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[Texts: Haggai 1:1-8; Psalm 149: “The Lord takes delight in his people”; Luke 9:1-9]
In the Red Mass we invoke the gifts of the Holy Spirit – minds illumined by the Spirit of wisdom, hearts strengthened by the Spirit of courage –  upon those who work in the law courts, the legal profession, the broader justice system, and, in a particular way in the nation’s capital, upon those who legislate in Her Majesty’s name for the common good of the Canadian people.

In a happy gift of Providence, this evening the Red Mass is being offered in St. Michael’s Cathedral in Toronto, and in Holy Rosary Cathedral in Vancouver. Across this broad land, we call down the power of the Holy Spirit, that it may renew the face of this land, where the Lord holds dominion from sea to sea.

What is the Spirit saying to the Church and to the world this evening, particularly the legal world? In the passage from Luke just read, the Lord Jesus sends out the Twelve to preach the Gospel, assuring them that they need not rely on earthly provision, but on God’s Providence for their mission. We can glimpse the beginnings of the Church’s mission to the world, that Jesus sends His followers into all the town and cities, to bear witness to all who live there.

For the Christian disciple, this “sending out” is not a mere geographic commission, but one that takes him into all the different worlds of our common life. That includes the legal world. There are no worlds in which the Christian can set aside the faith – or to be more accurate, can set aside Jesus Christ. The Christian lawyer, the Christian judge, the Christian parliamentarian, the Christian police officer, the Christian prison guard – all these must bear witness to the Gospel as a fundamental and essential requirement of discipleship. 

Such Christian witness is not easy when there are many voices which say that it is somehow out of bounds for Christians to behave as such in the public square. It is not easy, but filled with the gifts of the Holy Spirit, the Christian today must have the wit, the wisdom, and the courage to do just that. Let me put it to you more strongly still: If those who enjoy prestige and power in our society – judges, lawyers, Members of Parliament and Senators – give a weak witness to their faith, what model does that offer for the many others who look up to you and aspire to follow you?

This Christian witness attracts attention, as St. Luke tells us: Herod the tetrarch heard about all that was going on … And he desired to see [Jesus].
In the attitude of Herod, a man of public authority and not a follower of Jesus, we can see something of the attitudes of the state to the Christian faith. Herod had executed an innocent man, John the Baptist, because he dared to speak the truth about marriage. Herod’s father had ordered the slaughter of the innocent boys of Bethlehem to eliminate a perceived rival power. So we see that the fearsome power of the state can be unleashed against men and women of faith, which takes place around the world even to this day. Yet Herod is also intrigued, and he wants to see Jesus, perhaps just out of curiosity about all that is going on, but more likely because he intuits that this Jesus of Nazareth may just have something interesting to say about our common life together.
Our common life, our parliamentary and legal life, does need the contribution of faith. The law can mete out harsher punishments, but even the harshest punishment cannot convert a heart. Legislators and judges both ought to know that, for example, prisoners are more likely to be rehabilitated if their hearts are touched by faith even if their bodies are kept in prison. More broadly, the whole construct of our democratic institutions requires a foundation deeper than it can provide for itself. Democratic procedures need to be grounded in a vision of the human person which can sustain them. Politics and the law cannot generate this vision without reference to the transcendent which lies beyond their competence. Politics and the law need the contribution of the world of faith and, in our Canadian context, the particular contribution of the Christian vision of the human person.  The rule of law needs the world of faith.

This year the Catholic Church rejoiced in the beatification of Pope John Paul II, who made this argument persuasively not only against the totalitarian tyrants of his time, but against those who strip our common life in the West of its religious dimension. He wrote these strong words twenty years ago:
“Authentic democracy is possible only in a State ruled by law, and on the basis of a correct conception of the human person. Nowadays there is a tendency to claim that agnosticism and sceptical relativism are the philosophy and the basic attitude which correspond to democratic forms of political life. Those who are convinced that they know the truth and firmly adhere to it are considered unreliable from a democratic point of view, since they do not accept that truth is determined by the majority, or that it is subject to variation according to different political trends. It must be observed in this regard that if there is no ultimate truth to guide and direct political activity, then ideas and convictions can easily be manipulated for reasons of power. As history demonstrates, a democracy without values easily turns into open or thinly disguised totalitarianism.” (Centesimus Annus #46)
The words of Blessed John Paul sting precisely because the truth sometimes stings. On matters of who is entitled to live or die, on the status of marriage and the family, on the critical issue of religious liberty – the totalitarian impulse is not absent from Canada. We see in Herod the totalitarian impulse fully developed. 

The restraint on that impulse is the rule of law, which is entrusted to your hands as a service to the common good. That service to the common good requires the unique and indispensable contribution that our Christian heritage has made, and continues to make, to Canadian life. 

As this parliament and the courts open anew in these weeks, may the Holy Spirit guide you in your work.
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