MASS FOR 25TH ANNIVERSARY OF JOHN PAUL ACADEMY

My dear friends,

Twenty five years ago, in August 1982, the doors of this brand new school opened for the first time.  Unusually for a Catholic school it was not called after a saint, nor was it named to honour one of the titles of Our Lady.  Instead, it was called John Paul Academy.

The reason was very simple.  Just two months earlier, Scotland had witnessed its largest religious gathering in history with 300,000 people attending Mass in Bellahouston Park, just across the River Clyde from here, a Mass I had the privilege of concelebrating with Pope John Paul II.

Although you boys and girls who are present tonight will not remember that day. I am sure your parents and teachers will have vivid recollections of that lovely June afternoon.

One moment I recall very clearly was when the Holy Father had to pause in his sermon, and wait a full eight minutes until the spontaneous cheering of the crowds had died down.  

As he tried to pick up from where he had left off, the Pope improvised a little and pulling the microphone towards him he paraphrased the psalmist. He said : “This is the day made memorable by the Lord … what immense joy for us!”

Well, this evening I want to make those words my own … this is the day made memorable by the Lord, and we do feel immense joy at the milestone achieved by this school and the whole learning community as you mark 25 years of existence!
In that time you have set down very strong and fruitful roots in the catchment areas you serve.  I know that the academic, social and spiritual life of this school is a source of much encouragement to parents and staff alike.

But anniversaries are not simply moments for looking back, or resting on our laurels.  Rather they should be seen as springboards from which we launch ourselves into the future.

In doing that, however, we can draw inspiration from the past.  And where better for a school named after the Polish Pope, than to revisit some of the words John Paul II spoke to the young people of Scotland at Murrayfield 25 years ago? My dear young people, your predecessors were every bit as enthusiastic and noisy as you!  I remember the Holy Father chuckling as he tried to get a word in edgeways over the chants of “John Paul, John Paul!”

But when he did speak his words were full of insight and inspiration.

He said: “Left alone to face the difficult challenges of life today, you feel conscious of your inadequacy and afraid of what the future may hold for you. But what I say to you is this: place your lives in the hands of Jesus. He will accept you, and bless you, and he will make such use of your lives as will be beyond your greatest expectations!”

How true those words are – perhaps more so today than when they were first spoken. Pressures on you as teenagers of the early 21st century are enormous.  It would be very easy for you to forget or dismiss all that you have lived and learned in your years at a Catholic school. But to do so would be to cast away a very real treasure.  Your faith may seem unimportant to you now. Almost irrelevant. But the truth is that only our faith helps us to answer some of the deepest questions we ask as human beings … questions about who we are, and why we are here …
The Holy Father reminded the young people of the need to be aware of the presence of God in their lives – a presence we can easily fail to notice. 

He said: “If you pause to reflect for a moment or two you will begin to realize how much you experience the presence of the Holy Spirit in your lives, especially through the goodness and kindness that other people show to you, even though you do not actually see him in the world. The Holy Spirit is a living Spirit and his action is interwoven with all the realities of our lives, so that daily we encounter him in other people, but also in particular happenings and in the things of nature, which so frequently direct our thoughts to God. And my visit to you today, our being together, is a work of the Holy Spirit.”

Following on from that I think we can safely say that our celebration this evening is a “work of the Holy Spirit”, just as the Spirit has guided this school through 25 years of existence and will continue to inspire and console future generations.

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ. The role of the Catholic school today is vital, not only for those who work and learn here but for the whole community.  A vibrant school enlivens the feeder parishes, and acts as a leaven in the area it serves.

In recent years your school has been called the John Paul New Learning Community, recognizing the strong links between this institution and its associated primary schools, nursery schools and special educational needs schools. This is a welcome development and I thank all of you for your flexibility in adapting to this change.  

In doing so I pay special tribute to Mrs Mary Weeple, whose leadership has steered the school through so many developments in recent years and who has recently announced that she is to retire. I am sure that she will leave John Paul Academy with a heavy heart, but with the assurance of the prayers and gratitude of many pupils and their families as a consolation.
I said at the start of my reflections that this school was unusual for a Catholic school in that it was not give the name of a saint or blessed.

Maybe that will soon change … for as you may know, the present Holy Father has opened the cause of beatification of his predecessor and it is the hope of many that John Paul II will soon be raised to the glory of the altars.

In that case we must meet again to celebrate that change, when you could well become “Blessed John Paul Academy”!

Whether or not any beatification takes place, we should never tire of reflecting on the wise words delivered by your “patron” especially to the young people of this country. Even those of us who are not so young can find great wellsprings of hope and consolation in this final extract with which I want to leave you …

“Do not let the sight of the world in turmoil shake your confidence in Jesus. Remember his words: ‘Be brave: I have conquered the world’. Let no temptation discourage you. Let no failure hold you down. There is nothing that you cannot master with the help of the One who gives you strength.”

Therein lies our hope.  That is the launch pad into the future.  Christ Jesus our Lord is our brother who accompanies us every day of our lives, and there is nothing we cannot master with His help. For that and for all that has been achieved over the last 25 years in this school, let us rejoice and be glad!

Amen.
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