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VATICAN II: PRIESTS CONFERENCE (2nd Week)
GO OUT TO THE WHOLE WORLD; PROCLAIM THE GOOD NEWS! Today we venerate a
man who responded admirably to that call, St. Paulinus, an Italian monk sent by
Pope Gregory to convert the Anglo-Saxons from paganism. St. Bede describes him
as tall, dark haired, an eagle nose, awesome looking. He became the first Bishop of
York and in Northumbria had some success, although once King Edwin died, many
went back to paganism and it was through Celtic monks that Christianity eventually
took hold. A man of prayer and action, Paulinus died in 644, a true disciple of the
Lord.
As we ask his prayers today, I want us to think about what it means to be a disciple.
A disciple, in Greek mathetes, a pupil or apprentice, in Latin discipulus from
disciplina discipline, is a follower under a master, a pupil, student, learner: not - note an expert, an authority, a big-wig, but a listener, a developer, one on the Way, led
by the Spirit under the Word of God. At Bishop’s House, I am surrounded by swarms
of students on their way to and from class. But so am I today, by you! Yes, we are
priests, apostles, ambassadors, but first and foremost, we are disciples, students,
learners, followers on the Way, men led by the Spirit under the Word of God.
As a student for the priesthood, I began at Allen Hall. It was 1978, the year of the
three popes, an exciting time in the Church when many of the Vatican II changes
were rolling in. It was also the time when the original series of Star Trek was being
superseded by The Next Generation. Often, after a Mass in which the priest had
experimented with this or that, one of my fellow students would ruefully exclaim:
“Well, Phil, that was Mass, but not as we know it!” In those first two years, we studied
mainly philosophy but from two very different lecturers: Fr. Tony O’Sullivan who
taught Metaphysics, Epistemology and Anthropology, and Dr. John Kelly who came
in from the University to give us some Wittgenstein. Most of the students in my year
were not interested in philosophy: they were frying other fish. But a handful of us
were, and most nights – seminaries were very easy-going in those days - we’d troop
off to the Kings Head and Eight Bells for a good argument. Two of us were Marxists;
another liked Heidegger. But I was taken by the thought of Bernard Lonergan, the
20C Canadian Jesuit, whom Tony O’Sullivan was keen on. I’m not sure how well I
understood Lonergan, but I did become an expert in real ale!
If you’d bear with me a moment: the way we think, our philosophy, whether we
realise it or not, does orientate my faith. In his Method in Theology, Lonergan
describes the two phases of any truly Catholic theology, each equally important,
each needing the other: retrieval and engagement. We need to retrieve the
Tradition and to engage with culture. We must love and explore the old and
creatively enter a critical conversation with the new. If you think about it, that’s
exactly what we secular priests have to do anyway. We have to mediate between

the Catholic Tradition and the people of today, to find Christ in both, to be at home
in the Tradition and to dialogue with contemporary culture. Indeed, as secular
priests this is our contribution to theology. True, most of us will gravitate naturally
towards one or the other. As a theologian, I’ve always been fascinated by
innovation, by dialogue with the new, but as a pastor I know I must also conserve
the Tradition, for as Dei Verbum says, Tradition is the living Word of God spoken in
history. This is why it is literally diabolical to apply to the Church a Marxist dialectic of
left-wing/right-wing, dividing, sundering Christ’s Body into two competing football
teams. The mystery of the Church is far richer, greater, more differentiated than this.
Really, we need to acquire a different way of thinking, a new language, a more
radical architecture. Perhaps Lonergan can help us with this. So think of another
image. Think instead of map-making or, better, orienteering. Think of team of people
seeking to find a way forward, amidst the challenges of the moment, to reach a
common goal. Orienteering is an exercise in which everyone is crucial, in which
everyone can share their gifts and talents, in which everyone can bring to the team
their wisdom, opinion and experience.
My brothers in the priesthood, you and I are disciples on the Way: students, pupils,
learners. Yet by the Sacrament of Holy Order, we are also apostles, priests,
ambassadors. We have been called to act in persona Christi capitis. We are friends
of Jesus sent out, sent out to represent Him, sent out to be teachers, priests and
shepherds of the flock he’s entrusted to us. The fathers of Vatican II could never
have foreseen the amazing advances of 21C nor the corrosive secularism that has
swept through these last 50 years. That's why the forthcoming Year of Faith, and the
new evangelisation it calls for, is such a wonderful opportunity, indeed, one that is
going to be central to my own apostolic ministry in the years ahead. The Year of
Faith I wrote about in the Pastoral Letter. New evangelisation is a two-way
movement. It’s about reaching-in and reaching- out. It's about reaching-in to renew
my own faith life, my personal-passionate love for Jesus Christ and his Church; and
reaching-out with the Gospel to others, proposing it especially to those who have
drifted or whose baptism seems inactive. To do this, we don’t need a scheme or a
magic formula. We need a change of heart not a change of structure. We need to
make an epochal shift in ourselves from an ecclesiocentric universe to a
Christocentric focus. In other words, we need to think less Church and more Christ,
less about changes within and more about loving Jesus, whose Heart is filled with
love for us. We need to focus on what it means to be his disciple, to study the
Gospels, and to find time to be with Him in prayer, above all in the transforming
presence of the Blessed Sacrament. By setting a fine example ourselves, we'll help
stop the drift and reverse the decline.
GO OUT TO THE WHOLE WORLD; PROCLAIM THE GOOD NEWS! Thanks be to God for
you my brother priests! Thanks be to God for one another. Thanks be to God for our
great diocese of Portsmouth, under the powerful patronage of Mary Immaculate
and St. Edmund! Fr. O’Collins has given us much these last 24 hours. As we look back

to Vatican II and to all that has come from it in this postconciliar period, we have so
much to thank God for. But in this Mass, let us also look forward. Early next summer,
I’m going to invite you all back to a Day of Reflection on being a priest in a secular
culture. But in this Mass, as Christ lays down his life for us on the altar, giving us a
perfect ikon of what it means to be a bishop, a priest, a deacon, let’s ask him,
through the intercession of St. Paulinus and those early evangelizers of Britain, to
make us all humble and holy, orthodox, creative and courageous, men after the
Lord’s own Heart, ready to face, with the gifts of the Spirit, the challenges of the
exciting times ahead.

