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HOMILY BY MOST REV MARIO CONTI, ARCHBISHOP OF GLASGOW
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

“The harvest is rich but the labourers are few …”

The need for missionaries has been constant in the Church and in no generation has the Church failed to pray that the Lord send labourers into his harvest field.

We can enter by imagination into the minds of those early Christians on this shore of the Irish Sea, knowing that beyond it lay another land inhabited by pagans.  They must have wondered how soon the time would be ripe to carry the sweet message of Christ to them to allow the light of the gospel to dispel the darkness of their ignorance.

And they must have wondered where the minister of this gospel might be found.

Just as in the providence of God, Joseph sold into slavery in Egypt became the means of the liberation of the Jews from slavery, so Patrick, captured as a boy on these shores and taken to Ireland became the first apostle to the Irish.

As St Patrick reports in his own confession: “I came to the Irish heathens to preach the Good News and to put up with insults from unbelievers.  I heard my mission abused, I endured many persecutions even to the extent of chains; I gave up my free-born status for the good of others.  Should I be worthy I am ready even to give my life promptly and gladly for his name; and it is there that I wish to spend it until I die, if the Lord should graciously allow me.”

We might also use our imagination to wonder whereabouts on these shores St Patrick was born and reared.  There is a strong tradition that says it was on the banks of the Firth of Clyde itself, by Dumbarton.  The name of the little town at the foot of the Erskine Bridge – Old Kilpatrick – would seem to commemorate this.
If that is in fact so, we face the happy fact that the sower for the harvest of souls in Ireland came from an area which was later to receive the harvest of his planting.  

What we know, of course, and know from our own families’ histories, is that so many people of the Archdiocese of today, Catholics of Irish descent now living in Scotland, arrived by the route of the Clyde.  

Its waters, which carried Patrick to Ireland, carried back his spiritual sons and daughters in their thousands, and how enriched Scotland has been by their in-gathering.

Whereas we attribute to St Patrick what are indeed his merits in boldly proclaiming the faith to a whole people, it is to God himself that we must attribute the praise.  
For to the young heart of Patrick the Lord spoke as he spoke so many centuries before to the prophet Jeremiah: “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you; before you came to birth I consecrated you; I have appointed you as prophet to the nations.”

With Paul and Barnabas, Patrick could say that “this is what the Lord commanded us to do when he said: ‘I have made you a light for the nations, so that my salvation might reach the ends of the earth’”.

As we read in the second reading: “It made the pagans very happy to hear this and they thanked the Lord for his message. All who were destined for eternal life became believers.”

Again we may wonder at the abilities of so young an apostle to undertake so mighty a task.

Perhaps Patrick echoed in his response the words of Jeremiah: “Ah Lord, look, I do not know how to speak: I am a child.”

And perhaps he heard in his heart what Jeremiah also heard: “Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to protect you – it is the Lord who speaks.”

St Patrick himself asks the question: “How did I come by this wisdom which was not my own, I who neither knew what was in store for me, nor what it was to relish God?  What was the source of the gift I got later, the great and beneficial gift of knowing and loving God, even if it meant leaving my homeland and my relatives?”

Later in his Confessions, Patrick answers his own question: “I am very much in debt to God who gave me so much grace that through me many people were born again in God and afterwards confirmed, and that the clergy were ordained for them everywhere.  All this was for a people newly come to belief whom the Lord took from the very ends of the earth as he promised long ago, through his prophets … ‘I have made you a light for the nations so that you may be a means of salvation to the ends of the earth.’”
These are the very words quoted by Paul and Barnabas who saw the fruits of their own mission, and, as is recorded in the Acts of the Apostles: “It made the pagans very happy to hear this and they thanked the Lord for his message; all who were destined for eternal life became believers. Thus the word of the Lord spread through the whole countryside.”

And so, my dear brothers and sisters, what lessons can we draw from all of this?
Firstly, to thank God for the grace by which we too believe.

Secondly, to recognise the need, even today, for the Gospel of Christ to dispel the darkness of ignorance.

And thirdly, to pray the Lord of the harvest that he send labourers to his harvest.

May St Patrick intercede for us, as we gather today to celebrate his feast.

Amen
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