Homily of the Rt. Rev. Monsignor Thomas J. Provost Monaghan on the occasion of the Presentation of the Coat of Arms to the Rt. Rev. John Keenan, Bishop of Paisley.

In ecclesiastical heraldry a Coat of Arms could be used to mark documents or to identify a person or a diocese. Ecclesiastical heraldry differs from other heraldry in the use of special insignia around the shield to indicate rank in a church or denomination. The most prominent of these insignia is the low crowned, wide brimmed ecclesiastical hat; the Roman galero. The colour and ornamentation of this hat indicate rank. Cardinals are famous for the "red hat", but other offices have distinctive hat colours, such as black for ordinary clergy and green for bishops, customarily with a number of tassels increasing with rank.  Something else that distinguished a bishop was the use of a Cappa Magna…a great cape with a long train, proper to cardinals or bishops. It was a garment that signified jurisdiction.  Probably priests of my age and younger have never seen, except in photographs, a bishop wear a Cappa Magna.  I have a photograph of Bishop Black wearing one at his installation as the first Bishop of Paisley.  Interestingly, as he poses with the Canons of the Cathedral Chapter, there is a little boy peeking out just behind the bishop.  He was the bishop’s train bearer and little did he realise then that he himself would become a Canon of the Chapter.  It is my cousin, Canon William McDade, who may be the only person alive who was present on that historical occasion.  Negative eyes would look on a Cappa Magna as a sign of vanity and finery or of prestige and power even though it is still permitted by §1200 of the current Ceremonial of Bishops. But look what happened. After his entrance, the prelate was publicly stripped of the Cappa and humbled before the congregation. The bishop was then clothed in a baptismal alb, a dalmatic of charity, a stole of pardon and a chasuble of mercy. 

He then celebrated Holy Mass ‘in persona Christi’, the visible head of the body; the church.  Perhaps, the garment could be a sign of humility rather than of prestige.  What of a coat of arms?  Is it a statement of the power and prestige of the world?  Does it have a place in a modern episcopate?  Let’s look briefly at the mottoes of the previous bishops of Paisley.  Bishop James Black’s motto was “Promesse magis quam praeesse.”  Those words from Chapter 64 of The Rule of St Benedict refer to the Abbot whose role is to profit the monks and not to be pre-eminent over them. Bishop Stephen McGill chose words from the lesser known second verse of “Panis Angelicus composed by St Thomas Aquinas: “Per tuas semitas”…”By your paths”….O Lord, understood.  Bishop John Mone thought not to have Latin and chose, “To lead in love.” Those words are taken from the Rite of Ordination of a Bishop.  During his episcopate, the diocesan arms were granted with the motto also in English…”For the good of souls,” which words are from the foundation document of the Diocese of Paisley entitled “Maxime Interest.”   Bishop Tartaglia returned to Latin and chose words from the hymn of St Thomas Aquinas “O Salutaris Hostia” for the Feast of Corpus Christi….. “Da robur fer auxilium.  Those words   are familiar to us in English as “Thine aid supply, thy strength bestow.”  I tell you all that, not just as a result of reseach or to have record for the future but to point out that each one is about humble service.  And so we come to the Coat of Arms of Bishop Keenan.  The main motif recalls the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple by Our Lady and Saint Joseph.  Saint Luke recounts that, “When the time came for their purification according to the Law of Moses, they (that is Joseph and Mary) brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord. 

As it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every male that opens the womb shall be called holy to the Lord”) and to offer a sacrifice according to what is said in the Law of the Lord, “a pair of turtledoves, or two young pigeons.” (Luke 2:22-24) The two young pigeons represent a poor man’s offering.  The offering of a working man.  From my conversations with the bishop, I know that that association of the Holy Family reminds him of the social and religious circumstances of his own background. His parents:  His dad, an ordinary working man, working very hard at his newsagent shop. His mum, tending to the home.  But both, distinguished by their fervent and faithful religious devotion. Raising their family above all to love God and be loyal to the Church.  Do not be surprised, therefore, to see the bishop’s particular concern for families, for young people and for the little ones.  That poor offering of pigeons , I know, for the bishop represents for him, his own poverty in person, character and talent which he thinks he brings to the office of bishop.  I, however, rather think that we would judge that in his appointment, Pope Francis chose, not a bramble bush, but an Olive Tree and a Fruitful Vine!  Bishop Keenan reminded me that when Pope Saint John Paul II addressed the Scottish Youth at Murrayfield, he recalled an episode in the life of Saint Andrew, the Patron Saint of Scotland. He referred to the the gathering of the five thousand. Saint Andrew gives Jesus all there was available…nothing held back, and Jesus miraculously fed those five thousand people and still had something left over. If the bishop ever feels himself struggling or inadequate, he need only remember the Saint’s advice: Place your lives in the hands of Jesus. 

He will accept you, and bless you, and he will make such use of your lives as will be beyond your greatest expectations! In other words: surrender yourselves, like so many loaves and fishes, into the all-powerful, sustaining hands of God and you will find yourselves transformed with “newness of life”, with fullness of life. All that matters is that I hand it over to Jesus who will be able to do with it all that is needed for His people.”  The blue background on the shield recalls equally the Blessed Mother and the Diocese of Paisley. This is the diocese that affords the bishop the warrant of his arms and which, we pray, will be his lasting home.  So, in the Arms, are represented the family of his birth and the newer family of his Church of Paisley. His motto appearing below the shield is a short phrase which can be seen as a statement of belief or an intention of how to live one’s life.  It is based upon words of the Magnificat, “Suscepit servum recordatus misericordiae” which, at least in English, are familiar to us. “He has helped His servant in remembrance of His mercy.”  (Lk. 1.54) Monsignor Knox translates it, “He has protected His servant, keeping His merciful design in remembrance.”  Essentially Our Lady promises that God will remember His mercy to us on account of the Church.  The bishop was keenly aware of the need for the protection of the Lord’s mercy over him in his episcopal ministry.  With the assurance of the Blessed Mother the bishop dares to trust in the Lord’s merciful protection on him. Do you see?  In choosing that motto, Bishop Keenan is asking for the Lord, who is always loving and merciful to him, for help and protection as he carries out his ministry in this great Diocese of Paisley. 

Help and protection…a humble plea.  Mercy and remembrance…a noble prayer.  Every day as he reflects on the words of his motto, the Bishop may remember that God led the people of Israel as he would a child whom he loved tenderly; and the words of the Blessed Virgin Mary indicate that now he gives them….and us…a definitive leader by sending the Messiah.  In doing so, he is moved by His great mercy which takes pity on the wretchedness of Israel and of all of us.  As a Scottish bishop and as part of the Universal College, his task is to raise up Jesus and His Gospel as the means of the glory of our Scottish nation. Unknown to the world, still in sadness, the Lumen Gentium, the light of the people, is already among us and the world’s rebirth is near at hand. Bishop Keenan wants to point our people to that hope, even amid the darkness of these times for our Church and world. The Blessed Mother is never far away and he constantly expresses his filial devotion to Her. She was the one who, through body and suffering, gave the world the Messiah and he wants to make his own ‘totus tuus’ to Her.  All this indicates to us that the bishop chose to have a Coat of Arms; not for self-aggrandisement but so that when he looks at it he can measure how he is fulfilling or failing in his ideals.  Perhaps the desire to fulfil his ideals can be seen in the establishment of the Diocesan Synod.  It’s a reaching out, rooted in the Gospels, but which is intellectually convincing.  If you possess spiritual truth, then you must necessarily want to impart it to others.  This Coat of Arms will strengthen the bishop as he defends the Faith to the best of his power and regardless of the cost to him.
