HOMILY by the Most Reverend VINCENT NICHOLS, ARCHIBISHOP OF BIRMINGHAM commemorating the TWO HUNDREDTH ANNIVERSARY OF THE BIRTH OF BISHOP ULLATHORNE.

preached in the Church of the Immaculate Conception and St Dominic, Stone.

6 May, 2006.

Today, with this celebration of Mass, we mark of the 200th birthday of William Bernard Ullathorne.  So it is right to begin these reflections with the place of his birth, on 7 May 1806 in the village of Polkington, in Yorkshire.

Eighty years later, just two years before his death, Bp Ullathorne wrote of his memories of that village. He probably had not visited it since August 1863 but, as he wrote, he could still remember ‘almost every house and who used to live in it, though I left the place at about ten years old’. He recalled the sweetshop which had been his  favourite haunt, fishing with the other boys in the local streams and the great outdoor party held by the villagers on Easter Sunday. (cf p 468)

He certainly had a good memory, for faces, places and for things of the heart. And there was much to remember in his long and eventful life.  We are very grateful to Dr Judith Champ for all her painstaking and loving work in putting together her new biography of Bp Ullathorne. She has researched meticulously and read all the Bishop’s many letters, written in that particularly characteristic manner, of which she is now the unrivalled expert! Now we know so much more about him.

His life, of course, took him away to sea as a young boy, and then, at the age of 17 to Downside to begin his priestly studies. After ordination as a Benedictine monk, and at the tender age of 26 he was sent to Australia in 1831 as Vicar General of the whole of the Eastern province of the Church, from Mauritius to New Zealand.  When he returned from those years of hard work, trying to improve the wretched conditions of the convicts, and working hard to establish a pattern of Church life in Australia, he wanted nothing else other than the life of a monk. 

Instead he was sent to the struggling Church of St Osburg’s in Coventry. But not for long. Soon he was off to Clifton as Vicar Apostolic of the Western District after his Episcopal consecration at St Osburg’s. Work there was soon interrupted as he was appointed to the Midland District, very shortly to be named, in 1850, as the first Bishop of Birmingham. In the years that followed he added considerably to the travels of his life, going many times to Rome and to other parts of Europe. 

But his real spiritual home was here, in this place, in this church and convent. Of all the places in which he lived and worked, of all the great places he visited, this was the one which mattered most. Wherever he lived, this was his second home. So it is right that this evening we reflect a little one of the remarkable features of Bp Ullathorne’s life: his great capacity to work with and encourage religious women. 

He understood with great foresight the role that women could play in the life of the Church. As Dr Champ says: ‘He was a remarkable advocate and enabler of the real and active ministry of women in the English Catholic Church.’ (p479) Sisters of Charity accompanied him in his work in New South Wales, among them Sister Mary O’Brien, described as his first female friend, with whom he kept in touch until her death in 1872. In Coventry it was the lay woman Margaret Hallahan who set about teaching, nursing and organising the parish. There the bond between them was established, a friendship that was to be life-long. In fact he, a Benedictine, became the first novice master to Margaret and the three other women who joined with her as the beginning of the Congregation of the English Dominican Sisters. 

He spent such energy and dedication in promoting the role of religious women, protecting their rights, ensuring their legitimate autonomy, and encouraging their ministry in areas in which he knew priests would be far less effective. Without him they would have struggled against indifference and opposition for generations, instead of becoming the bed-rock of so much of the mission and schooling of the diocese.  Not only the Dominican sisters, but also the Sisters of Mercy, the Benedictines and the Sisters of Charity of St Paul in particular benefited from his efforts. Indeed the Sisters of St Paul are known as the Selly Park Sisters because of the land he provided for their mother house, even though his first option was for a location at Oscott – so they might well have become the Oscott Sisters!

During his years as Bishop of Birmingham, the number of communities of religious women in the diocese went from 7 to 36, of which thirty were dedicated to social and charitable work. Homes, hospitals, orphanages all increased. Indeed on the day of his twentieth anniversary as Bishop of Birmingham he wrote, to the Abbess of Stanbrook, ‘I thank God who has given me so much veneration for his true daughters and has blessed me in the service of so large a number of them. If I am able to do them some service it is much owing to their belief that I have that veneration for them, and that I account the serving of them to be a singular  privilege which God has given to me.’ Any bishop should say the same!

But he also understood the personal strength he would find in close cooperation and friendship with religious women. In this he took encouragement from the example and teaching of St Francis de Sales. It was here in Stone, for example, that he found true peace and relaxation, as well as a clear spiritual support in the prayer and empathy of the sisters. With these women he could move beyond the isolated dignity and responsibility of the position which weighed heavily upon him and write and speak in more open and trusting terms, often letting down his guard in his letters to them. And that trust was reciprocated. Mother Margaret Hallahan remained his closest and most trusted friend. She placed total trust in his guidance saying of him; ‘No person knows my nature so well.’  Not only did she support him throughout his life, but even at her death she was busily making arrangements for him and designing his final resting place, his tomb here on this sanctuary.

She died on 11 May 1868 after six months of painful illness which he felt deeply and with great distress. Her death was, in his words, ‘an unspeakable loss’ adding that ‘the greatest privilege of my life has been the twenty five years of her friendship and confidence, of which I always felt myself unworthy.’ But he knew that she would be praying for him in heaven and gladly relied on those prayers for his own salvation He found it hard to find someone to preach at her funeral: John Henry Newman begged to be excused from the emotional task. Fr Northcote was suggested, but Ullathorne was convinced that he would break down. Finally Archbishop Manning was invited, but he could not free himself from prior engagements. So Bp Ullathorne stood here and did it himself. And he preached for one hour and forty-five minutes! Which I shall not do!

Eight years before that funeral Bishop Ullathorne had been here for another funeral. It was the funeral Mass for his own mother, Hannah, who died in the September of 1860. He wanted her, too, to be here, in this precious place, though her death and his sorrow is almost without comment in all his writings except for the phrase: ‘She deserved a worthier son than I am.’ (p270) She, and his father, are commemorated in the stained glass window there on my left.

So perhaps it is not too surprising that our second bishop, and the builder of this diocese, chose to be buried not in the splendour of St Chad’s but here, in the company of his beloved mother and his great friend Mother Margaret. As he lay dying in Oscott College, he received messages from many sisters saying: ‘Our thoughts and our prayers are with our dear old father all day long for we feel it is only by our prayers we can now in any way make return for all his loving care of us.’ (p 494) The description of the reception of his body, into this church is lovingly recorded, with the fifty sisters of the community lining the aisle all holding lighted candles. On 28 March, 1889, after some practical difficulties which would have amused him, his

tomb was sealed and he lay in peace.

Today we remember with great affection this splendid apostle and good shepherd. His qualities of realism, firm determination and great attentiveness to detail served this diocese so well, and we thank God for them. As was said at his funeral by Bishop Hadley, what he wanted above all else was to encourage ‘a young heart realise its God – if he could touch a priest with the mission and the message of his Lord –if he could get a labourer in the vineyard to listen to the love which speaks from the Cross – he was satisfied.’ (p 491)  

He was much loved, not least by this first circle of friends who still surround his body even in death.  This surely reminds us of the place of intimacy in our life of faith. At the heart of faith is love: love of Our Lord, the Good Shepherd, who lays down his life for his sheep. For every one of us intimacy with Him is the most important fact and adventure of our lives. We strengthen that intimacy each day by our prayer and our willing service. Today, too, we remember the importance of those close to us in our lives who help us to be faithful to this one Lord and with their love and care enable us to serve him.

We thank God for the life of Bp Ullathorne, for the example he has given. We thank God for the lives of those who loved and supported him: his mother Hannah, Mother Margaret Hallahan and many others. We thank God for all the religious women who have served the Lord in this diocese, and especially in the Dominican family. We thank God for our own friends and families, those who help us to know the Lord and to stay faithful to his love in our lives.

On this Vocations Sunday we ask the Lord to increase among us his spirit of generosity and hard work so that many will follow his call and, like these great predecessors be good and faithful servants.

Finally pray for me too that I in my turn may do my best to follow in the footsteps of this giant of a bishop. It’s easy to wear his pectoral cross and carry his crozier, as I do this evening; but it’s so difficult even to imagine trying to fill his shoes.

+Vincent Nichols
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Today we give thanks to God for the life and ministry of Bishop Ullathorne, the founding bishop of this Archdiocese, who was born on 7 May 1806. 

His life was rich and full, and reflecting on it there is so much to be said. Yesterday evening, in the Church of the Immaculate Conception and St Dominic in Stone where he is buried, our reflections centred on the great role the Bishop played in and with the lives of religious women in this Archdiocese, and indeed in Australia. 

But this morning I wish to take up a different theme, starting with a retreat Bishop Ullathorne made in the spring of 1850, just before taking up his appointment as Bishop of Birmingham. He made this retreat at Colwich Abbey and took as his guide the writings of the seventeenth century spiritual writer Augustine Baker, often regarded as the spiritual father of the English Benedictines. In those writings Bp Ullathorne found one phrase that guided him through his retreat and indeed through much of his life. It is a phrase very fitting for today, Good Shepherd Sunday on which we pray for vocations.

The phrase was Baker’s simple injunction: ‘Consider your call, that’s all in all.’ It clearly spoke to him of his vocation to be a bishop, a calling that never sat easily with him, and which caused great tension in his life, and indeed, in his spirit. But at the end of this retreat, he wrote quite intimately to Mother Margaret Hallahan, his great friend and ‘confidente’, in these terms:

‘My dearest sister in Christ, if it were but in mere gratitude, I ought to write to you before I leave this place. It is long since I have had such a time, and I may safely say never so much light as to what God requires of me. Six syllables have been my main exterior instrument, and I do not see how I can ever need more.’

The few syllables were the words: ‘Consider your call’  -  ‘that’s all in all.’

This is surely the first lesson and encouragement we take today from this great man. The call to which he had first responded, apart from the call of the sea, was to be a Benedictine monk, living a community life of prayer. But that had lasted little more than a year. From then on his life was at the disposition of the Church: in Australia, as a parish priest in Coventry, in the Western District of this mission territory, and then here in the Midland District. Instead of being in his monastery, he had to grapple with every problem facing the church, and every tension within it.

We know he did great work. Indeed his record is enviable: In 1848, when he started his Episcopal ministry here, there were 73 missions, with small churches or chapels. He saw to the foundation of forty four new missions and the building of 67 new churches. Instead of the 86 priests of 1848 there were, by 1888, 198 plus five communities of religious men. The presence of religious women and expanded even more dramatically, and by this stage, 26000 children were being educated in our schools, interestingly about 20% of them not Catholics.

Yet neither this record, nor the steady progress made in achieving it, gave him profound peace or satisfaction. He was always conscious that the position and growth of the Catholic Church was precarious, with many converts quickly falling away from the practice of the faith, and many marriages failing to bring together Catholic partners into solid Catholic families.

Indeed Bishop Ullathorne, like many today, struggled in his ministry. He had to face relentless demands and the sapping tension of disagreement, not least among the bishops. Often he was called on to intervene or take a cause to Rome when the conflict could not be resolved here. In the six years from1856 to 1862 he travelled to Rome four times, and without the benefits of Easy-jet!

Indeed after ten years of Episcopal ministry he was worn out, and the encouraging words written in 1850 had lost their gloss. While in Rome in 1862 his weariness and frustration were at their height. He wished for nothing other than to lay down the burdens of his office and return to the monastery. So, in his own words, ‘I put a solemn petition before the Pope, showing how my laborious life had acted upon my constitution, and petitioning to be released and to be let return to conventual life.’ In fact his health was fragile and he had suffered fits of dizziness. But he got no immediate answer from the Pontiff, Pius IX.

When the answer did come, it was delivered in a most remarkable and dramatic fashion. On the Feast of the Purification, at the Papal Mass in a crowded St Peter’s Basilica, and after the Papal blessing at the end of Mass, the Pope sat down again at the throne and summoned Ullathorne to stand before him. Then he said these words: ‘Monsignor, in the name of St Peter, I tell you from this chair of truth, that your demission cannot be accepted. Stand in your place. Persevere unto death. You have yet many things to do!’

Astonishing! Bp Ullathorne called it ‘my accident in St Peter’s’! But there was no more talk of retirement and he did indeed do much more, so much more, in the following twenty seven years of his ministry.

There is such truth in this for us. Our vocation is indeed a call from God, whether to marriage, priesthood, religious life or a dedicated single life. But that personal conviction needs to be ratified by the Church in its sacraments or other actions. Sometimes, too, we need a word of authoritative encouragement, so that our own feelings, often of self-pity, do not overcome our sense of God’s call or our God-given duty. Our faith tells us that in all these ways God uses the Church to sustain His work in us. This is obedience to the Church in action!

Throughout all his years Bishop Ullathorne worked tirelessly. He was, in the words of Dr Champ, ‘a battler for the Church and for Catholic truth in the public arena.’ (p492) He struggled with all the contemporary issues, the list of which is still much the same today: with issues of faith and science, the impact of Darwin in particular; with issues of the relationship of Catholicism to other faiths and, of course, with all the various dimension of ecumenism. It is interesting to recall that the Bishop received into the full communion of the Church seventy-five former Anglican clergyman, many of whom went on to serve as priests in the Catholic Church. 

In all of this his spirit was true, ‘not knowing how to lie, without fiction and without guile, simple and straight.’ (Hedley, Funeral Sermon, p498) He had, at core, a largeness and freedom in his approach to life, balanced by the need for stability and order: a very Benedictine receipt. But much of this truly emerged only in old age, when he could be less concerned with sustaining the dignity of his office and more revealing of his deeper spirit. Many saw only the gruff Yorkshire man, who certainly struggled to be patient. It is no coincidence that his last book was devoted to that struggle. Entitled ‘Christian Patience’ and published in 1886 it was dedicated to his old friend John Henry Newman, with whom he would walk, arm in arm, on the beeswax corridor in Oscott in the months before his death.

Throughout his life he trusted always in the power of prayer, and especially the prayer of his closest friends among the religious women. In 1888 he wrote to Mother Genevieve Dupuis, down at Selly Park, setting out his soul: ‘We all have our shortcomings more or less: God know them and allows for them, for we are what we are, the poor frail mortals in whom God works in the main His will and way. It is this contrast between what we are and what God does in us that fills us with hope and trust in His goodness.’

And that is the hope for all of us, too.

Bishop Ullathorne died on the feast of St Benedict, 1889. To the last, his down-to-earth approach remained steadfast. He was lovingly cared for by many, Fr Parker, the entire staff of Oscott and many other clergy, too. But he still had time for others. The maid who tended his fire each day was called Alice. Shortly before he died he called her over, saying, ‘Alice, I have missed you.’ She asked for a blessing which he gave and murmured ‘Pray for your old bishop’ and then added: ‘This is a funny old world!’ As he died all about him were in tears. One of them, a student at the time, looking back at the moment thirty-five years later, recalled that one of the canons present waved goodbye to his dying bishop as if he was seeing him off on a train at Snow Hill station! (p497)

A fine funeral here in St Chad’s, with a sermon by Bishop Hadley, duly followed. But it was at Stone that he wished to be buried, among his beloved Dominican sisters, close to his own mother and to Mother Margaret Hallahan. Obituaries followed, not always flattering or even accurate. With a consistency of approach which has not wavered over all the intervening years, the obituary in the Tablet remarked that ‘he was hardly more, perhaps, than a venerable name’. The reason given, and I quote, was this: ‘not mixing in society and rarely seen in London, Dr Ullathorne took no pains to keep the world in mind of him.’ Not much changes!

But we do keep him in mind. And in this we are much indebted to Dr Judith Champ for all the loving work she has carried out over many years, studying all his letters and writings, searching them out, bringing them together in this wonderful new biography of Bishop Ullathorne ‘a different kind of monk.’

Today, on this Vocations Sunday, we thank God for Bishop Ullathorne, so much the father of this Diocese. We thank God for his steadfast faith, his assiduous building of the pattern and traditions of the Diocese, for his commitment to the training of men for the priesthood and to the fostering of the religious communities of women. Today we pray that God will continue to bless us with vocations. Indeed, yesterday I met with four fine young men who want with all their hearts to give themselves to the Lord and who will begin their formation for priesthood in the autumn. Bishop Ullathorne would have been pleased by their generosity. May he continue to watch over us and protect us always with his prayers.

Amen.

+Vincent Nichols

Archbishop of Birmingham
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