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I. 

There is a date that every Cathedral parishioner should know: November 29, 1906. 

 

That day was Thanksgiving Day,   

when the Cathedral of the Sacred Heart was dedicated by Abp. Diomede Falconio, 

papal representative to the bishops of the United States.  

 

So, in a sense, Thanksgiving Day 

is the “civic” anniversary of the dedication of this church. 

 

Catholics in Richmond and throughout Virginia  

have always been a religious minority striving for social acceptance. 

  

Scheduling the dedication of the Cathedral on a key American holiday  

emphasized the compatibility of Catholicism and patriotism:  

one could be a good Catholic and a proud American. 

 

The day had been 41 years in the making. 

 

John McGill, the third bishop of Richmond (1850–1872),  

had proposed building a new cathedral— 

St. Peter’s was too small despite an expansion— 

and so he bought land for the edifice in the western part of the city in 1865. 

 

The fifth bishop of Richmond, John J. Keane (1878–1888),  

purchased adjoining land for what became the bishop’s and the cathedral priests’ 

residences in 1886.  

 

In 1887, he also bought a plot several blocks away that became Sacred Heart 

parish, which the new cathedral eventually absorbed. 
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As a sign of his determination to build a cathedral,  

Bp. Keane, while on pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 1883,  

procured a stone from the Garden of Gethsemane in Jerusalem  

to serve as the cornerstone of the new church.  

 

This stone was not large enough to be the cornerstone,  

but it was given a place of honor in the baptistery of the new cathedral, 

where it remains to this day. 

 

Despite the purchase of land,  

a persistent lack of funds stalled the construction of the new cathedral.  

 

A few months before obtaining the stone from Gethsemane in 1883,  

Bp. Keane leased the original parcel of land to a florist  

in order to generate extra income.  

 

(So, the presence of flowers in the church have a special meaning.) 

 

The financial situation of the building project for a new cathedral 

changed dramatically in 1901. 

 

Two generous benefactors stepped forward: 

Thomas Fortune Ryan and his wife, Ida Mary Barry Ryan,  

donated $500,000 (today $15 million)  

for the construction and furnishing of the new cathedral. 

 

Construction of the new cathedral began in January 1903. 

 

To continue the name of the local parish that the new cathedral would absorb,  

and to promote devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus,  

the Vatican granted permission for the title of the cathedral  

to be changed from “St. Peter” to “Sacred Heart” in 1906. 

 

II. 

The project for building this cathedral, like the edifice itself, 

was part of grand design, 

completed over the course of two generations. 

 

And here we are, 

worshipping in this magnificent space soon to be 114 years later. 
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We have a place within a grand design: 

that of this cathedral church, and that of God’s plan for the world. 

 

Today’s feast—the Solemnity of Our Lord Jesus Christ, King of the Universe— 

points to that grand design that is the Kingdom of God. 

 

The kingdom is not a physical place, 

but rather the extension of God’s ruling power—his kingship— 

across the entire universe. 

 

We occupy a place the fulfillment of that plan, 

as we hear in the Second Reading:  

 

“For just as in Adam all die, 

so too in Christ shall all be brought to life, 

but each one in proper order: 

Christ the firstfruits; 

then, at his coming, those who belong to Christ.” 

 

We are part of what Christ hands over to his Father: 

 

“Then comes the end, 

when he hands over the kingdom to his God and Father, 

when he has destroyed every sovereignty 

and every authority and power.” 

 

We are part of that “kingdom” where sin and death have been overcome, 

and the holiness of our lives radiates. 

 

The completion of God’s plan— 

his kingdom— 

is the holiness of our lives,  

and our making the world a holier place. 

 

It means that our faith is not just a way of dealing with life’s difficulties. 

 

It’s about changing the world for the better, 

along the lines of the Gospel reading:  
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“Come, you who are blessed by my Father.  

Inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. 

For I was hungry and you gave me food, 

I was thirsty and you gave me drink, 

a stranger and you welcomed me, 

naked and you clothed me, 

ill and you cared for me, 

in prison and you visited me.” 

 

III. 

We fit within a grand design. 

 

Belonging to God and to his Church provides a vista— 

the ultimate meaning that our lives would otherwise lack.  

 

And in this way, 

we cooperate with the fulfillment of the God’s plan, 

which is the consolidation of his kingdom. 

 

The consecration of the Cathedral of the Sacred Heart  

began at 6:00 a.m. on November 29, 1906,  

concluding at 10:00 a.m.  

 

A Mass was then celebrated, which lasted from 11:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. 

 

John J. Keane, now the archbishop of Dubuque,  

returned to Richmond to preach at the Mass  

immediately following the consecration of the cathedral. 

 

His words captured the meaning of this church, 

and our place within it, and within God’s grand design: 

 

“The ministrations of divine truth and divine grace 

that shall hallow this sanctuary for all the future shall have…for their purpose, 

to draw all men… closer to the Heart of Christ,  

and thereby to draw them in fraternal charity closer to one another… 

May this twofold divine love be… 

a fountain of most precious blessings both for time and for eternity;  

and may generations yet unborn bless and thank God for the day  

when their cathedral was consecrated to the Heart of Jesus.” 


