HOMILY AT MASS FOR CATHOLIC TEACHERS
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

We gather this evening in the context of Catholic Education Week.  

One of the most important tasks of parents is to see to the education of their children – to bring them up to take their rightful place in society.

When at the turn of the 19th century vast numbers of people flocked to Glasgow from the Highlands and from across the Irish Sea to escape poverty and make a better life for themselves and their children, one of their prime concerns was the education of their young people.

It was also in due course the concern of Government and of the Church. Before the former – the Government of the day – insisted on the provision of education for every child, the Church had entered the scene and through religious orders and dedicated Catholic laymen and women, set up schools to provide an education for their people.

We think of the Franciscans of the Immaculate Conception, the Sisters of Mercy, the Marist Brothers, the Jesuits, the Sisters of Notre Dame and others …  The education which these religious orders and others working on behalf of the Church, gave Catholic children enabled them in due course to take their place in all echelons of Scottish society. 
The Catholic community made great sacrifices over a period of 100 years to run these early schools – to pay the teachers, support the religious orders and maintain the school buildings. Only in 1918 were these schools – under guarantee – integrated into the state system of provision – they were to be maintained as Catholic schools.

For 90 years our Catholic educational provision has been built up on this historic basis – and buildings everywhere evidence the growth.  But it is in the growth of the community itself; on the ever-increasing reputation of staff and pupils that our sense of pride expands.

Think, for example, that the Speaker of the House of Commons, Michael Martin,  the Lord Justice Clerk, Lord Gill, the Lord Advocate, Eilish Angiolini and the Lord Provost Liz Cameron, among many others – were all educated in Glasgow Catholic schools and today hold some of the most responsible positions in the land.

As heirs to this proud legacy we all bear a great responsibility. 

Of course today new challenges face us; these often turn out to be old challenges re-visited … With boring regularity we hear calls for our schools to be secularised – to have removed from them the name Catholic and the guarantee of their being effectively maintained as Catholic schools through the appointment of Catholic teachers.

These calls are often made under the cloak of removing sectarianism from Scottish society.  They are probably motivated in part, at least, by secularist considerations (to remove religion from all our schools) and by a jealousy over what they would see as the “privileged” position which Catholics enjoy of being able to ensure that our schools provide a holistic education, one that incorporates the findings and methods of the human sciences with the truth of revelation and the ways of faith.

Your vocation as Catholic teachers – and I use that word advisedly – is a demanding one. It involves both skill in teaching and example in practice.
In your lives inside and outside of school you are called to imitate Christ.  In tonight’s Gospel (Mark 1: 21-28) we hear it said that “his teaching made a deep impression on them because, unlike the scribes, he taught with authority.”

Later the people are to say: “Here is a teaching that is new and with authority behind it …” (ibid)

What gives Christ that authority?

Firstly the objective truth of what he teaches. But secondly the convincing witness of His own life.  There is no trace of hypocrisy or double standards here. 

As Catholic teachers you must find a way to replicate that combination of sound doctrine and convincing delivery based on a coherent Christian life.

In recent years the Bishops have set up the Scottish Catholic Education Service to ensure that the Church’s voice is heard, its concerns noted and provision made to guarantee the effective operation of our schools.  Great work is done by a single director, Michael McGrath, a secretary and a supporting commission under the chairmanship of Bishop Devine of Motherwell.

As teachers, take encouragement from the support offered by SCES; stand firm in your defence of Catholic schools maintain high standards in your teaching.  

Integral to this must be the fostering of a knowledge and living of the Christian faith. You can be helped by the Church making available to you new instruments for catechesis.  I mention one in particular … Just 10 months ago I was grateful to host a reception at which the Papal Nuncio, Archbishop Faustino Sainz-Munoz presented to each bishop and to representatives of parishes and schools, a copy of the new Compendium of the Catechism of the Catholic Church.  That small volume should be on every teacher’s desk as a failsafe guide to the faith and practice of the Church.  It is one of a number of resources – many also available on-line and through in-service courses – which will assist you in your apostolate.
My prayer tonight is that such an apostolate will be fruitful and may the seeds of faith you sow among the children in your care, grow and mature in the years to come, to provide a fresh harvest of well-educated and well-adjusted young people for the service of God and country.
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