MASS FOR 150TH ANNIVERSARY OF ST JOSEPH’S MILNGAVIE
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,
Today is a day of great joy, not only for you, the parishioners of St Joseph’s, but for the whole Archdiocese, and indeed for all the people of Milngavie.  A century and a half of parish life is something to celebrate indeed, and we do so, thanking God for the many blessings he has granted to this community since 1857.

It is salutary for us to recall on a day like this, the conditions which led to the foundation of this parish.  Until 1857, Catholics in this area were attended from Duntocher or from Lennoxtown. Life was not easy either for priests or people.
Indeed in 1871 Bishop Strain wrote of this parish being a “most deserving case” and spoke of the “very poor mission of Milngavie”.  It was a full 15 years after the establishment of the parish that the first little church was built, and two years later that a presbytery was built to replace the dangerous and unwholesome dwelling of the parish priest.

Those beginnings seem to us far off - not only in time, but socially and culturally.  St Joseph’s, today, is a thriving, motivated community of believers well equipped to evangelise into the 21st century.

What was the motor, the driving force which brought about the transformation?  The answer must surely be faith and its attendant values.

Your forefathers who built the first of the three churches to carry the name of your parochial patron, and who scrimped and scraped to open the first school in the parish in 1868, were persons of faith.  For without a rock-like faith they could never have achieved what they did in the face of such adversity.

They responded in faith to the promise God made through Moses in our first reading: “Take notice of the laws and customs that I teach you today and observe them, that you may have life and may enter and take possession of the land that the Lord the God of your fathers is giving you.”

St James, in the second reading repeats the message in his own way: “Accept and submit to the word which has been planted in you and can save your souls.”
That is exactly what the founding parishioners of St Jospeh did a century and a half ago.

In our day, we are called to be equally faithful to the Lord’s commands.  There is no room in the Christian life for resting on our laurels, still less for resting on the laurels of our forebears!

Next year we will mark another anniversary - the 25th anniversary of the visit of Pope John Paul to this city. Many of you here today will recall the great surge of excitement and fervour which swept the Catholic community on that occasion.  I imagine preparations here in St Joseph’s were thorough and enthusiastic as they were elsewhere.  

I recall that event because the message of our Holy Father on that sun-blessed day in Bellahouston Park has a special relevance for us as we gather here to recall the past and re-dedicated ourselves for the future:

He said:“You are the heirs to a sacred heritage. Your forefathers handed on to you the only inheritance they really prized, our holy Catholic faith!

“You originate in a glorious past, but you do not live in the past.  You belong to the present and your generation must not be content simply to rest on the laurels won by your grandparents and great grandparents.  You must give your response to Christ’s call to follow him ...” 

The Holy Father went on: “But we find it harder to follow Christ today than appears to have been the case before.  Witnessing to Him means a daily contest, not so quickly and decisively resolved as for the martyrs in the past.”

And in a passage that was surely prophetic, the Pope said: “Today as never before the basic doctrines of the Faith are questioned and the value of Christian morality challenged and ridiculed.  Things abhorred a generation ago are now inscribed in the statute books of society!  Matters of such magnitude demand the fullest attention of our Christian generation.”

Therein lies the greatest challenge of this generation.  If our grandfathers were called to re-establish the faith in these parts, it is our duty to safeguard and defend it. Our views and our standards do not match the prevailing culture.  It is harder than it was 150 years ago to stand up for Christian values.  But we must not falter. 

Though the values peddled by secular society are ever more at odds with the Church’s vision of the good of man, in one area, at least, the prevailing culture has improved beyond recognition.

I mean in the area of ecumenical dialogue.  Locally, here in Milngavie, there is an impressive tradition of friendship, hospitality and constructive interaction between your own parish of St Joseph’s and the surrounding parishes of the reformed tradition.  

I am delighted to see representatives of the other Christian churches in Milngavie here today, bearing witness to that friendship which was given a very real boost by the Papal visit to which I referred earlier, with its ringing appeal to all Christians in Scotland: “We are only pilgrims on this earth, making our way towards that heavenly Kingdom promised to us as God’s children.  Beloved brethren in Christ, for the future, can we not make that pilgrimage together – hand in hand?”

In order to do that more effectively we may have to set aside some of the less meaningful customs and habits of the past – the sort of externals which Jesus in today’s Gospel denounced as a substitute for real heart-felt faith and love.  But if it costs us something to do so, how much more do we gain in offering to the world a united witness to the love of God and the truth of the Christian message?
My dear people.  As you mark the achievements of these 150 years, do not tire of learning the lessons of the past, and applying them to the future.  The Second Vatican Council urged us to “read the signs of the times” not so as to conform to them, but so that we might be creative and effective in bringing the saving doctrine of Christ to the men and women of this age.

Let that task animate us! Let it be our raison d’etre as a parish community - for the missionary dimension can never be lacking in any thriving Christian community.

And as we set out on the next stage of this journey of faith, let us place ourselves under the patronage of St Joseph, that quiet, but strong, faithful and effective guardian of the Christ Child. He will obtain for us the grace to achieve much, and the grace too, of final perseverance, so that one day we may all meet again in the eternal kingdom prepared for us since the foundation of the world.

Amen
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