Mass for the 150th Anniversary of St Mungo’s Academy

My dear brothers and sisters, 

The year is 1858…
It is less than 30 years since the establishment of the Western District – Scotland having previously been divided ecclesiastically into the Highland and Lowland Districts.

The bishop in charge of this area at the time is John Murdoch.  Born towards the end of the 18th century in the Enzie of Banffshire, he succeeded his fellow Banffshire man Andrew Scott, who was famous, among other things, for the establishment of this Cathedral church between 1814 and 1816.  (1814 being the date on the archway over the entrance door where we can still read that the architect was James Gillespie Graham).

The history of the building of this church gives us a sense of the difficulties  an emerging Catholic population in Scotland is experiencing – guards are mounted at night during the construction to ensure that what was built by day is not pulled down by night!

In 1858 the population is still extremely poor.  But a school for boys had already existed, built by another priest with a highland name, Fr Archibald Chisholm.  Three years after its foundation in College Street it had moved to a weaver’s shop in Weaver Street, and by 1857 120 pupils crowded in to be taught by one teacher.

A journalist’s description of the school at the time is stark: “The dingy apartment is swarming with children from five to 10 years of age, with here and there a boy of 12 or 13, all pale-faced, many very poorly-clad, and all clustered so thickly on the benches and the floor that there is scarcely room for us to move.  A class is standing before a large map, and is being drilled by a pupil-teacher in his fourth year. The master calls up a few of the older boys and we have the pleasure of hearing a few questions put to them in arithmetic and geography.  The performance is tolerable, but knowledge amid such noise, crowd and suffocation is pursued under great difficulties.”
However Fr Chisholm had already been thinking of how to better the circumstances and in 1855 he took the opportunity of a visit to Glasgow by two Marist Brothers to press upon them the great need for Catholic education in the city.  So it was that in 1858, three Marists arrived from London and on August 23 1858 a school bearing the name of St Mungo’s is opened on Garngad Hill.

What we celebrate in this Mass is the opening of that school and its subsequent flourishing. We cannot but be amazed at the hardships faced in the early days; the changes made necessary by expansion; the sacrifices made by staff, parents and pupils and the sheer determination to be faithful to the Lord’s command to go out to the whole world, teaching all to observe the things that He had commanded; preparing generations of students for citizenship of the kingdom of heaven and to take their place in the earthly city – a field white for the harvest.

The Gospel we have just heard sets the tone for our gathering.  It is the same one that was read on Sunday for the Feast of our patron saint.
In it, Jesus is standing by the Lake of Gennesaret. His apostle-fishermen, Peter, James and John are nearby working on their nets. Even though they have just returned from a night's unproductive fishing, Jesus asks them to go back out and try again: 'Duc in altum’ – ‘Put out into the deep and pay out your nets for a catch.' 

As we know, their efforts are rewarded handsomely with an extraordinary catch of fish. 

Peter, James and John are overcome and fall down in awe before Jesus. 

Jesus chooses this favourable moment to reveal to them the mission he will entrust to them - and by extension - to all of us: 'Do not be afraid. From now on', he says, 'it is men you will catch.'
That story, from St Luke’s gospel has so many parallels in the history of this school.
The first Marist brothers who opened the school doors back in August 1858, may well have felt that they were setting up in highly unpromising territory.  Like the Apostles, they too must have had their doubts about the success of this new endeavour.

Yet, like the apostles who agreed to pay out their net at Jesus’ command, the Brothers set up their new institution, trusting only in divine providence to find a way through the many obstacles which lay ahead of them.

Tonight, we are like the successors of those early Marist Brothers, surveying the near miraculous catch of this century and a half.  A catch of educational excellence, of religious vocations, of sporting and cultural achievements and of Christian living.

And so it is that like the apostles, we fall in awe before the Master and hear His command that we are to go out and become fishers of our fellow men and women of the 21st century.

That apostolate is one which has been exercised in a special way over the years by the Marist Order. And tonight I wish to thank publicly the Marist Brothers on behalf of this Archdiocese for their tremendous service of the community of the East End of Glasgow and for their sterling example of dedicated Christian witness over the decades.  The Archdiocese has benefited tremendously from the labours of the religious orders who have been invited to work in the city over the years, or in the case of the Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate Conception, who were founded in it. We have benefited too from the devotion of all those lay men and women whose like commitment to Catholic education is one of the glories of the local church.  Those who stand today in place of the Marist Brothers are truly their worthy heirs.
Today’s St Mungo’s Academy is a very different place to that “dingy apartment swarming with children” as described by the journalist 150 years ago.  Your school is a fine campus of purpose built facilities, facilities which we, as an Archdiocese have been glad to be able to use on occasions such as our Eucharistic Congress.  It was one of the first of a new generation of school buildings provided by the local authority, a provision which we acknowledge gratefully tonight.  It has been my good fortune either to open or bless several of these new schools, one of which was opened by the former Prime Minister himself.
Your fame precedes you as a centre of excellence in education too … I know from my own visits that the modern languages and musical traditions of your school (among others) are widely known and appreciated.

In a sense the St Mungo’s Academy story mirrors the story of Catholic education in post-reformation Scotland, from humble and indeed unpromising beginnings, through times of trial to a new era of excellence and acclaim.

Yet for all that, we cannot let tonight be an occasion for pride alone.  

In many ways the challenges of today are just as serious (though more hidden) than those which faced Brother Procope, the first headmaster.

Today’s pupils are being formed in what can appear to be a very hostile environment. Strident voices are raised which would relegate Christian living to the margins of public life; which care little for the value of human life and even less for the wisdom of the Church’s insights and teachings.  In many ways, today’s pupils face a harder challenge in living a full Christian life than their poverty-stricken predecessors 150 years ago.
That is why we must do all we can to improve the formation experience of children in our Catholic schools.

I commend to the teaching staff all the new opportunities available to you, either through the internet, or through SCES, the Scottish Catholic Education Service or through the Faculty of Education at the University of Glasgow.  We must be ever prepared to use the most effective means at our disposal to assist our young people in their faith development and academic achievement.
Good quality, orthodox teaching materials are our equivalent of the nets used by the apostles in their miraculous catch.  We must seek them out and use them well in the service of our young people.

In our work we will be guided by the example of so many who have gone before us, heroes of the faith in their own environments, who quietly but effectively put into effect the faith they professed.

We will be assisted too by Our Lady, the Seat of Wisdom, under whose mantle so many of the teaching efforts in this school’s history have been carried out, and whose monogram is proudly represented on the school badge.
This year also marks the 150th anniversary of Our Lady appearance to Bernadette at the cove of Massabielle, and it is very fitting that your anniversary as a school founded by Marists should be celebrated in the same timeframe as the celebrations at Our Lady’s most famous shrine.

Let us turn to her, as we cross this important threshold in the life of the school and ask her to intercede for us in this anniversary year and every year, so that “we may be made [truly] worthy of the promises of Christ”.

Amen
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