Message for the 60th Anniversary of the Diocese of Paisley

We generally date the reformation in Scotland to the Parliament of 1560, held in the absence of the monarch, Mary Queen of Scots, who was at the time in France. 

Recourse to Rome was forbidden and the Mass banned. The Bishops were not, however, removed from their benefices, though one at least, the Archbishop of Glasgow, somewhat prudently gathered his things and sailed to Paris where he remained until his death in 1603, the last survivor of the pre-reformation Catholic hierarchy.

Though commonly referred to as “the medieval sees” these pre-reformation dioceses had long antecedents, the most ancient of which was Galloway, or the see of Whithorn, associated from the late 4th century with St Ninian.

The Archdiocese of Glasgow could claim continuity with the episcopal line established by St Kentigern or Mungo in the 6th century in the Kingdom of Strathclyde.  This ancient see was revived by Earl David, subsequently David I, around 1114 and indeed most of the medieval dioceses owed their re-formation to David I, the saintly son of Queen Margaret – Saint Margaret of Scotland.

The successful struggle for Scottish independence was supported by the bishops and the claims of the Archdiocese of York for metropolitan oversight of the Scottish Church were resisted. The Holy See recognising the reality of the Scottish nation, took the Church under its wing, with Pope Alexander II assuring the diocese of Glasgow in 1175 that it was “specialis filia romanae ecclesiae” – a special daughter of the Roman Church – a phrase which was used subsequently to describe the whole Church in Scotland.
St Andrews, which had assumed ecclesiastical primacy in Scotland from Dunkeld, at the beginning of the 10th century, obtained metropolitan status under Sixtus IV in 1472 with the rest of the Scottish dioceses, including Glasgow, being suffragan sees.  However, 20 years later, in 1492, Glasgow itself was erected as a Metropolitan See by Innocent VIII and remained so until the extinction of the medieval hierarchy.

In one of the first acts of his Pontificate, Pope Leo XIII, on March 4 1878, by his letter “Ex Supremo Apostolatus Apice” re-established the whole Scottish Catholic hierarchy after some 300 years. 

That Bull “did create anew or re-establish” those dioceses which still to this day bear the titles of the pre-reformation Church.

[In this Scotland was more successful than the Catholic Church in England and Wales, which was precluded by the Ecclesiastical Titles Act from assuming the titles held by the Church in pre-reformation days.]
However this decision created a couple of problems. One was that Edinburgh had never been an episcopal see. It was unthinkable not to have St Andrews among the restored sees, and the solution was to link Edinburgh with the title of St Andrews.  The other problem was how to recognise in one province, not only the historical importance of Glasgow, but also the actuality of it containing the greatest number of Catholics.

For different reasons, Glasgow in the restored hierarchy, again became subject immediately to the Holy See, a revival of its ancient relationship as “specialis filia” – special daughter of the Roman Church. Its heraldic achievement marks this by displaying the crossed keys of Peter while the salmon with a ring in its mouth proclaims the restoration of its fidelity.

On May 25 1947, Pope Pius XII, by his Apostolic Constitution “Maxime Interest” restored the metropolitan dignity of the Archdiocese with the creation of the bishoprics of Motherwell and Paisley as suffragan sees, and it is the happy result of that vision which we celebrate today.
In 1997, when the Archdiocese celebrated its 500th anniversary as a Metropolitan See, albeit vacant for several hundred years, a message was conveyed by the Diocese of Paisley to its mother church: “We share a history that brings us a special kinship. Until very recently we were part of each other … as well as our diocesan relationship there are many personal relationships which link us; those of our priests and people who look back on the city as the place of their birth and baptism, the work that the city supplies for many, and the facilities it provides for entertainment and shopping.”

A clear sign of this kinship between our two sees is the fact that all of the Bishops of Paisley, Bishop Black, Bishop McGill, Bishop Mone and now Bishop Tartaglia were ordained priests of the Archdiocese of Glasgow before coming here to this Cathedral Church of St Mirin to be consecrated with Episcopal orders.

That message continued: “The highlight of recent history must be June 1 1982 at Bellahouston Park when Pope John Paul II celebrated Mass for the Catholics of Scotland. He challenged all Scots with a paraphrase: ‘Lord let the people of Scotland flourish through the preaching of thy word and the praising of thy name.’”

We could not do better on this occasion than to echo those words, seeing in our continued close ecclesiastical kinship and warm friendship an impetus to work ever more closely for the extension of the Church as the Kingdom of God.
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