SERMON AT UNIVERSITY MEMORIAL CHAPEL, FEBRUARY 27 2008
Principal, members of Senate, members of staff and students, friends.
I stand before you feeling rather more honoured than usual.  I say that, of course following recent events in Rome when Pope Benedict was invited and then had to withdraw from speaking at the opening of the academic year at La Sapienza University following protests from some staff and students which he thought might jeopardise the visit.

I don’t know whether I should be relieved or disappointed to find myself welcomed this morning and a singular lack of protesters here to block my entrance!

Of course every cloud has a silver lining and in the case of that particular cause celebre – or should I say “le discours celebre” – the net result of the Pope’s cancelled visit was the publication of the speech in newspapers across the globe, reaching an audience dramatically larger than it would otherwise have done.
Perhaps I should have asked for a few unruly students to howl in protest as I entered the chapel to ensure that what I had to say was reported in tomorrow’s Herald!

But let fancy fly away – I am delighted to join you again this Sunday morning in Glasgow University’s lovely memorial chapel, and if truth be told, what happened in Rome has its repercussions here since the theme of Pope Benedict’s discourse is one which engages all of us who reflect on the respective educational roles of the University and the Church.
Both exist because truth – both as theory and ethical practice – are important to us.

“I think,” said the Pope, that “one could say that at the most intimate level, the true origin of the university lies in the thirst for knowledge that is proper to man.  The human being wants to know what everything around him is. He wants truth. In this perspective one can see Socratic questioning as the impulse that gave birth to the western university.”
As regards the role of the Church, of which the Pope presented himself as the representative, he described it as “a community that preserves within itself a treasury of ethical knowledge and experience important for all humanity.” He described himself as “the representative of a form of ethical reasoning.”
Despite what his critics feared, he did not, he said, “seek to impose the faith upon others in an authoritarian manner – as faith can only be given in freedom. Over and above his ministry as Shepherd of the Church, and on the basis of the intrinsic nature of this pastoral ministry, it is the Pope’s task to safeguard sensibility to the truth; to invite reason to set out ever anew in search of what is true and good.”

It is in that same spirit of respect and hoped-for reciprocal understanding that I speak to you today.

Let me say quite clearly, that the Church honours reason as one of the principle avenues for arriving at truth. Yet it also recognizes that human wisdom has its limitations.
It can be unduly affected by current political thought, party and commercial interests, pressure groups and so on.
St Paul at the Areopagus was denied a fair hearing by the sophisticated Athenians.  On his way to Corinth he mused on how his message would be received in that city which had a reputation as many ports had as a sink of sin.  
And yet, in the absence of Athenian pride, his message was received there –he would write: “He (God) chose what is weak by human reckoning; those whom the world thinks common and contemptible are the ones that God has chosen; those who are nothing at all to show up those who are everything…”
He was overcome by their readiness to receive and their docility to the truth.

At the heart of the Sermon on the Mount, and in a sense summing it up, are what we call the beatitudes.  The reference to the mountain and (depending on how they are listed) their very number of 10, lead us to compare them with the 10 commandments delivered on Mount Sinai.

If the Decalogue is admirable in the scope and conciseness of its commandments, the Beatitudes are outstanding in their profundity.

Rime and time again they turn on its head the wisdom of the world.

The series of “Blesseds” commences with ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit …”
This poverty is not to be understood as an emptiness, an ignorance, a knowing-nothing but rather a sense that truth and good and beauty transcend the individual and must imply a thirst for them – “a hunger and thirst for what is right” as the 5th Beatitude expresses it.

Persons who are pronounced ‘Blessed’ are not those who claim a robust ego and strong sense of self-worth, but those whose only identity and security is in God, as one commentator has put it.  
But even in the case of those who have no formal faith a healthy sense of one’s human fallibility and continued desire to be persuaded of what is true and right is an essential precondition of learning and of obtaining wisdom – and must be characteristic of a University no matter how ancient and distinguished.

The Pope in his intended discourse reflected on the relationship between natural and revealed truth i.e. the unfinished corpus of human wisdom and what the Christian Church (and to an extent other great faiths) have received and pass on.

He said: “On the basis of its origin, the Christian message should always be an encouragement towards truth, and thus a force against the pressure exerted by power and interests.” 
His focus moved from the tradition of the medieval university to the modern (and Glasgow is both!) and he remarked, “In modern times, new dimensions of knowledge have opened up, which have been explored within the university under two broad headings: first, the natural sciences, which have developed on the basis of the connection between experimentation and the presumed rationality of matter; second, the historical and human sciences, in which man, contemplating his history as in a mirror and clarifying the dimensions of his nature, seeks to understand himself better... Yet the human journey never simply comes to an end; and the danger of falling into inhumanity is never totally overcome, as is only too evident from the panorama of recent history! The danger for the western world – to speak only of this – is that today, precisely because of the greatness of his knowledge and power, man will fail to face up to the question of the truth.” 

I may end my discourse here with such a salutary warning, but the discourse is not ended, and never will be ended where there are men and women seeking the ‘light that illumines history and helps us find the path towards the future,’ which for the Christian shines forth above all from the face of Christ.
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