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My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

A sermon ought always to take its point of departure and inspiration from the passage of scripture we have just heard proclaimed in our liturgy.

In the Gospel we heard Jesus tell the eleven to “go and make disciples of all nations.”  They are to teach them “to observe all that he commanded them.”  [Matt 28, 19-20]

In the equivalent passage in St Luke’s Gospel Jesus tells them that they are “witnesses of these things” [Luke 24,48].

In the epistle, St Paul enumerates a number of the gifts of the spirit, among which he includes “a message full of wisdom … a message full of knowledge [and] the gift of speaking God’s message.” [1 Cor 12: 8-10)

These gifts belong to teachers.

The teaching profession is one of the oldest and most important of all professions.  The service teachers give to the community is indispensable in a civilised and increasingly developed society.  One could argue that primary teachers are the most important of all since they provide primary education; they lay the foundations of learning.  The skills they promote and values they establish are those on which the whole of education for life and work is built.

Others may pursue to a higher level knowledge in other fields of human endeavour and experience, but you provide the essential foundations.

I am referring to teachers in the professional sense but of course parents are the first teachers of their children and their words and example will have a profound effect on their children’s development – for good or bad.

All teachers act “in loco parentis” but primary teachers are those closest to home.  One cannot stress enough the importance of your task.  It is both by word and example that you educate those in your charge.  

You know the etymology of that word “educate” – from the Latin educere – to lead out.  Education is primarily developing the learning facility of individuals, drawing out their potential.

As the Holy Father recently pointed out: “The authentic educator takes seriously the intellectual curiosity which already exists in children and, as the years pass, is more consciously cultivated. Constantly exposed to, and confused by the multiplicity of information, and by the contrasting ideas and interpretations presented to them, young people have a great inner need for truth.”

The church considers teaching, particularly conveying the knowledge of God, as a vocation – a calling, a work of grace.

St. Paul in addressing Timothy his disciple calls him – in God’s name – to teach the truth of God “in season and out of season”, or, as another translation has it, “welcome or unwelcome: refute falsehood, correct error, call to obedience, but do all with patience and with the intention of teaching… make the preaching of the good news your life’s work in thoroughgoing service”

Now Timothy may have been a priest – tradition has him a Bishop – but no one who knows God – no man or woman with faith will doubt that the greater part of his or her teaching responsibility is in establishing this truth – that God has made us and, as St Augustine added, made us for himself; that the motive of creation, perceived in his Son, is love, and that through him God has restored us to his favour in the Church by the shedding of his blood. 

If this relationship – I mean God’s and ours – is right, all good will follow.

If this knowledge is held securely all other knowledge will find foundation thereon.

It provides the calibration by which all else is calculated and evaluated.

Pope Benedict reminds us: “A very important task is entrusted to Catholic schools. Indeed, they must carry out their mission on the basis of an educational project which places the Gospel at the centre and keeps it as a decisive reference point for the person's formation and for the entire cultural programme.”
Forty three years ago the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council signed a solemn declaration on education. In speaking of Catholic Schools they said: “no less than other schools does the Catholic school pursue cultural goals and a natural development of young people.  But it has several distinctive purposes.

“It aims to create for the school community an atmosphere (ethos) enlivened by the Gospel spirit of freedom and charity.  It aims to help the young person in such a way that the development of his/her personality matches the growth of that new creation which he/she became by baptism.”  

The document adds that the growth of the person’s faith will, “illumine the knowledge which he/she gradually gains of the world, of life, and of society”.

And then the document says the following: “Let teachers realise that to the greatest possible extent they determine whether the Catholic School can bring its goals and undertakings to fruition.  They should, therefore, be trained with particular care so that they may be enriched with both secular and religious knowledge, appropriately certified, and may be equipped with educational skills which reflects modern day findings… let them give witness to Christ, the unique teacher, by their lives as by their teachings.”

Let me underline again that reference to witness – “Witness to Christ the unique teacher” the document says.

Building on that, the Holy Father has recently noted: “When it is a matter of educating in faith, the figure of the witness and the role of witnessing is central. A witness of Christ does not merely transmit information but is personally involved with the truth Christ proposes and, through the coherency of his own life, becomes a dependable reference point.”

It was therefore with intent that I commenced this homily by noting St Luke’s reference to witnessing in Our Lord’s final instructions to the eleven.

And I have noted St Paul’s handing on of that mandate to his disciple Timothy.

We form a chain of instruction and of witnessing which stretches right back to Jesus. This is truly a noble profession!
And you and I in our respective places as leaders and teachers must hold this chain together – of which our togetherness this evening is a noble earnest.

