REJOICING AT DEEPCAR
15th August 2009
Ever since Fr Harney, in his kindness, invited me to speak to you this evening, I have been reading and re​reading the lovely story of St Ann's, Deepcar and St. Mary's, Penistone. I became very aware that I was coming to a parish ready for all seasons.
Winter     The parish had its beginnings in darkest winter. The story has often been told. Fr Michael Burke and his Vincentian colleagues were preparing for Christinas in the Croft area of Sheffield. It was in the days before St Vincent's Church,Solly Street and the other parish buildings took their final shape. On the evening of December 17th, 1853, the priests heard the heavy thud of weary leet. They were the feet of twenty Irishmen who had walked all the way from Deepcar. They had come for just one purpose:  to have their sins forgiven in preparation for Christmas. The priests obliged and, with the help of kind parishioners, they provided the welcome travellers with some food to eat and beds for the night.

Spring    As soon as the more kindly weather of spring came, Fr Burke decided to walk the path trodden by his fellow Irishmen. On further visits to Deepcar, he allowed himself the luxury of the parish pony. It was in the days before the Duke of Norfolk gave the gift of a horse to the Vincentian community. As Fr Burke talked to some of the enthusiastic Irishmen, he was delighted to find a man who had a remarkably good knowledge of the Catholic Faith. His name was Mr Dillon. He right away accepted the invitation to be catechist to all interested Catholics. In his enthusiasm, and with roguish tongue in cheek, he suggested that the day might come when Deepcar would be a parish in its own right. Fr Burke smiled and he wondered. He had already detected a touch of spring in Deepcar. He himself belonged to a community who were having their Irish and English springtime. Two hundred years earlier, St Vincent de Paul had sent a small group of missionaries to war-torn Ireland. In Fr Burke's young days, a group of St Vincent's admirers became the first structured group of Irish "Vincentians" with the aim of bringing good news to the poor and providing the Church with good shepherds. In their springtime enthusiasm, they decided that a foundation among the working Irish in Sheffield would be an ideal flowering of their first fervour.
Summer    So much for the winter and spring of the early St Ann's. The foundation stone of the new church was laid at high summer time, on August 15th, 1859. It was a day of surprises. Fr Burke was apprehensive. He feared strong opposition from the articulate no-popery citizens. He decided to have a quiet and dignified celebration. Imagine his surprise when at the instigation of his fellow priests, and not without some humour, large members of the C.Y.M.S. and guild members from St Vincent's, Shelffield, came out of the train. The result was a joyful celebration worthy of a people who knew they were themselves living stones in the building of the new house of God.
Autumn   The opening of St Ann's church took place in mid-autumn, on October 10th, 1860. It was the feast day of a great but little known saint, St Francis Borgia. It was to be long remembered as a day of drenching rain. There was some difficulty in ringing the bell. One could say that the whole day was a day of quiet joy that no contrary bell and no bad weather could destroy.
The story of the beginning of St Ann's is a story of hospitality. It is the story of a good shepherd who more than once found himself penniless and setting out to beg from his benefactors. It is the story of a group of believers who celebrated with joy in the midst of hostility. It is the story of a community who learned to give thanks to God, always and everywhere. All this, of course, is a blueprint for every good parish. It is the story of what St Ann's has always stood for. Faith in Jesus Christ has brought you through all your winters, all your springs, all your summers, all your autumns.
The second spring
Talking about seasons. In the midsummer of the year before St Ann's had its beginnings, a very famous sermon was preached just an hour's journey from here. The preacher was none other than John Henry Cardinal Newman whose date of beatification will be announced very soon. He preached the sermon at Oscott seminary, Birmingham. The topic of the sermon was The Second Spring. The occasion was the end of the last stages of the penal laws against Catholics in England. From now on, they were to have their own bishops to preach the Catholic faith that comes to us from the apostles. When I was a young novice in the Vincentians, a wise old priest introduced us to the art of preaching. He got us to memorise and even to attempt to preach two great sermons. The first was by Saint Vincent de Paul. In fact, St Vincent called it his only sermon. It was a call to the fear of the Lord as the beginning of wisdom. It was really a call to a continual change of heart. The second was Cardinal Nevvman's Second Spring. Our wise and elderly priest teacher told us that in these two sermons we had a foundation for a lifetime of preaching. I believe the messages of the two sermons are very closely related. Shortly after my ordination, I made a pilgrimage to Oscott. I stood on Cardinal Newman's pulpit and I even dared to preach some of the Second Spring. I fell the Cardinal was smiling gently from heaven. As he continues to smile on us this evening, my prayer is that St Ann's parish will never lose the freshness of spring.
Arise, my love
For his Oscott sermon, the Cardinal chose a text from the Song of Songs, one of the most beautiful books of the whole Bible. The Song is about a young man and a young woman who are passionately in love. The love song gives us a glimpse of God's passionate love for us, his chosen people. The young bridegroom addresses his bride and tells her to arise. He addresses her as his love and his beautiful one He invites her to come. In the New Testament, in the letter of the Ephesians (V:22-33), Christ himself is presented as the passionate lover. He is described as loving his bride the Church and delivering himself up for her.
I believe that if the saintly Cardinal was here this evening he would invite us to a new springtime. I believe he would alert us to the fact that, from the glory of heaven, Christ the Church's bridegroom is inviting us, all together and each of us personally, into the intimacy of his love.   This is the mystery of the Mass.   Jesus is telling us to arise.   He addresses each of us as his love, his beautiful one.    He invites us all to come to him. It is really he himself who will ask us, in a few moments time, to lift our hearts to where he is.  Gladly we will say "we have lifted them up to the Lord".    In the eucharistic prayer, it is he himself who will remind us that it is for our sake he opened his arms on the cross, we will pray that we will grow in love.  It is the desire to promote this mutual love that prompted Pope Benedict to tell the world, in his very first Encyclical, that God is love.   In his love for the Church, Jesus addresses us as his beautiful one.   He wishes us to be a spotless and beautiful Church.    It is this wish of Jesus that makes Pope Benedict continually appeal for a Church that is beautiful.    Beautiful in our Church buildings.      Beautiful in the way we worship God.    Beautiful in every aspect of our daily lives.  Beautiful is the way we carry our crosses.    Like the lover in the Song of Songs, Jesus keeps inviting us to "come".    He tells us to come to him in our labours and burdens, and he will give us rest.  He asks us to learn from him for he is gentle and humble of heart (Matt. Xl:28) It is in response to his loving invitation that we all are here this evening.
Saints, martyrs, miracles
In celebrating what he saw as a new spring, John Henry Newman put much emphasis on the place of the saints. He called especially on the Church's martyrs. He saw the Church as a community of countless miracles. He thanked God for what the Church in England had contributed to the universal Church. This evening, I would like to call on the saints who are special to Deepcar. We call on St Ann, grandmother of our Saviour. We pray for the many grandparents who are worried because the new generation of their families have ceased to practise their faith. I pray that the beauty of your own lives will be a magnet drawing the young to the Way, the Truth and the Life. Less known than St Ann is St Francis Borgia on whose feastday St Ann's was opened. Believe it or not, he was the grandson of a Pope! We label his grandfather, Pope Alexander VI, as one of the really "bad" Popes. But our loving God can draw great holiness out of very sinful stock. Francis Borgia had prospects of a very brilliant worldly career. But, touched by God's grace, he left all and managed to refound the Jesuits, the Society of Jesus. We pray also this evening to the "blessed" Newman whose great motto was "heart speaks to heart" and to St Vincent who is often called the apostle not of the fear of the Lord but of charity..
Of course, our very special saint in Deepcar is Mary of the Assumption, Mary to whom the church in Penistone is dedicated. May she keep praying for all of us, now and at the hour of our death. Since the laying of the foundations of this lovely church on Assumption Day 1859, the Assumption of Mary has been declared a special part of our faith. More recently again Pope Paul VI declared her "Mother of the Church".
As we thank God for our saints who are praying for us this evening, let's not forget the countless men, women and children, including members of your own family, who have prayed here over the past hundred and fifty years and who truly can be numbered among the saints.
From among the saints, the Cardinal singled out the martyrs. We were brought up in the lovely teaching that the blood of martyrs is the seed of Christians. England has had countless and wonderful martyrs, defending the Catholic faith that comes to us from the apostles. John Henry Newman was very clear that even with the second spring, the Church here in England would have many more martyrs. He didn't mean the red martyrdom of blood only. He was talking primarily about the many shades of martyrdom that are involved in following Christ, step by step, in taking up the cross, day by day.
With the saints, and especially with the martyrs, we associate miracles. In one sense, a miracle is a very rare occurrence, as witness the very slow process of the Newman beatification. In another sense, indeed I would say the biblical sense, we are surrounded by miracles all the time. Miracles are the many and wonderful works of God, the God described in the Bible as being wonderful in all his saints. When Cardinal Newman wished to restore what was distinctively English in the Catholic tradition, he wasn't talking in a nationalistic, narrow way. He wanted to see a new flowering of the holiness which made England a country of saints, building up a distinctive Catholic culture.
We thank God this evening for all those who helped people to become saints and martyrs at Deepcar, in the last hundred and fifty years. As I read the new history of the parish, each chapter invited me to say "thanks be to God". Thank God for all the priests who were good and faithful servants to the people of Deepcar. You will pardon me if I single out the one I knew personally. Fr John Callanan. About twenty years ago, he invited me to preach a retreat here. I experienced a parish fully alive. With the Presentation sisters whom he had introduced to the parish and with countless lay people who knew how to make stones come alive, there was a beautiful setting for listening to the word of God and doing it. Together with them he planted many seeds of goodness, seeds that are bearing new fruit in the day to day ministry of Fr. Gerard Harney and of the many women and men who joyfully put all their talents at the disposal of the parish.
Ready for all seasons
I began by talking about the seasons. I would like to end on the same topic. Has Newman's dream of a second spring been realised? Not, I think, in the way he might have hoped and expected. He looked around him at a Catholic population largely in small groupings of Irish and Italian emigrants, along with a small number of English born Catholics rooted in the ancient faith. He regarded all of these as being full of the seeds of a great spring. The miracles he hoped for came in a way he didn't envisage. I see the real miracle in parishes like St Ann's which has grown from the weary footsteps of faith in December 1853 to the thriving parish of 2009. And whenever I face a congregation of Calholics in any part of England, I see a community "from every tribe and tongue and people and nation (cf. Rev. vii:9)". With one voice they are calling on the name of Jesus Christ who continues to plead for us all at the right hand of the Father (Hebr. VII:25). Here indeed is the real miracle.
What season are we in now, in the whole church, in England, in the parish of St Ann's, in your family? My answer is "in all four!". I am reminded of the American humourist Mark Twain who once said that in New England you could have the four seasons on any day. It's good to remember too that Newman had no illusions about an English spring. It can, be said, be uncertain. It can be an anxious time. It can be a time of both hope and fear, or joy and suffering. It can be a time of cold showers and sudden storms. What a wonderful description of the Church at all levels today! The weeds are never far from even the best of spring seed. We have continual concern about large numbers lapsing from the faith, about Church scandals, about the indifference that has replaced the old anti-popery. This is today's martyrdom. But we take heart from the number of people who, in parishes like St Ann's, have found the pearl of great price and are living the Gospel in ways that lift up our hearts. We take heart too that what seems like winter in one part of the Church is spring in another. Communities like the Presentation sisters, and my Vincentian community who shepherded the faithful of Deepcar till 1875 are experiencing a dearth of vocations in this part of the world. But there are many ways of being Vincentian. There are several thousand Vincentian men and women in the St Vincent de Paul Society in England today. Half a century ago our Vincentian priests made a foundation in Nigeria. Today the seminaries cannot contain all the applicants.
Blessed Pope John XXIII got us to pray for a new Pentecost. We cannot programme the Holy Spirit. Like the wind, God's Spirit is always breathing, sometimes in new and unexpected ways. My prayer for Decpcar is that the Spirit of God will keep breathing on you, with all his gifts and all his fruits. I thank God for founders like St Vincent de Paul and Fr Burke who brought a continual touch of spring into people's lives. I realise, of course, that the Church has only one founder, one foundation. This is why I invite you to keep on saying, with all your heart, "praised be Jesus Christ".
Tom Lane, C.M.
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