HOMILY FOR FEAST OF ST MUNGO 2006
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ

Since my appointment to the see of Mungo almost four years ago I have taken every opportunity to stress the links between the modern Catholic Archdiocese and the early Christian settlement of our heavenly patron.

It is generally accepted that the establishment of a Christian centre here on the north banks of the Clyde was of great significance to the future development of this city. It is well nigh impossible to trace in any detail the full history of the see, and consequently of Glasgow itself, and a list of its bishops can only be guaranteed many centuries later, when under Earl David, son of Malcolm III and St Margaret, the see was re-organised. 

Subsequently as David I of Scotland, he did much, following in his saintly mother’s footsteps, to ensure the wellbeing of the Church in Scotland, and many of the dioceses as we now have them owe their origin or re-ordering to him.

For several hundred years, following the death of James Beaton in Paris in 1603, various priests and vicars apostolic cared for the diminished and increasingly diminishing number of Catholics in this city. Times were not good.

The fortunes of the Church in the west were reversed at the time of the industrial revolution when the opportunities in Glasgow became a magnet for both internal and external immigrants, a significant number of whom were Catholic, especially those coming from Ireland.  

We owe a great deal to Charles Eyre, the first Archbishop of the restored hierarchy for laying the foundations of the Church as we recognise it today in Glasgow.  It would have seemed extraordinary to the clergy and people in 1878 that 100 years later the successor of Archbishop Eyre, due to the expanded population of the greater Glasgow and Strathclyde areas, would be a Metropolitan Archbishop and during his service welcome the successor of Peter to the city of Mungo, before being created a Cardinal of Holy Roman Church.  Such a distinction, when it came, not only recognised the merits of my predecessor, Cardinal Tom, but also the attachment of this see to that of Peter. 

Again Glasgow could call herself with justification “Specialis Filia Romanae Ecclesiae” – special daughter of the Roman Church. 
Now, when I look at the coat of arms of the city, I see the salmon from the Clyde which bears in its mouth the lost ring of fidelity, as a striking symbol of this restoration of Glasgow to its place in the Catholic world.

It is clear from this brief survey of our history as a Church in Glasgow that it has not always been plain sailing. The Church has not always been blessed with calm seas and favourable winds.

How do we judge the tide today? What are the challenges we have to face? 

For the Church, like Christ Himself is to be a sign of contradiction, and we can therefore expect that difficulties and challenges will arise both from within and from outside the Church.
St Paul warned his young disciple Timothy that in his preaching he would have to confront those who “far from being content with sound doctrine … will be avid for the latest novelty and collect themselves a whole series of teachers according to their own tastes; instead of listening to the truth they will turn to myths.”

His job therefore, will be to proclaim “the message and, welcome or unwelcome, insist on it.”

It is not the difficulties of the dark ages that we face, nor the direct attacks on the Church of the time of the reformation, nor the unjust laws of penal times – all these have passed. Today the assault is indirect; the attack is on the moral order which is the heritage of all Christians, and which enshrines values shared by those of other faiths within our midst.

I have just come back from Salamanca in Spain, from a stay of several days in the Royal Scots’ College there – one of our ancient seminaries. There the bishops were concerned at the way in which the institution of marriage is undermined, and the family which should be at the very centre of the state’s concern, marginalised.

Recent legislation to introduce civil partnerships dangerously weakens the uniqueness of marriage as a time-honoured, legally recognised and protected social reality and a fiscally privileged entity. It also implicitly places homosexual acts on a plane of moral equivalence to marital love.

All of this flies in the face of the Christian Catholic view of sexuality and marriage, and stems from the basic mistake of separating the unitive and procreative aspects of marital love.

Almost 40 years ago Pope Paul VI in an encyclical which has now become famous as a sign of contradiction, namely, the encyclical letter Humanae Vitae, warned about the dangers of separating conjugal love from procreation. He prophetically exposed the dangers into which modern society would fall through separating the unitive and procreative aspects of sex. He wrote:  “How easily this course of action could open wide the way for marital infidelity and a general lowering of moral standards.”

He thought it would lead the young astray, and diminish respect for women, instrumentalising sex as a recreational activity, instead of the awesome means of bringing new life to bear.  That new life certainly requires the intimate and faithful love of husband and wife as parents and educators of the young.

Today marriage is in crisis and many of our social ills can trace their origin to that source.  

As our new Holy Father, Benedict XVI recently said to the new British Ambassador to the Holy See: “You have spoken of the importance for the United Kingdom of remaining faithful to Europe's rich traditions, and such fidelity naturally involves a profound respect for the truth that God has revealed concerning the human person…

“It requires us to acknowledge the indispensable role of stable marriage and family life for the good of society…”
One of the Holy Father’s great predecessors, Pope St Gregory the Great, commenting on the passage of Ezekiel which we heard as our first reading, spoke about the need for the watchman to keep watch, and to warn the people in God’s name, whenever they saw danger approaching.  Indeed this is a duty which falls heavily on all bishops, and that is why the Bishops of Scotland will shortly address to you, through me, a pastoral letter aimed at supporting marriage in the face of recent legislative changes.

“The grace to see life whole” … that was the gift which Pope St Gregory the Great in the sixth century prayed might be given to him. It was also my prayer on the day of my ordination as a bishop … “To see life whole and the power to speak effectively of it.”

On this evening, when the children of Mungo stand with the successor of Mungo in prayer around this altar, I ask you to make that prayer on my behalf, so that  together this Catholic community of Glasgow may, in fidelity to Christ’s injunction, bear effective witness to the Gospel which from St Mungo’s day has been held dear by ourselves and others in this our much loved city.
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