Homily for Mass at Opening of LOUDfence Week

St David’s Metropolitan Cathedral, Cardiff, Saturday, 21 October 2023

The readings we have heard speak powerfully to us of the reality of abuse, and its reality in the Church. We know of the corruption of some of the Shepherds. It would seem as though Ezekiel was speaking of what we have experienced:

“You have failed to make the weak strong, or to care for the sick ones, or bandage the wounded ones. You have failed to bring back strays or look for the lost. On the contrary you have ruled them cruelly and violently…. “(Ezekiel 34: 3).

We know of the betrayal of the innocent who have suffered at the hands of those from whom they should have experienced only life and love. If you have suffered in any way like this, within the life of the Church, I offer my profoundest apology. 

We gather for this service of healing and also of reparation. It’s a strange word, ‘reparation’. It means to repair and to restore. Not just by words but most especially through deeds, through actions. We need reparation for all those times that representatives of the Church we love, the Church founded by Christ, have: taken advantage of the young and the vulnerable by committing acts of abuse; or turned a blind eye to the suffering of those who were abused and their families; or failed to prevent abusers from continuing to offend; or stood silent in the face of abuse. I must also offer reparation for myself for there may have been times when I colluded in marginalising those who have been abused or failed to hear their cry.  

In the Gospel we see the Lord’s right attitude to children, to the ‘little ones’. He does not marginalise or distance them, but places each one at the centre. He says some of his harshest words in the whole of the Gospels to those who damage them:

“Anyone who is the downfall of one of these little ones who have faith in me would be better drowned in the depths of the sea with a great millstone round his neck.” (Matthew 18:6).

So, today we pray for victims and survivors, and we stand in solidarity with you. You re-live the trauma of what you endured every time there is a new allegation or story of abuse. We ask for the grace to be able to stand close, to hear your stories, and continue to allow them to be heard. That is why it is good for us to have this first LOUDfence event in Wales. I thank all those who have helped us prepare for this week. 

There is something of the feeling of Good Friday in this service today. That is why it began with that prostration before the altar. The priest does this at the beginning of the Good Friday service. On that day it marks the hour of the Lord’s death, when darkness seems to have conquered in the world. 

As we hear the accounts of abuse we know that there is darkness there; the evil one has his way, working through sinful human beings, and he seems triumphant. This is particularly so in the devastation caused to individual victim-survivors, to families, to whole communities, to the priesthood, to the Church and society as a whole. 

On Good Friday Jesus confronts the forces of darkness head on. The Lord ascends the cross in silence. There is only His cry of desolation from the Cross. In that cry is captured the silent cries of the innocent who suffer throughout history. Abandoned and betrayed even by His closest followers, He takes on all human sin. 

This is why, in the face of this terrible evil, we can but draw close to Him, make our way to Golgotha, too. Because it is only there, from the foot of the Cross, that the Church will be renewed. The Church belongs to Jesus Christ and not to us. It is his body, his bride. He is the one who has redeemed us by laying down His life for us. He is the one who must purify his Church and make her what she is called to be: His holy, spotless Bride who witnesses His truth, beauty and goodness to the world.

We must take action, but we must also beg God to purify and strengthen his Church by purifying and strengthening us, her members, especially to renew the priesthood and the episcopacy. We need this so that the Lord has, in His Church, Shepherds after His own heart. Let us strive personally to renew our own prayer and to work faithfully and steadfastly for the goodness, but most especially for the holiness of all members of the Church. 

In this regard I want to thank all those who are working so hard in our parishes, schools and communities to create safe space for our children, young and vulnerable people. I commend especially the service of the Safeguarding officers in our parishes, in Cardiff and Menevia, as well as our Safeguarding committees and Safeguarding offices. 

I thank God for the great number of good priests and deacons who have given, and continue to give so generously in our parishes and communities. I know that this reality is particularly burdensome for you. You know brother priests who have failed, and I know brother bishops who have not responded as they should have. This, too, needs healing, so that we can minister with confidence, with integrity and with joy, to the people the Lord calls us to serve. 

Finally, let us lift up in prayer the men and women who have suffered abuse in our community. Through the intercession of Our Lady, may they experience the healing that only Christ can bring. May they see that our sorrow and deep shame is sincere, and may they contribute as they are able to, to the transformative change that we need in our Church.

+Mark O’Toole
Archbishop of Cardiff
Bishop of Menevia

2

