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“As I said at the beginning of Mass, we gather today to celebrate the Eucharist as a diocese and we do so in the Year of the Eucharist when the Church invites us to focus in a particular way on this central mystery of our faith. In order to do this, in order to highlight the centrality of the Eucharist, in order to provide a context for the celebration, I would like to recall some events that have taken place during this Year of the Eucharist and ask you to reflect on two words that are particularly suggested by today’s readings. The words are “remembering” and “recognising”: the first suggested by the Old Testament reading and the second by the Gospel.

In the Old Testament reading, the children of Israel are told not to forget what God has done for them in freeing them from slavery in Egypt. I think today we should remember and thank God for all the blessings we have received as a diocese and, in particular, thank God for those who have gone to the Lord. You remember far more than I do, but I offer this Mass for the repose of the souls of bishops, priests, deacons, religious, people who you remember and are a vital part of this celebration: your friends, parents, spouses, perhaps even children. We entrust them to the Lord as we recognise the reality of Christ’s presence today: the presence of our living Lord, as we seek his guidance and strength for the life and work of the diocese. Whatever we do will only bear fruit if it is done in obedience to his call and his will.

The two events I’d like to recall are very different, one is the London bombings and the other was the World Youth Day celebration in Cologne. 

The London bombings prompted a lot of discussion about the presence of people of other religions and cultures in Britain, about what it means to belong to a multi-cultural society, about how we are to live together. The Prime Minister said very strongly one day that people who come to Britain are welcome but they must respect our values, our views of freedom and democracy. The Cardinal has rightly stressed the importance of this. Yet there is another side to the question. How have we used our freedom and our democracy? Our freedom – the freedom now to buy alcohol twenty-four hours a day, and to undertake all kinds of experimentation on embryos, just to name two current issues. And what of our democracy that permits abortion so easily and has taken us to war in the Middle East twice in the last few decades against the will of the spiritual leaders of the western world, most particularly of the Pope. When people come here from other cultures, they see a spiritual and moral void. Going back to my point about “remembering”, they see a culture that has forgotten its faith, and hence its moral bearings; that has lost its religious identity. We should not be surprised then that they want to fill that void. That is why it is so important that we are here today to affirm and manifest and celebrate our Catholic faith: by receiving holy communion together we express and ratify our communion of faith with the Catholic Church throughout the world and specifically our communion with Pope Benedict, successor of Peter, our communion in the truth, the truth that sets us free.

Another thing that happened this year, demonstrating the point I’m making, was the referendum on the European Constitution. It was rejected in France and Holland but what was significant was the reluctance of those who wrote it to refer to the spiritual and cultural roots of Europe in Christianity. A continent that has lost its faith, lost its memory, and so lost its identity. Yet all over Europe there are churches, chapels and cathedrals – places built to remember: to celebrate the Eucharist which is precisely a memorial, where the death and resurrection of Christ is not only remembered but is made present, where we offer with Christ the sacrifice to the Father. Churches where the Blessed Sacrament has been reserved, where the Lord has been present and remains present. A presence which responds to the plea of the disciples on the road to Emmaus, to the deep loneliness of the human spirit which says: “Stay with us Lord”. The Lord is with us. We can’t hand on what we have forgotten, but today for all of us here in Aylesford – a place of faith for hundreds of years – today is a day to celebrate the presence of Christ among us, to worship him, to remember how and why we are a people, and to be inspired and strengthened to hand on to others the faith we have received. 

The World Youth Day was just such an event. A million people – most of them young – gathered around the successor of Peter, the Pope. It was a demonstration and a celebration of the reality of the Catholic Church, especially here in Europe. I was privileged to be one of the catechists affirming our young people in their Catholic identity. Today, we will hear from one of our young people who was there and I hope today that we will all be inspired to keep the flame of faith alight and to rekindle the life of the Church. But to do that we need to have our own faith rekindled. I do pray that each of you will be personally blessed today. We need to recognise Christ afresh, the Son of God made man and present here today in the form of bread and wine. “Stay with us, Lord.”

Some years ago, the Pope wrote a book called: “An Introduction to Christianity”, in which he said that believers today will inevitably experience doubt. You can’t live in the world in which we live without experiencing doubt. But, likewise, those who reject the Christian faith will also inevitably experience doubts about their atheism or their agnosticism. But life without faith is a flawed and empty life. We who come here in faith must recognise that we live more fully and more deeply because of our faith. Our lives are not based on our ambitions or fears, but on the recognition that we have a reference point outside ourselves – outside our own fears and anxieties and sins: Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who is present, who comes to meet us, who speaks to us through his words in the scripture, who offers forgiveness for our sins, who feeds us with his body and blood. We don’t need to be closed in on ourselves. A world without faith is a closed world. God loves us, he gave his only Son who died for us and this love is available to us today if we would take it and receive it. That is true life. In making an act of faith and in receiving that life we find our true selves, and this is not a purely individualistic thing. Our efforts to bring justice and peace to our world must derive precisely from the Eucharist where we have a glimpse of a society in which everyone shares equally in the fruits of the earth and the work of human hands: where the hand of friendship is extended to everyone. The transformation of bread and wine into the body and blood of the Lord is a foretaste of a world transformed by grace. And as we celebrate today we cannot but have in our thoughts and prayers those who suffer because of war, of terrorism, of poverty and injustice. 

I said that the other word I wanted us to keep in mind was “recognition”. In the Gospel, the two disciples walking to Emmaus did not recognise Jesus as he walked along with them. But, at the breaking of bread, they did recognise him. Today is an opportunity, an invitation to recognise Jesus Christ, who calls us as he called his apostles and invited them to follow him, to leave their own concerns and really find themselves through faith in him. Today, in the Blessed Sacrament procession, we have the opportunity to follow Jesus and to recognise him afresh, to let go of our doubts and questions and anxieties and simply to say “yes”, “yes, Lord: I believe you are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Today in the Church we have many great problems and questions and challenges but the most fundamental issue of our day is faith in Jesus Christ, recognising the love of God for each of us, and evangelising – sharing, telling what we have received. 

I think today about those with whom you will share what you have remembered and recognised today. Pray for them, and pray for our diocese, especially for all those who have drifted from the practice of the faith. God is doing so much. Looking at this congregation, it strikes me how much he has enriched us with people from other cultures, and our diocesan life is nourished by the memory, by the faith that has been nurtured and nourished in other cultures thus giving us a deeper experience of the Catholicity of the Church. May we be blessed and may our Church be a sign, a guiding star to many, many people. Especially we pray today to Our Lady that we, too, may be filled with the Holy Spirit and that, through our faith and through our communion, the Body of Christ will be formed afresh in our day.”
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