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Recently, on 24 June, we celebrated the Solemn Feast of the Birth of St. John the Baptist. It is 
an indication of the centuries-long tradition of some of the Church’s feasts, that 700 years ago, 
24 June 1314, was the same feast-day. It was also the second and final day of the Battle of 
Bannockburn. Everybody seems to agree that on the morning of the second day the Scots Army 
were seen kneeling in prayer, but what recent glossy media productions failed to detail was that 
the Scots Army was actually attending Mass, praying for the legitimate freedoms of a nation. It 
paints a picture of a nation united around the Mass. Scotland was never more united in all its 
history than when the vast majority of its people knew and loved the Mass. There is nothing else 
in our history, neither political nor social, which has had the power to unite us as did the Holy 
Sacrifice of the Mass In all our history, ancient and modern, there never was a greater gathering 
of Scots, for any purpose, than on 1st June 1982 when over 300,000 of us celebrated Mass with 
Pope St. John Paul II at Bellahouston Park in Glasgow. In more recent times, on 16 September 
2010, the modern concerns of health and safety, security and anti-terrorism measures, (and no 
school holiday), still did not prevent 70,000 of us gathering again to celebrate Mass with Pope 
Benedict. There is nothing in Scottish History which has, so consistently, brought people 
together for over 1,600 years than the celebration of Mass the length and breadth of our 
country. 
 
There is another centenary being celebrated this year, but it will hardly receive as much media 
attention as Bannockburn. On Wednesday 6 August, a Mass will be celebrated, at 1.00pm, near 
to Eilean Bàn, an island on Loch Morar in the Western Highlands, to mark the foundation of 
the first seminary on Scottish soil in the year 1714. It had a short life. The next year, one of the 
better known Jacobite Uprisings took place and failed, and this brought a flood of Government 
soldiers, the “redcoats”, into the Highlands, wreaking widespread punitive destruction. The 
Church was a particular target, because it was a reasonable assumption that if you were a 
Catholic, you were also a Jacobite. The Loch Morar seminary was one among many victims. The 
Vicar Apostolic, the redoubtable Bishop James Gordon, looked to his kinsman, the Duke of 
Gordon, to provide a haven in his lands and so the seminary came here to Scalan.  
 
What were these places for – Loch Morar and Scalan? They were places where the Mass could 
be celebrated safely, most of the time, but in secret. They were places where boys and young 
men were trained to be priests in Scotland, so that they could ensure that the Sacrifice of the 
Mass was not lost to the People of Scotland. Why was the Mass being celebrated in secret? Why 
was there danger of Scotland losing the Mass? The answer lies in the decisions of the Scottish 
Parliament – the previous one we had – which met in Edinburgh in the year 1560 and passed 
the first of the Penal Laws which prohibited the celebration of Mass in our country; priests were 
forbidden to be in the country at all, and clearly preparing people for the Priesthood was also 
illegal. The Mass was to be eradicated from Scottish society, the Mass which had been celebrated 
already for well over a thousand years in our land and which united Scots, men and women, like 
nothing else could. The seminaries at Loch Morar and Scalan came into being fundamentally to 



ensure the continued celebration of Mass in Scotland. The Mass was worth everything: existing 
here at Scalan in an illegal and clandestine way, risking arrest and violence; living out here in the 
middle of nowhere; being away from home and family; sharing cramped conditions with people 
not of your own choosing; accepting the horrendous weather – most years it was cut off by 
snow for at least a month, and, personally, I remember attending a committee meeting in this 
building in July one year and nearly succumbing to hypothermia! The Mass was worth that and a 
lot more inconvenience and difficulty. Here is a description of the circumstances in which Mass 
was celebrated about the year 1747, a few miles north of here, in the aftermath of Bonnie Prince 
Charlie’s 1745 Uprising. These are boyhood memories written up in later life by Bishop John 
Geddes, who built the building we have come to today: 
 
The priest, he wrote “said Mass in various places, commonly in barns, and always in the night-
time. Towards the end of the week, he bespoke some barn that happened to be empty, in a 
place proper for the meeting of the people in the night, between the approaching Saturday and 
Sunday ; and some trusty persons were sent to acquaint the heads of the Catholic families of this 
determination. On Saturday, when it was late at night, the Catholics convened at the appointed 
place ; after midnight a sermon was made, Mass was said, and all endeavoured to get home 
before daybreak. These meetings were often very inconvenient, from the badness of the weather 
and of the roads, and from the people being crowded together without seats ; but all was borne 
with great alacrity and cheerfulness. They seemed to be glad to have something to suffer for 
their God and for the profession of his holy religion.”  
 
Compare that with the couple I recently heard about who had attended Mass for decades, but it 
became necessary to change a Mass time in their parish from 10.00am to 10.30am. They stopped 
going to Mass. Why? Because the new time interfered with their normal arrangements for 
Sunday lunch! It must have been some lunch! Sadly, that kind of story is not uncommon. There 
are as many excuses for people not going to Mass as there are days in the year. I read only this 
week of two churches in the same town which may have to be merged, not Catholic, as it 
happens, but we have similar situations. A survey discovered that 80% of one congregation 
would not move to the other church. Attitudes towards the Mass have likewise seriously drifted 
away from attitudes of Faith. These poor attitudes spread from person to person until whole 
communities are affected. St Paul warns us in the second reading: There is no necessity for us 
to obey our unspiritual selves or to live unspiritual lives. 
 
What would the young people who lived here make of it? Can you imagine a 21st century 
Catholic saying to a Scalan student: "I am a Catholic but I don’t go to Mass”?; or “I am a 
Catholic: I go to Mass when it suits me”? I imagine a few of the boys throwing him, or even her, 
over there into the Crombie burn. There were no excuses here and no thought of them. Here 
there was an uncompromising love for the Mass, and without it, we might not have the Mass at 
all in Scotland today. There was here humble gratitude from uncomplicated people for the Mass 
Our Lord gave, and for them the Mass was everything. Our Lord says in today’s Gospel: I bless 
you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for hiding these things from the learned and the 
clever and revealing them to mere children. Can we not shake off our complicated attitudes, 
and embrace that same humble grateful love for this gift of the Mass which God has given us, 
and care for it with pride and faith and the same uncompromising love which the students at 



Scalan had? The Mass is our great family treasure which has been passed down through the 
generations to us. We received it in very good shape from our parents and grandparents. It is 
now our responsibility to see that we hand it on to the next generation in as good a shape as we 
received it. What efforts would you make for the Mass? How far would you travel, how much 
money would you spend, how many hours would you give up just to be sure of attending Mass 
at least each Sunday? These are questions which Catholics even in the towns and cities of 
Scotland will have to start asking themselves in the immediate future. When all is said and done, 
we will surely love the Lord by loving the Mass he gave us. 
 
St. John the Baptist, to whom I referred at the beginning said of Our Lord: He must increase: 
I must decrease. This calls us to humility, to forget our own will in order to do the Will of 
God. Faithfulness to the Mass is an act of obedience to his will for he said: Do this in memory 
of me – not a suggestion, not an invitation, but a command. It is the Mass which will help us 
win the battles we will experience first of all within our own selves, but also help us to represent 
Christ our Lord courageously in today’s world. The Mass was not given to us to make us feel 
cosy and comfortable in some kind of ivory tower disconnected from society. It is a launching 
pad from where we are propelled outward to proclaim Christ to the world around us. We are the 
ones Our Lord has baptised to take his message to the society in which we live, to our 
communities, our places of work, our own homes and families, and as Pope Francis likes to say, 
to the margins of our society. We are the ones who can attract people to Christ the Lord and 
bring his comforting message: Come to me, all you who labour and are overburdened, and 
I will give you rest. We are the ones who can help people to see that the yearnings they have 
for happiness, fulfilment and meaning will be satisfied when they give their lives over to the one 
who says: Shoulder my yoke and learn from me for I am gentle and humble in heart, and 
you will find rest for your souls. We are the ones who can teach people that the substitutes 
they have for God only do harm to mind and soul and body, and they need to turn to Christ 
who promises: my yoke is easy and my burden light. Our faithfulness to the Mass makes it 
possible for us to be servants of the world around us, bringing to the people of our time the 
message, the love and the person of Christ Our Lord.  
   


