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Your Graces Archbishop Vincent Nichols, Archbp. of Westminster Archdiocese and Archbishop Kevin McDonald, Your Excellencies Bishops, Reverend Monsignors, Fathers, Sisters and my dear friends,

I am very pleased to be with you all this morning along with Father Santiago Michael of our Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, praying with you and praying for you. While thanking His Excellency Archbishop Nichols for offering me the opportunity to preside over this Eucharistic celebration, I invoke God’s abundant blessings upon him and upon all of you in the Archdiocese of Westminster.

For the past five days, as you may know, we have been here in this great country of yours with the intent of promoting interreligious dialogue particularly with the Hindus, Jains and Sikhs. We have experienced during these days, as it has always been with me, the warmth and hospitality of the people here. To Archbp. Nichols who has been our kind and generous host and to all of you who have contributed in some way or the other to that experience, our heartfelt thanks. Our visit to places of worship and interactions with the adherents of these aforesaid religions, have been quite educative and enriching. Our sincere gratitude to the Episcopal Conference of England and Wales of which Archbp. Nichols is the President and to Archbp. Kevin and his collaborators for facilitating the same.

In a world that is increasingly becoming multi-religious whereby having to live with people of other religious traditions has become an inevitable existential reality, Holy Mother the Church exhorts us Christians, in the words of Pope Francis, “to promote interreligious dialogue as a catalyst for efforts to build peace… to build bridges connecting all people, in such a way that everyone can see in the other not an enemy, not a rival but a brother or sister” (Audience with the Diplomatic Corps accredited to the Holy See, 22 March, 2013). As the President of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, I encourage you all my dear friends to build up cordial relationships with your neighbors, colleagues and others belonging to other religions to promote the cause of peace. With these words, I would like to share with you some reflections based on today’s Liturgy of the Word.

The readings today make it amply clear that God knows all of us through and through and that nothing can be hidden from him however one might try. They also assure us that God’s love and mercy is far more powerful than our sins and that rather than dwelling on our past, we must look to the future with hope focusing on God and not on ourselves.

In the first reading which is from the Second Book of Samuel, we heard of David as to how horribly he had sinned killing his faithful soldier Uriah and committing adultery with Uriah’s wife. David thought that he had covered up the crime well outsmarting everyone. But then, can anyone hide it from God? The all-knowing God knew of everything. Through Nathan He makes David realize his sinfulness. As a result when David seeks forgiveness, God forgives him immediately. We find similar instances in the Bible where some people thought that they could do away with their secret sins. For example, take the case of Eve itself. She must have thought that she had got away with her disobedience to God’s command not to eat the forbidden fruit but then soon she heard Him ask, “Why did you do such a thing?” (Gen.3:13). Cain killed his brother Abel. When he answered God, in response to his question, “Where is your brother?” that he did not know, God said to him, “What have you done! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the soil” (Gen.4:8-10). We have other instances in the Scripture: both Ananias and Sapphira, in the Acts of the Apostles, connived to hide the actual price of the property they sold and handed over only a part of that price to Peter (5:1-12). Just as Nathan reminded David of his crimes in the name of God, so also Peter asks both of them as to why they lied to the Holy Spirit. The list of such persons can go on and on, you know it well.

God knows us, He knows everything of our life; He sees everything we do; hears everything we say and is aware of our innermost thoughts. He is “a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Heb.4:12).  In the Gospel reading we heard of how Jesus knew what was going on in the mind of Simon the Pharisee. We may succeed in fooling others that nothing wrong has happened in our lives but certainly not Him. He is minutely and acutely aware of every skeleton in every closet. Of course, none of us is perfect; we are all sinners. But being a sinner is not a problem; the problem is that we don’t acknowledge our sinfulness; we try to hide it; we try to justify it. “If we acknowledge our sins, God is faithful and just and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from every wrongdoing” (1 Jn.1:9) as he did in the case of David and the woman in the Gospel of whom we heard a while ago. But then, “If we say, ‘we have not sinned’, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us” (1Jn.1:10).

One of the tragedies of the modern world is that there is a growing loss of the sense of sin that prompted Pope Pius XII to remark that “the sin of the century is the loss of the sense of sin”. He said it in 1946 while addressing the United States Catechetical Congress. One can only imagine how over these sixty-seven years the sense of sin has declined, more so with the spread of secularism that has led to growing crisis of faith and religious indifference among the believers. Owing to this trend, unfortunately, the number of Catholics approaching the Sacrament of Reconciliation has drastically gone down. There is also the tendency among some to reduce sin to a kind of psychological or social disorder. The Parable of the Pharisee and the Publican is a telling example of lack of sense of sin on one side and profound sense of sin on the other. The self-righteous and hypocritical Pharisee with the ‘holier than thou’ attitude profoundly lacked the sense of sin whereas the humble, sinful tax-collector displayed a profound sense of sin. The greater an individual has developed a sense of sin, combined with a sense of God’s loving mercy, the more he or she is aware of the need for God. I would therefore urge you my dear friends to develop a balanced sense of sin and approach the Sacrament of Reconciliation frequently for a more authentic Christian living, personal holiness and the sanctification of others too.

Our God is a God of compassion, mercy and forgiveness who does not keep record of our wrongs (1 Cor.13:5). He is ever ready to embrace us provided we return to him with contrite hearts asking for forgiveness. The incident in the Gospel-reading today is an eloquent testimony to this fact. While Simon is judgmental about the woman, Jesus is gracious and merciful towards her. He knew her inner disposition as to how remorseful she was about her sinful past and how much she longed to return to the Lord expressing it through that extraordinary display of love for him. And Jesus forgives her of all sins. He acknowledges her great love by saying, “her sins, which are many, have been forgiven because she has shown great love” (Lk 7:47). However sinful we may be and howsoever frequently we may fall into sin, our God is ever ready to forgive and restore us to himself provided we ask for forgiveness with repentance in our hearts. The Holy Father Francis said, God “never tires of forgiving us, but at times we get tired of asking for forgiveness” (Pope Francis, Angelus, 17 March 2013). If God is so compassionate, merciful and forgiving towards us, we too need to be “kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other” (Eph.4:32). I wish to conclude my reflections with what the Holy Father in his first Easter Message “urbi et orbi” said, “Let us become agents of this [God’s] mercy, channels through which God can water the earth, protect all creation and make justice and peace flourish” (Pope Francis, 31 March 2013).
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