National Pilgrimage of Reparation and Prayer for the Sanctity of Life

Hope in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Given of Life

Dear brothers and sisters

Itis good for us to gather here in Walsingham for our National Pilgrimage of Reparation and
Prayer for the Sanctity of Life. In doing so we carry on a venerable tradition begun over 40 years
ago in 1984, when two coaches arrived from London on the first pilgrimage led by our dearly
beloved and now departed Fr Jeremy Davie.s The intention then, and to this day, is both to pray
for an end to abortion and to make reparation for the ten million abortions that have taken place
in the United Kingdom since the passing of the Abortion Actin 1968, as well as the millions
more that have followed annually across the world. From that first pilgrimage, this gathering has
gone from strength to strength and now regularly attracts up to 1000 pilgrims from across the
country, with pro-life leaders from all societies and movements joining together with us in
prayer and in reparation.

I, for my part, am honoured to join a line of bishops who have led this pilgrimage, have come as
fellow pilgrims with you, and to be the first Bishop from Scotland to make this pilgrimage and to
offer support to you, as well as compassion and hope for all of those caught up in the terrible
sadness of abortion. As president of the Bishops Conference of Scotland | can tell you that the
Scottish bishops are committed to the pro-life cause, to seeing an end to abortion and to
effective support for pregnant mothers and families across the land.

This year we gather in a Jubilee Holy Year which has hope for its theme. This Pilgrimage and its
growth over the years is for all of us surely a little sign and seed of that hope. It shows that the
flame of life is still burning in our land. No doubt the cultural storm that wants to snuff out this
light is as menacing as it ever was when we think this year of the horrible amendment that
decriminalised abortion up to birth in England and Wales in the same week that Westminster
voted to progress assisted suicide legislation. Still, still, we are a people of resilient hope, who
keep this flame of life alive in our hearts just waiting for the moment that the Holy Spirit will fan
it into a mighty fire to renew the face our land. | hope this day will be an encouragement to you
to go back home strengthened and renewed for your pro-life mission, surely the number one
social justice mission of our times, and to commit to raise your voices in defence of those who
have no voice of their own.

The Scriptures for this Mass are those read today across the whole Catholic world. The Lord has
given them to us as our daily bread and we thank Him for them as they are most encouraging
and enlightening to us here for our gathering.

The Gospel recounts the martyrdom of St John the Baptist. We know that as an infant John was
born in a town of Judah around about the time of Jesus’ birth, and he had somehow escaped
King Herod's slaughter of the innocents around the time of the birth of Jesus. But John’s destiny
was only delayed. This time, thirty years on, there is no escape for him and, alongside these
other innocents, John takes his place among the first martyrs to give their lives for the sake of
the Kingdom of God. His death, brothers and sisters, reminds us of the ultimate price Christians
must be prepared to pay in speaking out against what is wrong in our world and in our times and
in defending the values of the Gospel.

John the Baptist, however, is not put to death we remember for witnessing directly to Jesus so
much as he is put to death for defending God's laws on marriage and on family life. Matthew's
Gospeltells us explicitly, Herod had put John in prison for the sake of Herodias, because John
had been saying to Herod, 'lt is not lawful for you to have her.! And for this witness, this crime, as
it were, Herod wants to put him to death. It shows the extent to which evil is prepared to go
when it is challenged by what is true and good and right.



In Mark's Gospel it was the woman Herodias who was the villain of the piece and who wanted
John dead, while Herod tried to offer him some protection. Matthew, by contrast, focuses on the
man, on Herod, and pulls him out of his hiding place and puts him onto the centre of the stage.
Itis the man, Herod, who brings about John’s death. Not just that, he follows this course of
action knowing what is right and what’s wrong but opting for the easy path of his own
convenience and self-interest. He knows John is a prophet attested by the people, but Herod’s
moral dissolution has by then been years in the making, in a licentiousness that plays high and
loose with God's laws on marriage, which entertains itself with dancing women, turns their
heads with empty promises and then feels obliged to honour them out of a sense of bravado in
front of his mates.

Brothers and sisters we hear it said that abortion is a woman's issue but Matthew points us
today to the reality that there is usually a man somewhere behind the scenes: men who are
fathers of their unborn children, men who are parts of extended family members who could
have offered support and encouragement, Catholic clergy, Bishops and priests, and politicians
and laymen who could make their voices heard in really standing up for women and for the
dignity of motherhood.

So today, brothers and sisters, let’s pray especially for our menfolk, who find it so difficult to
know what it means to be men of virtue and goodness in our contemporary world; how to be
men of justice and righteousness, how to be brave, with compassionate hearts, who know how
to offer hope and shelter in darkness, assurance in doubt, who can lead those in their care from
darkness and confusion into light and peace. It is only when the men of this land are helped to
rise up and accept full responsibility for matters of justice and peace and to accept abortion is
also a man's issue that we will see a way to the happy day when abortion is unthinkable in our
times.

The first reading encourages us to hope for just such a time. The Lord reveals to Moses His plan
to introduce Jubilee years for the People of God in their history. It is an opportunity, a privileged
opportunity, for the sins of the past to be forgiven and for a new era of life to begin. All debts are
dissolved, members of families come back together in reconciliation and live in peace, the
world belongs to God once again and lives as though it truly is His. Where worldly powers
obscured God's plan for human happiness, all is restored and brought under God’s authority.
Where the land had been despoiled it is left now in peace to recover and to regain its fertility.

Brothers and sisters, it is a vision of a future full of hope in the Lord who restores the world to
right order, and who knows how to guide the lives of people to virtue. It is all the work of the Holy
Spirit who is the Lord and the giver and protector of life, Who never ceases to offer the hope of
salvation even out of sin and death.

Today we gather in such a Jubilee of hope. It is a time to remind ourselves that this hope never
disappoints and cannot be derailed by the evil that spreads all around, because this hope is
grounded in our Lord Jesus Christ, Who takes away the sins of the world, Whose death destroys
all death and Whose rising restores all to life.

Brothers and sisters, we gather here on Saturday, the first Saturday of the month, when we give
praise and honour to our Blessed Mother Mary. She is the Women promised from the beginning
Who, with her Offspring, will crush the head of the Devil. She is the One named from the
beginning as the Mother of all the living. She is the one Who said yes to the Angel Gabriel and
whose yes brought into her womb and so into the world He Who is Life itself. And so, today we
turn to Her, and to Her husband Joseph, that wise and faithful servant. We commend to them
this pilgrimage today and we ask them to present our prayers and reparations for life to our
Heavenly Father, even as they presented their Son to Him in the Temple: that He might restore to
our country the grace and blessings of Him Who is the Life and Light of the world. May God still
give us His blessing, till the ends of the earth revere Him. Amen



