SERMON PREACHED AT DOWNSIDE ABBEY CHURCH 

ON ST GREGORY’S DAY 

BY HIS EMINENCE CARDINAL CORMAC MURPHY-O’CONNOR

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,
A priest-uncle of mine had the rather endearing habit when he made short speeches at our family gatherings by beginning always with the words from Isaiah, Remember the rock out of which you were hewn.  The rock was faith and family. But he had other sources of solidity. That uncle was stationed in the Channel Islands when the Second World War broke out and had a very hard time during the Occupation.  Having a wireless was strictly prohibited under the pain of concentration camp. My uncle took his wireless and hid it under a slab beside a pillar in the church.  Every night he would lock the church, take out the wireless and listen to the 9 o’clock news on the BBC, to hear a voice that was true and gave indications of hope for the future. 
We all need rocks to cling to. This day for the Community here at Downside is an opportunity to remember the rock out of which you were hewn. The rock of your faith and your tradition have been firmly set by all those who went before you, those like St. St. Gregory, after whom your foundation four centuries ago was named.  What a great monk Gregory the Great was.  Every time his feast comes round I am reminded of the words we heard in the reading from Ezekiel:  Son of man, I have appointed you as sentry to the House of Israel.   St. Gregory says, Who am I?   What kind of watchman am I?   I do not stand on the pinnacle of achievement, I languish rather in the depths of my weakness.  And yet the Creator and Redeemer of Mankind can give me, unworthy though I be, the grace to see life whole and power to speak effectively of it.  It is for love of Him that I do not spare myself in preaching Him.   It was in imitation of him and so many other great Benedictines that your forefathers trained monks from exile for the English mission.   For two hundred years, from 1606, they sent monks to this land to preach the Word of God.  Among them were your two great Martyrs, John Roberts and Ambrose Barlow.   Reading their lives, one is impressed by the way in which, in spite of incredible hardship and suffering, they were full of a sense of joy and cheerfulness as they went about their tasks and, ultimately, as they faced their cruel martyrdom.  How right that we should remember and honour them today – they still pray for us and especially for you. 
In response to Peter’s profession of faith, Jesus tells him:  You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church. He is the rock of faith in Jesus Christ the Son of God, the meaning and the hope for all humanity.  It seems an age now, but it is still less than a year ago that, along with the other cardinals, I came out on to the balcony alongside our new Peter, who just moments before had chosen the name of Benedict to cheers, I am sure, from OSBs across the world. You are familiar, from your own abbatial elections, of this process of discerning the one among you who should carry the weight of office; you know that it can be a dramatic, and sometimes quite brutal, process: that from the moment the majority is reached, the one who is elected and accepts takes possession of the office and all its faculties and the heavy responsibility – as well as the many graces – which attach to it. It carries with it something of the immediacy, and the drama, of Jesus’ call to his disciples: to leave everything and follow him.  
The name Benedict carries great resonances for the history of our Church in Europe, of which St. Benedict is the co-patron. The Rule which he wrote, and which is the bedrock of your lives together, was the light that streamed through the Dark Ages to this day. 
In the 1700s, Pope Benedict XIV confronted the scepticism and rationalism of the Enlightenment. Pope Benedict XV was the great bridge-builder who between 1914 and 1922 was the still small voice of compassion and peace in a Continent tearing itself apart in war. Our own Pope Benedict said he took his name partly because of his special concern for the Church in Europe in our time. Europe is today a place of believing without belonging; it is a place where people seek joy in the street of pleasure, and do not find it. And this leaves them with a restlessness, a searching, a longing as people strive to find out what is good and what is true and what is beautiful. 
Europe today is a place which wants the fruits of faith, and subconsciously adheres to the values of our Christian tradition, yet too often ignores the roots; it wants the values and the priorities of faith without the covenant relationship with God which is its true source. In his first encyclical, Deus Caritas Est, Pope Benedict tackles this unconscious forgetting, reminding us that love is engineered, as it were, to seek the divine, and must always be replenished from its source. He quotes Pope Gregory the Great in his Pastoral Rule that the good pastor must be rooted in contemplation, for only in this way can he take upon himself the needs of others and make them his own. How long can a river last without rainfall? 
Your monasteries today are not as plentiful, or as full, as they were in the great age of western monasticism; yet you show, by your existence, and by your lives, and by your fidelity to the cycle of prayer, that it is the roots of our existence which need to be tended if our lives are to be joyful. We all need to learn this. We learn it first from the family, where men and women learn to be patient with faults and inadequacies, to forgive each other and to rejoice in each other’s gifts; and where they tend and nurture children, learning to spend themselves for others. But today the family is a fragile thing. It is too often a place of unreconciled hurt, a place of pride and fear and hostility. As a society we need to re-learn the art of belonging to each other. 
You know, from your many guests, that people are looking to learn this, are seeking it; and this is what brings them to your doors.  Monasteries are places of mutual caring and covenant relationships.  They are schools where people learn to relate, to love others, to meet the person behind the label, to live tenderness, to communicate, to forgive, to grow in freedom and to worship together.  That is what monasteries stand for, and that is the sign they give, not least through the beauty of your sung liturgy. What is it St. Ephrem the Syrian says? “The Lord of all is the treasure-store of all things;  upon each according to his capacity, he bestows a glimpse of the beauty of his hiddenness, of the splendour of his majesty ……… all who look upon you will be sustained by your beauty.   Praises be to your splendour”.
Of course, you who have lived out your monastic vocations over decades are a little wary of the ideal image of monasteries which guests often bring. You know all too well of the pettiness and the bickering and the unresolved hurt which accompany all human co-habitation; and you know that a monastery is not a flight from the fragility of human nature, but a way of meeting it and transforming it. And that means, first of all, being patient, allowing the grace of time to work its healing power. “They say the first 50 years are the worst”, a young monk once told me with relish. I remember that book by the travel writer Patrick Leigh Fermor, A Time to Keep Silence, in which he describes staying in French monasteries in the 1950s. In one of them a spectral Cistercian tells him gloomily: “Chaque jour est égal. Tous les jours c’est le même chose, jusqu’à la mort.”  You who live the monastic life know how absurd that is; you know that every day brings new challenges and joys and surprises. But that old monk was onto something: he was trying to shock the restless young travel writer into accepting a basic truth: that real change does not come from changing places. 
How precious in this process is the Rule of St Benedict. The Rule is a rock, but it is not a hard place. If it were, it would not have survived the Fall of Rome by 1500 years. The Rule entails a remarkable freedom to be oneself; rules and regulations are kept to a minimum; it depends more on lived experience than codes of conduct. “We hope to set down nothing harsh, nothing burdensome,” St Benedict writes. He issues regulations for common living almost reluctantly, and for one reason alone: “to amend faults and safeguard love”. I would like everyone to see the Church’s own rules and doctrines in this light: as gentle prods to change, not weights and burdens; and as lessons in the school of love. 
I want to end by congratulating you, the Community here at Downside, on this Fourth Centenary of your Foundation, for your life and for your witness. In spite of all the shadows that beset you and, indeed, the whole of the Church of our age, it still seems to me to be a good time to be a Christian, a good time to be a Catholic and, I suspect, a  very good time to be a monk.   The rock out of which you were hewn is a rock that endures: it is a rock of faith, a rock of wisdom, a rock of memory. Here in this place you treasure the great things wrought by those who went before you these past 400 years: sufferings endured, prayers answered, perseverance rewarded. You are the beneficaries of a great tradition which is a vehicle of abundant Grace. Continue to make your monastery a place of joyful freedom, a sign of peace and a testament to the beauty of holiness, and we shall all be grateful. 
