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A Phobal Dé : Is mór an onóir a bheith anseo inniu ar an ocáid fíor-stairiúil seo. Don gcéad uair le h-ocht chéad bliain agus caoga, tá an t-aifreann beannaithe a cheiliúradh as gaelige ag an árd altóir san árd-eaglais álainn seo. Is oilthirigh sinn, bailithe le chéile ó chian agus ó chongar ag gabháil buíochais le Dia agus Naomh Pádraig, aspal mór na h-Eireann.
Today, we come to a holy place as pilgrims. We have come to this beautiful and iconic cathedral, a place that stretches from west to east, from the setting sun to the rising sun, a place that has inspired writers and scholars, pilgrims and theologians from many places to look beyond the obvious, to look beyond the immediate, to look up and to seek something greater and more profound….

We have come from the West as well, from the outer bounds of the Union of Europe, from the “distant isle” of the West that has so often been the beginning place of pilgrim journeys. Pilgrims from our people have often come here. Some came as monks to re-evangelize Europe and to bring new light into the mainland darkened by fear and disunity. Some came as scholars to the Great University on the Left Bank of this Island, to seek wisdom and to teach truth.  Some came as exiles, “soldiers, priests and scholars”, to make an impact on this country that offered them freedom and hospitality. This place has stood for 850 years as an icon of faith, a refuge for pilgrims, a place of prayer and a place of reflection, a house of God’s people…

One story might well situate our pilgrimage here in this year of Faith. It is a story of another occasion when our language was heard within these walls. Just before this building was built, there stood another cathedral on this site, a place frequented by scholars and pilgrims in much the same way as this cathedral here is today. Malachy of Armagh sent many of his monks to study here. In Lenten evenings, they could be seen in this place, arms extended in cross-vigil, praying as they knelt on the cold floor, fasting, and almost frightening in their intensity.

At that time, a brilliant young teacher often came here to think in the quiet of the spring evenings. His name was Abelard and he was famed throughout Europe as a scholar and a teacher. He was a handsome young man, in love with a beautiful girl called Helouise. Life could not seem better for Abelard. He came here and, in the silence of this place, sought new ways to teach truth and to talk about the mystery of God.
One evening when he came into the dim light of the evening cathedral, he saw a young Irish monk in cross vigil before the cross. This young man had an intensity about him that fascinated Abelard. Feverishly, he kept repeating a fervent prayer—the same line came from his mouth again and again. Abelard was transfixed. What could these strange words mean? He sought a friend among the Irish monks and brought him to the young monk who still repeated this chant.

Abelard’s Irish colleague looked him in the eye and told him the meaning of the mantra like prayer—
O Tree of the Cross,

Let some of your fruit fall on me this night!
The scholar Abelard was stunned. For so long, he had lived a dream. The Wisdom of those words made a curtain fall from the illusions he had carried to that day--- the fruits of the tree of the cross would have to fall on him if he were to seek authenticity and truth. His charmed world lacked that authenticity.

The Gospel today brings us back to that call to authenticity, that command to set the right seeds so that the Truth might bear fruit in our lives. The darnel in the field is the seed of the false friend, the world of illusions. It bears a fruit that brings no real good. It is a fruit that will grow and flower, but will bring no great benefit. 
The mustard seed, by contrast, is small and maybe even insignificant but it bears a fruit that will be a great tree, a place of shelter and majesty—branches stretching out and birds making nests on them. 
The parable of the mustard seed stirs up many emotions in our Irish hearts here to-day as we think of the enormous contribution our little island has made to the faith and civilisation of Europe, and we are conscious too of all that we have received in return.

Our Christian links with Europe go back to St Patrick himself. His name is linked with Auxerre. It is believed he studied there and was ordained bishop there by St Germanus. We know well Patrick’s story in Ireland, and his impact worldwide is reflected in the fact that there are more churches in the world named after him than after any other saint even Saints Peter and Paul! There is widespread devotion to our own St Brigid in many parts of Europe and no one surpassed St Columbanus in importance and influence throughout Europe. He was born on the Carlow/Wexford border and then went north to Bangor (in Down & Connor diocese). Under his leadership the monastery there advanced greatly in learning and austerity – which were to become the hallmarks of his subsequent foundations in France, Germany and Italy. Two quotations highlight his enormous influence. 
Pope Pius XI declared: “The more light is shed by scholars on the period known as the Middle Ages, the clearer it becomes that it was thanks to the initiative and the labours of Columbanus that the rebirth of Christian virtue and civilization over a great part of Gaul, Germany and Italy took place”.

And Robert Schuman, one of the great French architects of modern European unity said “St Columbanus is the patron Saint of those who seek to construct a united Europe”. He was first to use the term “totius Europae” – (all Europe) – in a letter to Pope Gregory the Great and he was very rightly declared Patron of Europe by Pope John Paul II. So haven’t we every right to hold the Presidency of the Council of the European Union right now?
The parable also reminds us that a thousand years after Columbanus so many Irishmen emigrated to France and became truly famous as scholars in the universities, soldiers on the fields of battle and priests in Europe and back home.

Of the admiration of France for the Irish soldiers, Abbé Mac Geoghegan (Chaplain at the Irish College) wrote in 1758:

La France qui…mit toujours en premier rang la fidélité pour ses Rois, fut charmée de voir ces étrangers lui en disputer la gloire: Elle leur ouvrit avec joie un sein généreux; persuadée que des hommes si devoués ā leurs Princes, ne le feraient pas moins ā leurs bienfaiteurs.
Elle se fit un plaisir de les voir marcher sous ses drapeaux. Ils ne tromperent point ses espérances…

La France applaudit ā leur zéle et les plus grands des monarqués mit le comble ā l’éloge en les honorant du titre flatteur de ses Braves Irlandais.

Between the arrival of the Irish troops in France in 1691 and the Battle of Fontenoy in 1745 over 400,000 Irishmen died in the service of France.

We remember especially here the many Irish men who studied for the priesthood here in Paris or in the 30 Irish colleges spread throughout Europe who went back to spend their lives – indeed often give their lives – nourishing their people in the faith, in word and sacrament, in very difficult conditions.
In a poem entitled “The Old College of the Irish, Paris”, Padraic Colum wrote:
Our order broken, they who were our brood

Knew not themselves the heirs of noted masters,

Of Columbanus and Erigena:

We strove towards no high road of speculation,

Towards no delivery of gestated dogma,

No resolution of age-long disputes.

Only to have a priest beside the hedges,

Baptising, marrying,

Offering Mass within some clod-built chapel,

And to the dying the last sacrament

Conveying, no more we strove to do-

We, all bare exiles, soldiers, scholars, priests.

I think of the 50 former students of the Irish College in Paris from the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries who were raised to the Episcopal bench in Ireland. I think of one of those in particular James Lynch, Rector of the Irish College here, who was ordained Bishop there in 1866 amidst great pomp and ceremony, the college magnificently decorated for the occasion with tapestries, draperies and trophies borrowed from the Emperor Napoleon III at Les Tuilleries palace. Even the staff was borrowed for the day. Dr Lynch eventually became Bishop of Kildare & Leighlin – having waited for 19 years as Co-adjutor, for the Bishop Dr Walsh to pass away! Mention of that Napoleon III reminds me that it was Napoleon I who changed the name of the street where the Irish College is from rue du Cheval Vert to rue des Irlandais – from Green Horse St to Irish St – long before there was any talk of exporting horse meat from Ireland!
We thank God that it is still truly rue des Irlandais, and we salute the great work that is done in this centre of cultural activity by the Fondation Irlandaise and the Administrative Council, and all who work and study here. Long may it last.
Yes, a tiny mustard seed can produce wonderful fruit. We come to stand by Mary’s side in this her church, the house that bears her name on this island in the Seine. She is a woman of faith. We take her as our example on this day of pilgrimage. We come to shelter with her under the tree of hope. We come to her with our dreams of a church that can purify itself and become again an icon of hope for Europe, for France, for Ireland. We come to her in this holy place to remember those who came here before, soldiers on their way to war for a foreign king, scholars who were not sure where next to look for learning, exiled priests and bishops not sure if ever they might see their home again. People have come here in the midst of wars and revolutions, in the midst of plagues and riots, in the midst of political turmoil and social upheaval – always with one prayer, with one hope, that they might learn to have the faith of Mary, and the hope of new life and new beginnings.
O Mary, we come to you today. We come to this your house. The waters of the Seine flow to either side, the cold darkened walls echo the whispered prayers of 850 years. Now we come to you in this year of faith, in this Jubilee time of God’s favour. Help Europe in this time to learn new ways of solidarity and hope. Help France and Ireland to rediscover the beauty of their common Christian heritage. Help each of us who dare to hope, who dare to watch, who dare to pray in this your house. 
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