Mass for 160th Anniversary 
of the St Vincent de Paul Society in Glasgow
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, members of the Society of St Vincent de Paul, 

I am delighted to be with you this evening and to have the opportunity of thanking you and showing my support for the good work that you do.

You are part  of an international fraternal organisation of Catholic laypeople in the Church with a membership of approximately one million men and women whose Christianity is expressed in the help that they offer to the poor, to those in need, on a person to person basis, regardless of race, colour or creed.

You will recognise perhaps, that the words in that sentence are taken from a description of the Society in the handbook that was published to mark, 10 years ago, the 150th anniversary of your foundation in Glasgow.

Tonight we celebrate 160 years of this service to the poor here in Glasgow.

We are also celebrating a Mass to mark the feast day of Bl Frederic Ozanam. It is to him and to his companions that the foundation of the Society of St Vincent de Paul in Paris in 1833 is attributed.  From Paris it spread to other parts of Europe arriving here in Glasgow in 1848.

The President at that time was J Burns Bryson who in the January of the following year wrote to the President General of the Society of St Vincent de Paul in Paris: “I believe you have been already informed by our esteemed brother, the President of the Edinburgh Conference, that in the month of August last, a Conference of our brotherhood of St Vincent de Paul was established here with the sanction and cordial approbation of the Bishop of this district, the Rt Rev Dr Murdoch.”

The reference to the “bishop of this district” reminds us that we are talking about the period prior to the restoration of the hierarchy which did not take place until 1878, some 30 years later.  Even if the normal structures of the Church were still not yet in place, the charity that is at the heart of the Church’s life was already being expressed, that charity which in the first place is directed towards God as our love and expressed in worship, and in the second place is directed towards our neighbour, and expressed in practical acts of charity.

These acts have been traditionally described in terms of the spiritual and corporal works of mercy, ranging on the one hand from the pastoral care of people, catechising the young, consoling the bereaved and praying for the dead, to the feeding of the hungry, the visiting of the sick and prisoners, and the housing of the homeless.

One of these acts of mercy is the clothing of the naked, and I never fail to remember from the façade of Lucca Cathedral, the city which heads the Province from which my grandparents came, the figure of St Martin on his horse giving half the cloak he had divided by his sword to the beggar.  You must know the sequel to that story, how St Martin saw in a dream Christ wearing his half cloak.  That is surely a beautiful way of reminding ourselves and others that what we do for those most in need we do for Christ himself.

There was terrible poverty in Glasgow at the time the society was founded here. There is still poverty in the city – much of its spiritual but not only. Inevitably as times have changed the way in which the society has expressed its mission has also changed, but never has it forgotten that all such charity should not be given at a distance and coldly, but rather in an inter-personal relationship where the giver and those who receive the gift look and smile at one another. The giver, too, receives something.
I know that that is the ideal, which perhaps at times is not always easy to achieve since we can be frustrated and even annoyed at the haplessness of some and their inability or unwillingness to deal, as others do quite adequately, with the circumstances in which they find themselves.  
This will always be the case and demands of those who are members of the society, generosity of spirit as well as a generosity in sharing material goods, knowing that no matter how much is offered financially, the poor, as Jesus said, will always be with us.

That is why we still need and will always need people like yourselves of the Society of St Vincent de Paul who quietly, perseveringly and generously serve the needy, outstretching the hand of the Church, as Jesus so often outstretched his own, ultimately on the cross, in compassion and love.

We have in the person of our founder, Blessed Frederic Ozanam, an outstanding example of that outreach.

The Holy Father, John Paul II, at the beatification of Blessed Frederic, spoke of the way he had the same intuition as St Vincent de Paul, after whom your society is named. He said, quoting the saint: “Let us love God, my brothers, let us love God, but let it be through the work of our hands, let it be by the sweat of our brow" (Saint Vincent de Paul, XI, 40)

The Pope in mentioning this revealed that he himself as a student before the Second World War had been a member of one of the conferences set up by Blessed Frederic and he had this to say of him, pointing thereby to the necessary connection between charity and justice:  


“He observed the real situation of the poor and sought to be more and more effective in helping them in their human development. He understood that charity must lead to efforts to remedy injustice. Charity and justice go together. He had the clear-sighted courage to seek a front-line social and political commitment in a troubled time in the life of his country, for no society can accept indigence as if it were a simple fatality without damaging its honour. So it is that we can see in him a precursor of the social doctrine of the Church which Pope Leo XXIII would develop some years later in the Encyclical Rerum Novarum.” (Homily at beatification)
We need therefore, to recognize that as one hand stretches out in charity to the poor the other must stretch out towards those in government, whether nationally or at local authority level, pointing to the need in society for injustice to be remedied, for those in poor housing to be better housed, for those who can’t afford the basic necessities of life to be given the opportunity to obtain them and for those who work to be more evenly recompensed, since it is what people put into work rather than the economic benefit of their work which ought to be recognized in any wage paid to them.  

This is not to deny that there are some deserving of particular remuneration by reason of the heavy responsibility laid upon them or who by their skills and dedication make a particular contribution to society. There are those whose entrepreneurial skills and enterprise have reaped for them great profits. They need, as many of them do, to contribute to society by the support of good causes. Their investment in the poor will provide at the end of the day a more lasting return than those who invest in the stock market solely for their own benefit.
The members of the Society of St Vincent de Paul, by their presence and their actions, remind us of these things. You have a lesson to teach us all.

The Holy Father in his homily on the day of Frederic Ozanam’s beatification said: “Today the Church confirms the kind of Christian life which Ozanam chose, as well as the path which he undertook. She tells him: 
“Frédéric, your path has truly been the path of holiness. More than one hundred years have passed and this is the opportune moment to rediscover that path. It is necessary that all … should recognize that this path is also theirs. They must understand that, if they want to be authentic Christians, they must take the same road. May they open wider the eyes of the spirit to the needs of so many people today. May they see these needs as challenges. May Christ call them, each one by name, so that each one may say: this is my path!”
His canonization would add an even brighter light to the candlestick of the Church’s holiness, and so we legitimately pray that the signs of approval which the Church seeks from the Almighty may be granted to her, so that for the glory of God himself, and the good of the Church, Frederic Ozanam may soon be declared a saint in heaven.  
And may your own lives, in the following of his example, reflect his holiness and charity.
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