Homily for Chrism Mass – 30 March 2010

I thought I was going for a bit of a stroll after lunch, a few weeks ago, with the Bishop.  And then our good Bishop asked me, in the usual way that Bishops put invitations, “Would you like to preach at the Chrism mass?”  Now I’m not sure if Bishops get a little red book in Rome, after they are ordained, which tells them how to put requests before people.  Or maybe such invitations as these are impulses of the Spirit!  Anyway, as I stand here this evening to preach, I’m mindful too of Paul Murray, a Dominican priest, poet and writer who says in one of his books that young Dominicans, when beginning their training, are asked what they are seeking.  The reply which they normally give is  “I seek the mercy of God and your mercy”.  I share that request this evening.  I seek the mercy of God and your mercy! And as for my great brother priests, assembled here behind me, I ask of you, please don’t be looking at your watches and timing the length of the homily!  They’re the kind of things we do, as priests, sometimes!
So here we are gathered in this great Cathedral dedicated to Our Lady.  Here we are gathered in this place, where if the stones could talk, they would tell of the huddled groups taking refuge in a  half-built Cathedral in famine times.  This has been the place of the cadence of life – the place of baptisms and funerals, weddings and ordinations, sacraments and commemorations and celebrations.  And now we have arrived at the year 2010, with twitter and tweet, mobiles and modums.  And it is into this challenging and fast-moving world that the Gospel of Jesus Christ arrives to challenge us this evening.  Can’t you imagine that scene when Jesus stood up in the synagogue and read from the scroll?  Can’t you imagine when Jesus said that he was the one who would bring good news to the poor, when Jesus said that he would proclaim liberty to captives, that he would bring new sight to the blind, that he would set the downtrodden free and proclaim the Lord’s year of favour?  What a wonderful challenge that is to all of us in our sophisticated Ireland of 2010.

This evening we place that Gospel challenge in the context of our celebration of the Year for Priests.  On the Feast of the Sacred Heart last June, June 2009, Pope Benedict proclaimed the year up until the Feast of the Sacred Heart in June 2010, to be the year for priests.  This year also commemorates the 150th.    anniversary of the death of St. John Vianney,  the curé of Ars, who is the patron saint of priests.    So who are we as priests and what are we called to?  First of all we priests are human beings.  We are Jims and Joes, Liams and Bills, Padraigs and Michaels.   We are sons of mothers and fathers.  We are brothers to sisters and brothers.  We have gifts.  We can be stubborn, like all human beings.  And what we do is we journey with you, the People of God.  Priests and people have a fundamental equality.  We are all equal in the eyes of God but we have a difference in function.  Most priests do not appear on the Late Late.  Most priests are neither Fr. Ted nor Fr. Trendy.  Most of these priests gathered here this evening celebrate mass, preside at funerals, baptise the young, visit on First Fridays, comfort the dying, anoint the sick, offer forgiveness in the confessional, call to the schools.  We have a great diversity of personality and talents.  But we are first and foremost human beings who are invited to witness to Christ in a particular way in the Eucharist and in our lives.  Sometimes I think we priests can feel a bit squeezed, a bit squashed between bishops and people.  The great Vatican Council of the 1960’s developed a tremendously rich understanding of the role of the baptised person.  It also greatly developed the ministry and pastoral life of a bishop.  The role of the priest did not receive the same attention.  So sometimes the priest can get a bit squeezed in his identity.  In a very fast moving world, a priest is sometimes expected to be a good preacher, an excellent communicator, an animator of meetings.  He is to be a preserver of buildings and a fundraiser for projects.  He is to have an excellent bedside manner, good interpersonal skills, intelligence, wit and competence.  I sometimes wonder has he been made yet!  But the document on priesthood of Vatican II says that the first task of the priest is to be a preacher of the Word of God.    Listen to some of the other things that the Vatican II document on priesthood says: it says  “The Eucharist is the source and summit of all preaching of the Gospel.”  It says “the Eucharist is the centre and the root of the whole life of the priest.”  It says that “the priest must be conscious of his own weakness and labours in humility.”  It says “no priest is sufficiently equipped to carry out his own mission alone and single- handed.”  It says “priests are to be sincere in their appreciation and promotion of lay people’s dignity and of the special role lay people have to play in the Church’s mission.”  It says “priests should cultivate kindness and hospitality toward each other.”  It says “priests ought to treat everybody with the greatest kindness following the model of Christ.”  It says “the priest is called to holiness.”  (Quotations from Presbyterorum Ordinis – Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests – 7 December 1965) So there is a great challenge for us, as priests, and we need your support and kindness as we journey with you.  Let us destroy the pedestals.  I don’t want to be put on a pedestal.  Priests don’t want to occupy pedestals...because pedestals are places for statues in the entrances to museums.  We put statues on pedestals in gardens where it makes no difference what happens to them – because statues are made of stone.  We priests are not statues for pedestals.  We priests prefer to sit at a dinner table and share laughter and stories.  We priests prefer to have our feet on the ground.  We priests prefer to walk the road of life, with you, the baptised people of God.  We don’t want to exist on some separate, supposed, spiritual superhighway.  Allow us to be flesh and blood human beings with the same gifts and talents, with the same foibles and failings as all of humanity.  Allow us to be challenged, with you, to live the life of Christ.  
This evening, too, I would like to call for two other things.  One is to trust our hearts.  (The logo for the year for priests contains an image of the sacred heart)  Sometimes, perhaps over the years, with the importance of doctrine, we have forgotten the place of the heart in the life of the Church.  We can rush off to doctrines and creeds, which though vitally important, are only secondary.  Look at the scriptures and what they say about the heart.  “Mary pondered these things in her heart” (Luke 2:19) the New Testament tells us.  “Harden not your hearts” (Psalm 95:8) the psalmist tells us.  “I will give you a new heart and a new spirit”, (Ezek 36:26) the prophet Ezekiel reminds us.  St. Luke tells us “Where you treasure is there you heart will be” (Luke 12:34)  Jesus tell us that the first and most important commandment is “you must love the Lord you God with all your heart (Mark 12:30).   Jesus reassures us as he says “Do not let your hearts be troubled or afraid” (John 14:1)       We need to recover the place of the heart in each of our lives and in the life of our Church.   If Jesus Christ can have a human heart, if Jesus can cry tears of sorrow at the grave of Lazarus, if Jesus Christ can share the joy of a party in the house of a Pharisee, why can we not trust the movements of our hearts?  The heart is the beating centre of our bodies.  The magnificent message of our faith is that God took on a human heart.  And yes if we live by the heart, there will be ups and downs.  We will fall in love.  We will know sorrow.  We will make mistakes as poor old Peter did.  But his heart, as we say, was in the right place.  And that, I think, is, above all, what Jesus saw.  Peter’s heart was in the right place.  

Secondly, and finally, this evening, I believe the great challenge to us in the Ireland of 2010 is to remain faithful.  Yes, there have been great challenges.  Yes, there have been grave mistakes.  Yes, we must face the truth.  We are a Church of sinners, a people who walk together on this earthly pilgrimage.  But we undertake this journey grounded in the values of the Gospel.  The Gospel calls for justice, it challenges us to care for the weak.  It demands that we listen to the voiceless.  But the Gospel also challenges us to be people of mercy, people of compassion, people of love, goodness and forgiveness.  The Gospel requires us to hold all these different values in tension.  We can never say there is simply one Gospel value.  So you and I in the Year of our Lord 2010 are challenged to remain faithful.  We have experienced a winter time in our Church.  There have been cold winds and biting criticisms.  Our winter, the weather, this year has reflected almost the movements in our Church and in our lives.  But let us remember that daffodils cannot grow in Australia.  (I’m sure someone will challenge that assertion!) It isn’t cold enough for daffodils.  It is in lying in the cold earth of winter that the daffodil bulb grows and develops.  It is in the barren bleak earth that the new stirrings of life are taking place.  Without the darkness and cold of winter, the daffodil would never produce its vibrant yellow of Spring.  And so it is, too, with our Church.  This may be the winter time.  But God is stirring in our hearts and in the unseen darkness.  God’s spirit is at work and a new spring will emerge.  You and I live in the tradition of Teresa of Avila and Ignatius of Loyola.  We have the simplicity of Francis and the meekness of Bernadette.  We have the power of Bridget and Patrick and Brendan.  The constant challenge is to remain faithful.  We must guard what has been handed on to us.  We must listen to the signs of the times.  The past is our heritage, God’s gift to us.  The present is where God speaks to us, often quietly.  The future is what God calls on us to create.    And we find God not by fleeing from our world.  We find God in the everyday, in the people and experiences of our daily lives.    

As we go from here, let us go forward in hope.  Our Church still needs priests and will always need priests.  This evening too, I suggest, that, in our Church, we should trust our hearts.  We need to remain faithful in winter so that the spring can come.  Our pastoral plan is Críost ár ndóchas.  Christ is our hope.  With Christ as our hope, let us continue to remain faithful.

