PASTORAL VISIT TO INDIA, 9-16 FEBRUARY 2013

HOMILY AT THE SHRINE OF

OUR LADY OF GOOD HEALTH, VAILANKANNI

Sunday, 10 February 2013

Mary Instrument of God’s Love
Dear Brothers and Sisters,


I am privileged to have been chosen by the Holy Father Benedict the Sixteenth, as His Special Envoy to the celebrations of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the elevation of the Shrine of Our Lady of Good Health in Vailankanni to the dignity of a Minor Basilica, and the Twenty-fifth Anniversary of the establishment of the Conference of the Catholic Bishops of India.


The purpose of my visit as His Holiness’s Special Envoy, in this Year of Faith, is to express the Holy Father’s closeness to you and concern, as well as encourage and confirm you in your faith, so that more will open their hearts to God, enlighten their mind and understand deeper the divine revelation. The Holy Father has given me the privilege of conveying His greetings and His Blessing to you all, and especially to His Eminence Cardinal Telesphore Toppo, Metropolitan Archbishop of Ranchi, His Eminence Cardinal Oswald Gracias, Metropolitan Archbishop of Bombay, His Excellency Monsignor Devadass Ambrose, Bishop of Thanjavur and all other Indian Archbishops and Bishops present, as well as the priests, men and women religious and the lay faithful.


It is the Holy Father himself, through his Special Envoy, who today comes as a pilgrim to your beloved country, India, and to this Marian Shrine Basilica. The Latin term Basilica, from the Greek Basileus, Royal, means a large and important Church that has been given special status by the Pope. The Catholic Basilicas around the world are important Catholic sites receiving tens of millions of visitors and pilgrims every year. This Basilica we are in today has been linked to a Major Marian Basilica in Rome, dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary. Perhaps, many of you one time or another had the opportunity to visit St. Mary Major Basilica in Rome, built under Pope Sixtus III in 432, as an expression of faith and in order to remind all Christians the proclamation of the Dogma of the Divine Maternity of Mary which was declared a year before, in 431, at the Council of Ephesus.


An old tradition of dedicating holy edifices to the Mother of God spread all over the world, as a response to Jesus’s outcry whilst dying on the Cross. At that instance, Jesus was worried about what would happen of his mother, a woman without a house and a family. He entrusted His Mother to the beloved Apostle John. You remember Jesus’s same words to him and through him to Christians: “Behold your mother!” (Jn 19, 27).


That is what a community that believes does, as John the Apostle has done. “[He] took her into his home” (Jn 19,27). Mary found a new home.

Every time a new Marian Shrine is built, she is offered a new home, moreover a family with whom to stay. We know that the first family that was formed after that of Nazareth was the primitive Church. After the Ascension in Heaven of Our Lord, we find Mary together with the Apostles and participating in their mission and sharing their community life. Mary’s fecundity did not end with Jesus, she is still fruitful and present in the Church, participating in the life of the Church through the Evangelization. That is why we invoke her: Mother of the Church, Mary Help of Christians, Our Lady of Health…

Here, in Vailankanni, Mary found a home; and she was offered a “house” where to stay permanently with you, with the people of this country, in order to live through and share with you all your joys and sufferings. You have accepted her among you and 50 years ago this shrine was declared as a Basilica, upon the request of the Most Reverend Msgr. R. Ariokiasamy Sundaram, first Bishop of Thanjavur. It was an expression of your faith and love with which you accepted Our Lady and invited her to stay with you.


Our Lady here became part of your family. Today, through our presence here, we would like to show her our devotion and our bond with her, reassuring her that she is always welcome and this is her home, where she feels part of the Indian population and all Indians joyfully and faithfully come to visit, meet her and pray to her. Especially those who are in need, those who lack strength in body and spirit and all those who know that here they have a Mother who loves them.

Our Lady, whom Jesus gave us for our consolation, especially to those who serve Him and love Him with all their hearts, we invoke in our needs under the diverse titles and invocations that honour her. Through these devotions, we receive great favours and graces together with her motherly protection. Think about how you feel about your mother and remember that Mary is the Mother of God, the Mother of Jesus. The fact alone tells us why we should regard her above all mothers. Even above our own.

Our Lady has interceded for those who approach her divine Son from the very beginning of his public life. In today’s Gospel we heard that Mary was invited to a wedding at Cana, and “Jesus also was invited to the marriage with his disciples”. Our Lady informs Jesus “they have no more wine”. Though he hesitates, saying “My hour has not yet come”, he accedes to her wishes and the needs of the wedding guests and changes water into wine upon Our Lady's command to the servants: “Do whatever he tells you.” We also are invited by Our Lady to render obedience to her Son: “in that all Christian holiness consists: for perfect holiness is obeying Christ in all things” (St. Thomas Aquinas, Comm. on St. John). In Our Lady's response there is clearly persistence. She does not just give up when Jesus replies to her that it was not his hour. It's interesting to know that this kind of perseverance in the face of what appears to be Jesus' refusal is constant throughout the Gospels. Time and again people come to Jesus for a favour and they stay with their request. They are not easily put off, and invariably they are rewarded for their perseverance.
St. Alphonsus Mary Liguori, a great Marian Saint, says: “Why are Mary’s prayers so effective with God? The prayers of the saints are prayers of servants, whereas Mary’s are a Mother’s prayer, whence flows their efficacy and their authority; and since Jesus has immense love for his Mother, she cannot pray without being listened to…To understand Mary’s great goodness, let us remember what the Gospel says…There was a shortage of wine, which naturally worried the married couple. No one asks the Blessed Virgin to intervene and request her Son to come to the rescue of the couple…; it stirs her to act as intercessor and ask her Son for the miracle, even though no one asks her to…If Our Lady acted like this without being asked, what would she not have done if they actually asked her to intervene?” (St. Alphonsus Mary Liguori, Sunday Sermons, 48).

“At Cana, Mary appears once more as the Virgin in prayer: when she tactfully told her Son of a temporal need, she also obtained an effect of grace, namely, that Jesus, in working the first of his 'signs', confirmed his disciples' faith in him.” (Paul VI, Marialis cultus, 18). The Catechism of the Catholic Church tells us that faith is “the theological virtue by which we believe in God and believe all that he has said and revealed to us” (CCC 1814). To better understand what this means in practice, we can look at the life of Mary, whose acceptance of God’s invitation to be the mother of His Son is a great witness for us. Mary did not respond to the angel with blind faith, agreeing to something that she did not understand or rashly accepting something that did not make sense to her. Mary sought to understand more so that she could have the knowledge to properly consent. This attitude should guide us in our faith. We should seek to increase our understanding, while still believing as we do so. 
When Blessed John XXIII elevated this Sanctuary to a Minor Basilica, Vatican Council II was in its initial sessions. Fifty years later during the Year of Faith we are here to celebrate this Golden Jubilee. Pope Benedict XVI in the Apostolic Letter for the Indiction of the Year of Faith, Porta fidei, states: “By faith, Mary accepted the Angel’s word and believed the message that she was to become the Mother of God in the obedience of her devotion (cf. Lk 1:38). Visiting Elizabeth, she raised her hymn of praise to the Most High for the marvels he worked in those who trust him (cf. Lk 1:46-55). With joy and trepidation she gave birth to her only son, keeping her virginity intact (cf. Lk 2:6-7). Trusting in Joseph, her husband, she took Jesus to Egypt to save him from Herod’s persecution (cf. Mt 2:13-15). With the same faith, she followed the Lord in his preaching and remained with him all the way to Golgotha (cf. Jn 19:25-27). By faith, Mary tasted the fruits of Jesus’ resurrection, and treasuring every memory in her heart (cf. Lk 2:19, 51), she passed them on to the Twelve assembled with her in the Upper Room to receive the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 1:14; 2:1-4)” (PF 13). In the Gospels it is reported that Mary did not say much, but she did a great deal – she lived up to her mission. This is what’s expected from us during this Year of Faith, we must witness our faith through our actions. 

My dear Brothers and Sisters, this what I earnestly wish you during this Year of Faith, that after having rediscovered the content of our faith, joyfully you make it your own and as a consequence you do your utmost to share it with others who are lukewarm in their faith or have not yet encountered the faith in Jesus Christ. I pray that this Golden Jubilee Celebration of this Shrine Basilica of Our Lady of Health lead you to carry on the evangelizing mission with ever renewed fervour and dedication. I also wish to convey the Apostolic Blessing of the Holy Father on you and your loved ones and assure you of my prayers. May Mary, the Blessed Virgin of Health, continue to cover you all with the mantle of her maternal love and protection.
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