worship and the liturgical life of the Archdiocese has been further enriched by the establishment of a new Schola Cantorum.

Each Easter a small but significant number of men and women has been received into the Church and an unprecedented number of courses in adult formation has been offered to the faithful. 

The Pastoral Care Trust is about to relaunch as the St Nicholas Care Fund, offering financial assistance to people across the city in establishing community services.

The Cardinal Winning Pro-Life Initiative is preparing to mark its 10th anniversary of offering practical and compassionate care to women facing a crisis pregnancy.
As regards the built heritage of the Church, several of our architecturally outstanding churches have been restored or are in the process of restoration, and we are about to embark on the renovation and expansion of the Cathedral.

These projects benefit from the generous response of our people to the Faith into Action programme resulting in pledges of nearly £10m.  

This suggests that the Archdiocese is in good heart, despite the secular erosion of faith and the prevailing materialism of the day.  Our focus now must be on the social and spiritual poverty so many people in and out of the Church experience.

Already the St Mungo Conversations; the diocesan Eucharistic and Scriptural Congresses and the increased contributions of our education and pastoral offices to adult formation have become important factors in addressing the needs of the community of faith.
Our preaching and teaching, our liturgical celebrations, our prayer, our witnessing to Christ’s presence among us are the necessary antidote to the surrounding secular atmosphere.  For some 1400 years the Church has had a presence in Strathclyde and St Mungo has been honoured for bringing the good news of Christ to us. That good news includes the promise given by Christ to the disciples on the day of His Ascension. “I will be with you until the end of the world.”
“God entered the history of humanity,” said Pope John Paul II in his first encyclical, “and, as a man, became an actor in that history, one of the thousands of millions of human beings but at the same time unique!” (Redemptor Hominis 1)

He came as our redeemer: “The Redeemer of man, Jesus Christ is the centre of the universe and of history … redemption marked the high point in the history of man within God’s loving plan.” (ibid)

Christ continues to act in us and among us in His word and in His sacraments; through the Holy Spirit and through the Church. 
It is this thought which gives us confidence to face the future both hopefully and joyfully.
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