HOMILY FOR THE OPENING OF THE FOURTH CENTENARY OF THE FOUNDATION OF ST GREGORY’S

Every Mass is a moment of thanksgiving. Today we give thanks to God for his kindness to the community St Gregory’s over 400 years.

We give thanks also for the many people through whom God has worked to do good to St Gregory’s.

We have many benefactors.  We are aware of our great debt to the monks of Spain, to the Sovereigns of the Spanish Netherlands, to Abbot Philip de Caverel.  Without these men and women the foundation of our monastery would have been impossible.

We express also our gratitude to the Catholics of England, who from our earliest days have sent their sons to be educated at St Gregory’s.

We acknowledge our debt to all our benefactors over the last 400 years who have gone before us in the sign of faith, and we pray for them.  We also thank you, for the support you are showing, not least by your presence here this evening.

The history of St Gregory’s is a microcosm of the history of the Catholic Church in England, so many people have been involved in shaping its story: not just monks, also the recusant families which collaborated with us to keep the faith alive in penal times, & later on the pupils in our school and the members of the parishes under the care of the community.  However, I need to mention six Gregorians who shaped our story and have left their stamp upon our character more than anyone else.  I am referring, of course, to our martyrs: to Bl George Gervase, St John Roberts, Bl Maurus Scott, St Ambrose Barlow, Bl Philip Powell, Bl Thomas Pickering, six of our brothers who died a hideous death, condemned by the state as traitors, and honoured by the Church as martyrs.

But a Centenary is not just a time to look back.  It is not just a time for memories, important thought they are.  It is certainly not a time for self-congratulation.  Rather it is a call to us to be open to the challenges which God is offering us today, a time to reflect on the mission of St Gregory’s today.

On one level, it is a time to recall how many ways we can serve: through the education of the young, through the care of parishes,  through creating a centre of scholarship, by outreach to those in need, particularly through the work that many of you do in Bermondsey.  This is all true.  But you know, and I hope that the pupils in the school begin to see this as they grow older, that the centre of Downside, the source of its spirit, is to be found in the monastery and in the Abbey Church.  So I want to reflect with you this evening on the spirit that animates our monastic community.

I should like to share with you some thoughts given by a very distinguished Old Gregorian, Fr Timothy Radcliffe, former Master General of the Order of Preachers, when he addressed the Congress of Benedictine Abbots in the year 2000.  He told us, “The most obvious fact about you monks is that you do not do anything in particular.  You farm, but you are not farmers.  You teach, but you are not school teachers.  You may even run hospitals, or mission stations, but you are not primarily doctors or missionaries.  You do not do anything in particular.  Monks are usually very busy people, but the business is not the point and purpose of your lives.”

You could say that we are the old fashioned amateurs, out of place in a world that prizes professionalism.  What I would say is rather different: in the institutions that we run, particularly our schools, it is not our job to be the professionals.  Our role is something different, but what is it?

Pope John Paul II described the role of Benedictine monasteries in these words.  “All Christians are the light of the world, called to show the values of their faith by the witness of their lives, but light is easily darkened or ignored in the world.  However the monastery, the Christian community permanently dedicated to the evangelical life, radiates a more intense and constant light.  It is a light that iluminates the whole Church and strengthens her witness.  

I find this a beautiful passage, and I think Fr Timothy helps us to understand how we radiate a more intense and constant light.  He said to the abbots, “I wish to claim that monasteries disclose God, not because of what you do or say, but because the monastic life has at its centre a space, a void, in which God may show himself.”  

He hoped that Benedictine monasteries “would continue to be places in which the glory of God shines out”.  How?  A monastery shows the beauty of a way of life which does not involve careerism and getting promoted; the beauty of a way of life which does involve being liberated from rivalry and power struggles.  They show the beauty of a community life which is structured by mutual deference and obedience, of a community where no one is in the centre, where there is an empty void, which is able to be filled by the glory of God.  And Fr Timothy believes that the beauty of the Benedictine life is communicated to the outside world above all by the beauty of monastic worship, by the liturgy we celebrate in our churches, in our singing the praise of God day in and day out in the Divine Office. 

We have come here this evening to thank God for all his gifts to the Church and to the world, and we thank him above all for the family of St Gregory’s, its monastery, school and parishes, a family founded by men fired with the desire to keep the faith alive in England, a family whose greatest mark of distincion is that it has counted among its members men who were given the priviledge of shedding their blood as martyrs.  In this centenary year, We rededicate ourselves to the service of God, and ask him to continue to show to all the family of St Gregory’s the love he has shown to our fathers, to keep us faithful in serving him.  We pray that St Gregory’s may continue to radiate an intense and constant light, to iluminate the whole Church and to strengthen her witness, as we continue to sing his praises, and seek to bring to the world a glimpse of the beauty of God, to whom be glory and honour for ever and ever.  Amen.

Westminster Cathedral, 19 October 2005.

