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Wider Faith Horizons 
Patrick Claffey 

One of the things I like to do when I travel is to visit living churches. In other words, churches that 

are more than historical monuments and remain as living faith communities, great or small.  It 

adds to the pleasure and satisfaction if they also have beautiful historical buildings, and even 

more if they have a great organ, played by a great organist. 

St Sulpice in Paris, where I went to mass last Sunday, is just such a church.  It possesses what has 

ben described as the magnum opus of the great French 19th c. organ builder Aristide Cavaille-Coll, 

perhaps the finest organ in France. It is played by one of the great contemporary French organists, 

Daniel  Roth (b. 1942), accompanying a cantor who sings standard modern French hymns, while 

Roth  adds several pieces for organ solo, as well as a wonderful 45 minute concert after mass. 

The celebration as a whole is dignified but not in any way pompous; the readings are well done, 

the homily is quite short but well prepared by a member of the Society of Priests of St. Sulpice, an 

order very involved with the formation of priests and which places a great emphasis of good pas-

toral preaching that is both  theologically informed and accessible to the congregation. It is, I be-

lieve the kind of celebration that parishes should aspire to, even if they don’t have quite the same 

prestige and resources as this great historical church in this great city, a centre of European Ca-

tholicism, at a time when France saw herself as ‘the eldest daughter of the Church’. 

France and Ireland have much in common both in their historical Catholicism and their contempo-

rary secularism.  In both countries faith struggles to find a modern voice and an appropriate place 

in  society as a community that represents values that  are often forgotten: the place of the trans-

cendent in our lives, the value of life itself,  as well as the great contemporary issues of justice, 

peace and the integrity of creation. 

What was interesting to note on this Sunday morning was that the church was about two thirds 

full—this in a deeply secular France of the 21st century. Equally interesting was the demographic 

of the congregation, which included not just older people, although there were many, but a 

healthy mix of younger adults and many children.  There was a strong sense of engagement in the 

life of the universal church as well as the local faith community.  This was obvious in the an-

nouncements at the end of mass giving information about several parish events. 

In the wider sense, one had the impression that faith in France, and certainly at St Sulpice, had 

moved on from the early challenges of secularisation and marginalisation to find new life and new 

hope. It gave the impression of being a church that had found its voice and was attracting people 

for whom faith was a real option in their lives rather than a simple ritual practice. The approach-

ing Synod with its theme “For a synodal Church: communion, participation and mission” was be-

ing taken seriously.  The search was not for a return to a so-called ‘golden’ past, but, rather,  for a 

new hope, new joy, and a new future based precisely on ‘communion, participation and mission’. 

Our trajectory in Ireland lags behind France in several ways.  Faith is sometimes treated with great 

disdain and even hostility, notably in the parts of the media and in other circles, including politics 

and the academy.  However, it also falls victim to an indifference that is even more difficult to ad-

dress. The response to the challenges is often reactionary, expressed in  a desire to return to a 

past which was not as golden as some  would like to see it.  It is sad to note that Pope Francis has 

become a particular target of these groups as he tries to bring the church into a new and more 

open engagement with modernity.  But Francis is above all an advocate of hope and in this we 

must be united.  Communities like St Sulpice, no doubt, have something to teach us. 
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Masses and Confession 

Sundays: Vigil, 6pm (Saturday), 9.30am, 11am, 5pm  

Croatian Community Mass 6.30pm 

French-speaking community mass 2nd and 4th Sun-
days of the month at 12.30 

Daily masses 10am only for the moment 

-Rosary daily after 10am mass 

Adoration  Blessed Sacrament, Weds 10.30-12.40 
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6pm Charles & Sarah Ingle and Family 
 

minimized. As Pope Francis noted in his global prayer in-

tentions for November, what those in pain need from us is 

neither judgment nor false optimism, but a listening ear 

and expanded access to care. There will always be bad 

news. But it need not overwhelm or deter us. As Chris-

tians, we’re supposed to see things differently. Merton 

said it well: it’s into this grim, broken world, “this dement-

ed inn, in which there is absolutely no room for him at all, 

that Christ comes unbidden.” We just need to be ready to 

recognize and welcome him.  

Source: Commonweal: ‘The Great Joy’ | Commonweal Maga-

zine  
“There was no room for them at the inn.” 

THOUGHTS FOR ADVENT 

As the Advent season begins we are reminded that 

the Christian tradition has always insisted that the 

way we see things—others, ourselves, our world—

has moral, spiritual, and even cosmic dimensions. In 

a 1966 essay titled “The Time of the End Is the Time 

of New Room,” Thomas Merton reflects on a single 

detail in Luke’s infancy narrative: Mary gives birth to 

Jesus and lays him in a manger because “there was 

no room for them at the inn.” Packed with travellers 

rushing to register for the Roman census, the inn in 

Merton’s telling becomes a mirror image of modern 

mass society, where “each new announcement is the 

greatest announcement, where every day’s disaster 

is beyond compare.” Such a world, awash in distrac-

tion, cannot help failing to notice Christ’s nativity: 

“There is so much news that there is no room left for 

the true tidings, the ‘Good News,’ The Great Joy.” 

This joy—the fact of the Incarnation, which we cele-

brate at Christmas—is the alternative to anxiety and 

despair. It announces a different kind of “end times,” 

marked by the fulfilment of hopes and the definitive 

arrival of freedom. This is what Pope Francis has 

spent much of his pontificate trying to get us to see. 

Moving forward starts with allowing ourselves to 

dream of a more fraternal world, one animated by 

solidarity rather than anxiety. The pope’s decision to 

inaugurate a synod in the midst of a once-in-a-

century pandemic ought to remind us that this is not 

the time to turn inward or surrender to our fears. 

The trials many people in America and around the 

world are suffering are real, and they should not be 
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