FESTIVAL MEETING, ST VINCENT DE PAUL SOCIETY

DECEMBER 7 2005

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

I am very grateful for the opportunity to come along this evening and talk to you during this second week of Advent and on the eve of the feast of the Immaculate Conception.

We are at the beginning of the Church’s year – a little ahead of new year in the civil calendar, but we can make use of this fact to see an opportunity for new beginnings.

We talk of New Year resolutions:

· The things we want to do

· The things we want to do better

· The things we want to avoid

And we promise God – and ourselves – and sometimes others, that we will act in a new way.  

In the epistle of last Sunday’s Mass we were encouraged by St Peter to “live holy and saintly lives while we wait and long for the day of God to come.”

We Christians – and especially we followers of Bl Frederic Ozanam in the Society of St Vincent de Paul – should be eternal optimists.  Indeed the little litany of Blessed Frederic Ozanam invokes him as “promoter of hope”.

We live for our hopes to be fulfilled – and these hopes are not without foundation – they are built on God’s promises.

Think of the people of the old testament – of Joseph and Mary; of Ann and Joachim; of Zachary and Elizabeth; of Simeon and Anna – they too had heard of God’s promises that “the glory of the Lord shall be revealed” as the prophet Isaiah puts it.

Later, Elizabeth would be able to say to Mary “Blessed is she who believed that the promises of the Lord would be fulfilled.”  

The bible records too the joy of Zachary, the father of John the Baptist, whose “Benedictus” is a great hymn of thanksgiving to God for fulfilling his promise.
Mary and Joseph, the Apostles and the faithful disciples had their day – by that I mean they lived to see the glory of God shine in the face of the baby of Bethlehem, or, in the case of the apostles, shine from the transfigured face of Christ on Mount Tabor.

We, on the other hand, are in the “in between times” – between the first coming of the Lord and his second coming.  While the first was marked by gentleness – “like dew upon the grass” as a beautiful medieval poem puts it, his second coming is likely to be more spectacular, though its suddenness may be equally unexpected.

St Peter speaks of the day of the Lord as coming “like a thief, and then with a roar the sky will vanish, the elements will catch fire and fall apart, the earth and all it contains will be burnt up.”

I’m not sure I want to live to see that day!

Though I am comforted by St Paul’s words to the Thessalonians that “any of us who are left alive until the Lord’s coming will not have any advantage over those who have died … and those who have died in Christ will be the first to rise, and then those of us who are still alive will be taken up in the clouds, together with them, to meet the Lord …”

Here my imagination fails me, and I simply live on hope of the Lord’s promises being fulfilled.

In the meantime I and you must be watchful. We must be prepared.  That was the message of the first Advent Gospel.

You do that, as members of the St Vincent de Paul Society through your efforts at achieving greater personal sanctity and serving the needy in our midst.
Blessed Frederic Ozanam saw the importance of Catholics practising what they preached. He lived in a society – Paris in the 1830s – when anti-clericalism was rife and the Church was under fire from secular liberal ideas.

A situation not dis-similar to our own!

We should, on occasions like this resolve to live his spirit ever more faithfully as the best apostolate we can do in the society in which we live.

From that first meeting in Paris, on the Rue St Sulpice in 1833 to today, your society has seen a massive growth in membership and influence.

Today you are present in 132 countries worldwide, Scotland being one of the very first outside France to accept Ozanam’s challenge.
The late Pope John Paul raised your founder to the glory of the altars in 1997 during world youth day in Paris. He later spoke of his reasons for doing so. He said: “I wanted to hold up to believers and especially to young people this splendid example of a lay Christian, father of a family and university teacher.”

And he went on to ask: “Given the scandal of old and new forms of poverty in today’s affluent societies, how can we live according to the teaching of Bl. Frédéric Ozanam? How can we answer the needs of those who are forced to leave their native land, of the refugees and illegal immigrants, of the families without rights and the essentials of life, of the many unemployed, of the lonely and abandoned elderly, of the sick and of people who are exploited and enslaved by greed and selfishness?”

These are questions for you to consider in your own conferences and at diocesan and national level.

I want to close with some words of the late Holy Father to the members of the SVDP, words of inspiration and challenge, which I feel are particularly apt on an evening like this: 
“I urge you to make prayer and the concrete practice of brotherhood the soul of your service to the poor. May your meetings not only be opportunities to know and serve your neighbour’s needs, but may they become moments of spiritual growth, through listening to the word of God, fervent prayer and fraternal dialogue.”

It is in this way, beneath the maternal mantle of Mary, on the eve of whose great feast we gather this evening, that we will live lives of hope, inspire hope in others, and ultimately see the fulfillment of our own hope in heaven.

PAGE  
1

