SERMON AT KINGS COLLEGE CHAPEL ABERDEEN

FEBRUARY 5 2006 

Dear friends, brothers and sisters in Christ,
It is a joy for me to be here with you this morning, in an historic chapel which I grew to love well during my time in Aberdeen, and at the heart of a university with which over my years as bishop I was privileged to develop a warm relationship.  That relationship was recognised by the university in an award to me of an honourary Doctorate in Divinity in 1989 and a professorship of theology in 2002.

In my role as president of the Scottish Catholic Heritage Commission I continue to be in contact with the Principal of the University and members of staff with regard to future development of the University library and archives.

It would be true to say that this morning’s scripture readings have chosen my theme rather than that my theme has chosen the readings, since the two extracts read to us are taken from this Sunday in the cycle of readings provided in the common lectionary, one of the gifts of the post-Vatican II Catholic Church to our brethren of other Christian churches and ecclesial communities.

There is a three year cycle of gospel readings and this year they are taken from the gospel of St Mark. The first reading is from the first epistle of St Paul to the Corinthians. We will be further inspired and instructed by extracts from this letter on coming Sundays.
On reflecting on these two passages from Mark’s Gospel and the first epistle of St Paul to the Corinthians, we cannot help but be struck by the intensity of purpose that drives both Jesus and Paul.

Our Gospel passage is from the first section of St Mark’s account of Jesus’ words and ministry – a ministry inaugurated with the call to conversion, a demand for a change of heart.

Why?  Why such a radical change?

Simply because the kingdom of God has come among us. 

Fresh from his own conversion – his own dramatic realisation of that truth - Paul expresses with great eloquence the zeal which consumes him, the hunger for souls, the apostolic imperative to preach the good news. It is the love of Christ that compels him – Caritas Christi urget nos. 
For Christ’s sake Paul is prepared to undergo any trial, any tribulation to bring others to the joy and completeness he feels in his own service of the Lord. Until his dying day he will bear witness to it, to the ends of the earth.

In a sense he had to fine tune his message as he journeyed through the lands of the Gentiles. His experience at the Areopagus of Athens when his mention of the resurrection of the dead was met with laughter by the sophisticated Athenians, emboldened him to speak at Corinth of the folly of the Cross.  He was to recognise Our Lord’s own words: “If I be lifted up I will draw all to myself.”

Later he would write to the Corinthians: “For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe.  For Jews seek signs and Greeks seek wisdom but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men and the weakness of God is stronger then men.” (1 Cor, 1: 21-25)
We might say that the foolishness of the message is love. Love in the sense which Paul uses it and which Christ himself expressed in the following way: “Greater love than this no man has, than that he lay down his life for his friends.”

The wisdom of God has been made manifest, and the old certainties, the carefully constructed logic of human ingenuity is turned upside down by the new logic … the logic of love.
This week, Pope Benedict, chose to “open”, in a sense, his pontificate, at least formally, by publishing his first encyclical, which has as its title Deus Caritas Est – God is love.

It is a beguiling title to a beguiling work.  But the fact that the Holy Father has chosen to insist on this primary truth – God is love – so solemnly and so significantly encourages us to revisit this truth and treasure it.

In Deus Caritas Est, Pope Benedict seeks to tease out the stages of love, from eros to agape, from self seeking to self-giving.

“Love one another as I have loved you …”  
This was the last expression of the basic Gospel message delivered to the apostles before Jesus consummated his love for humanity on Calvary.  It is his challenge to us too.
The love that is required by Christ is more than just being pleasant to one another, more than simply treating one another with justice and respect.  Love has its own logic, and goes much further than civility or amiability.

Just as in Paul’s time, that logic seems to bemuse the world of today.  In a society besotted with the assertion of my rights, my share, my time, my body and my way of doing things, the logic of love, of self-giving is utterly counter cultural.

Nowhere is the logic of love, the language of self-giving, more aptly expressed than in marriage – the complete gift of self to another.

And so in a sense it should come as no surprise that this “institutionalised self-giving” is more and more marginalised in our society.

Commitment is anathema to a culture of the ephemeral, of the “use and discard” mentality.

And so marriage with its solemn vows of perpetual fidelity and commitment is being relegated by our society and our lawmakers to simply one of a series of options for partnership living.

It was a concern for this which prompted me, on behalf of the Bishops of Scotland, to address a pastoral letter to our own parishes just last Sunday, outlining our concern as pastors at the erosion of marriage as an institution of respect in our society, especially following the recent legislation surrounding civil partnerships.

In the letter I wrote: “The horizon has been lost sight of in a well-intentioned but disingenuous piece of legislation which will do nothing to enhance the dignity of marriage, the support due to the family, and the respect to be accorded conjugal love by which, in God’s design, new life is procreated and society established and maintained.”

I added: “This is a time when marriage and the family are in crisis with many of our social ills traceable to this cause.  Therefore we must be at the forefront of promoting family life.

“Promoting the family means assisting in the provision of suitable and affordable accommodation to young married couples. It means offering them counselling in preparation for marriage and conciliation services where circumstances require them, and this rather than providing easier divorce.  It means offering parenting skills, something which the authorities are beginning to recognise and for which they should be commended. It may also mean requiring in some circumstances couples to take advantage of such opportunities where it is evident that they are not coping as parents. It means backing all those agencies which already in the field are working with the Church in addressing aspects of family support.”

Now, more than ever, it is imperative that Christians unite to support marriage and stable family life.

In the past it was a comfortable position to be “pro-marriage”. Today it is a radical stance, but one we are called upon to take.
Do not the language and logic of Jesus and Paul inspire us still?

In a world of political correctness and “caution-speak” where do truth and “Jesus–speak” come in?
The late Pope Paul VI, whom I remember with enormous affection and respect - it was he who named me Bishop of Aberdeen back in 1977 - answers that question with words of encouragement.  His vision was the creation of what he termed a “Civilta’ d’amore” – a civilisation of love.

That is surely what the proclamation of the Gospel still seeks to do, and wherever that message takes root we find manifest the kingdom of God.

We, the apostles of the 21st century need to feel the same imperative as Paul.  Look again at what he says: “I made myself all things to all men in order to save some at any cost …”

That example of evangelical fervour should spur us on to new efforts. Jesus, in our Gospel passage, refuses to concede himself a break from his preaching, urging on his disciples to new journeys through Galilee … Time is short, He seems to be saying … “Let us go elsewhere so that I can preach there too, because that is why I came.”

“That is why I came …” A missionary impetus is essential to the Christian worldview.  

But in addressing our faith, our deeply cherished values and our hope to others we need also to address it to ourselves.  Ours must never be a crusading, domineering or overpowering spirit.  Instead, we do our most effective apostolate when we love, truly love; putting others before ourselves in imitation of the Divine Master.

Being just, being fair is not enough in the logic of love.  As Pope Benedict says in his own introduction to Deus Caritas Est:

“Justice can never make love superfluous. Beyond justice, the human person will always need love, which gives justice a soul. In a deeply wounded world like today’s, there is no need to further demonstrate this. The world awaits the witness of Christian love which is inspired by faith. In our world, frequently so dark, the light of God shines with this love.”

May we be bearers of that light, heralds of that love, apostles of that truth – Deus Caritas Est - in these sacred portals and beyond. 

Yes to the ends of the earth.

Amen.
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