SERMON AT ECUMENICAL SERVICE FOR GLASGOW OLD PEOPLE’S WELFARE ASSOCIATION – GLASGOW CATHEDRAL FEBRUARY 11 2007
My Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ

It is a great pleasure for me to be here with you today in this inspiring setting of Glasgow Cathedral.  Today’s service is essentially about praise and thanksgiving, as the words of the hymns we have sung testify, and I am sure you would agree that we have much to be grateful for.

On a personal note I am grateful to Glasgow Old People’s Welfare Association for allowing us this opportunity to come together in friendship before the Lord. I am also grateful for the good work they do in improving the lives of senior citizens in this city all through the year.

In recent years the Archdiocese has been able to help in some small way the work of the Association by part funding a minibus in memory of the late Cardinal Winning and by contributing some of the proceeds from our annual charity ball to their work. We are glad to be able to support the organisation in any way we can.
The condition of the elderly citizen in today’s society offers both grounds for hope and for concern.

On the positive side there is a continuing improvement in educational and social opportunities, improving health levels, employment options and ever-better life expectancy for the retired generation.

On the other hand there remains a tendency to undervalue the contribution which older people can make to our society; a certain discrimination – or ageism as it is now called – persists; and the hectic pace of life, coupled with financial pressures, can mean younger people – often through no fault of their own – have to leave their home for work, leaving older people isolated from their families and lonely.

Such a reality is far from the vision of the prophet Isaiah, whose beautiful words we have just heard:

“They will build houses and inhabit them, plant vineyards and eat their fruit … they will be a race blessed by Yahweh and their children with them…

“The wolf and the young lamb will feed together, the lion eat straw like the ox … they will do no hurt, no harm on my holy mountain.” (Is: 65)

It is because our present reality is so far from the ideal vision of Isaiah that we still need the good offices of organisations like the Glasgow Old People’s Welfare Association.

Their caring work calls to mind the response of the young virgin of Nazareth – Mary – who, upon learning that her elderly cousin Elizabeth was with child, set aside her own cares and concerns and “went as quickly as she could to a town in the hill country of Judah …” (Luke 1: 39)

You perhaps know how the story continues …

Mary enters the old lady’s house and the baby in Elizabeth’s womb leaps for joy, and she says “You are the most blessed of all women and blessed is the fruit of your womb …”

What follows in the Gospel of Luke is usually called the Magnificat (from the opening word in Latin). It is a great canticle of praise to God, but also a song about justice and right order.

Every evening for over 50 years I have recited that canticle because it forms the hub of the evening prayer known as Vespers that is said daily by Christians all over the world, in private homes and great monasteries, sung in Cathedrals and whispered in prison cells, recited alone or chanted in chorus.

“My soul glorifies the Lord
And my spirit exalts in God my saviour …
He has looked upon his lowly handmaid

From this day forward all generations shall call me blessed …

His mercy reaches from age to age …

The hungry he has filled with good things, the rich sent empty away …

He has come to the aid of Israel his servant, remembering his mercy …”

It is a magnificent prayer, bringing in the various elements of adoration, reparation, thanksgiving and petition.  
In it Mary thanks God for what she already sees being fulfilled. She exemplifies the virtue of hope – something that as older people we must always try to cultivate, refusing the temptation to lose heart or become cynical.  

Mary sees great things happening through God’s direct intervention but also in what is happening around her among those with whom she lives and works.

The vision she paints of a more perfect world is not unrealistic.

In our own lives we may not see the great dramatic manifestations of God that Mary experienced, but if we are sensitive, we will experience the Father’s love for us, often expressed in the actions of others around us … sons or daughters, neighbours or friends from organisations like the Glasgow Old People’s Welfare Association.

Our task is to be sensitive to those loving caresses of our Father God for his beloved child, and to respond with generous love in return to those around us, never losing heart, and always ready to say with Mary, “My soul glorifies the Lord … for he has done great things for me.”

May all of us gathered here today, grown in the virtue of hope, develop a deeper sensitivity to the things of God, and, despite the passing of the years, retain a childlike confidence in the goodness of God … the God, who in the words of Mary, “has done great things for me.”

Amen
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