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My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

Our first reading is taken from one of what are called the “Pastoral Epistles” of St Paul. They are written in a different style from his great Epistles to the Churches of Rome, Corinth and Ephesus.  These are written to individuals, and adopt a more personal, accessible tone.

Two are written to the same person – a young man called Timothy, referred to, by St Paul as his “beloved child”. Another is addressed to Titus. 
It is possible that our reading is taken from the last letter St Paul ever wrote, a letter which might therefore be considered as his last will and testament.  In it he certainly refers to his being a prisoner: “I am already on the point of being sacrificed, the time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race and I have kept the faith.”

The letter is therefore poignant, because in addressing the young man, he is hoping that something of his own allegiance and fidelity to Christ in the face of contradiction, contention and actual suffering will motivate Timothy.  

So he says: “Do not be ashamed, then, of testifying to Our Lord, nor of me as His prisoner, but take your share of sufferings for the Gospel relying on the power of God who saved us and called us with a holy calling; not in virtue of our works, but in virtue of his own purpose and the grace which he gave us in Christ Jesus ages ago.”
The “ages ago” to which St Paul refers, are something like 30 years, and in that time the faith has already been handed down from one generation to the next.

The next sentence suggests that Timothy is a young presbyter – a Greek word from which our term priest comes - since Paul exhorts him “to rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands.”

So St Paul wants to remind Timothy, first of all that he is the inheritor of faith, humanly speaking; that he has had grace poured into him by the sacrament he has received; and that he is to take courage from Paul’s own example: “Follow the pattern of the sound words which you have heard from me and the faith and love which are in Christ Jesus; guard the truth that has been entrusted to you by the Holy Spirit who dwells within us.”

This seems a very apt message to be presented to you today, dear young men and women who are graduating teachers, qualified to fulfil your profession and your vocation in Catholic schools.

You know that Catholic schools are not just denominated as such because they teach Catholic RE – have classes in the Catholic religion. They are Catholic because they are founded on the proposition that all truth depends ultimately on the truth of God’s existence, and that all virtue has its inspiration and ultimately its reward from the revelation made through Christ Jesus: “In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days He has spoken to us by His son, whom He appointed the heir of all things, through whom also He created the world.  He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of His nature.”

These are the opening words of the great epistle to the Hebrews. Whether or not it was actually written by St Paul it is full of Pauline teaching. Those words chime in well with the exhortation which concluded our own passage of St Paul’s letter to Timothy: “You then, my son, be strong in the grace which is in Christ Jesus. What you have heard from me before many witnesses entrust to faithful men and women who will be able to teach others also.”
Your task, then, as teachers is to hand on that faith. To be a witness to it, not only by words, but also by example. We perhaps teach more by example than by actual words, certainly in matters of faith and its practice.

Our Gospel passage is from St John. It adds the dimension of love to our reflection on faith and its transmission.  To appreciate this passage fully we should contextualise it.

The passage (John 15, 9-17) is in the context of Our Lord’s famous saying, “I am the true vine and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch of mine that bears no fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit … A branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine. Neither can you unless you abide in Me.  I am the vine, you are the branches …”

This Gospel is really a reminder of the sap by which these branches draw their strength, their wholesomeness, their fruitfulness from the vine.

“As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in My love. If you keep my commandments you will abide in My love, just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love. These things I have spoken to you that My joy may be in you and your joy may be complete … This is My commandment – that you love one another as I have loved you.  Greater love has no man than this, than that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for a servant does not know what his master is doing. I call you friends for all that I have heard from my father I have made known to you.”

Every fruit tree depends upon its flowers opening up to be pollinated by bees and other insects. I see here an image of what we ourselves must be like. Opening up to God’s grace, attracting with the perfume of our prayer, the gifts which God wishes to give us, and through us, to our young charges.
The image of the fruitful branch is rarely more apposite than when applied to teachers who through the goodness of their fruits, sow seeds of love and faith for a new generation.

And so today, on this day of days, we give thanks for the noble calling to which you have responded, and give thanks too, for those who have made possible your acceptance of the call.

I am thinking of previous generations of teachers, whose fidelity and charity were perhaps the example which inspired our own vocation to teach.  This generation of Catholic teachers follows in very revered footsteps of previous classes of young men and women who graduated over the years from St Andrew’s College, and before that Notre Dame and Craiglockhart Colleges of Education.
Your task is the same as theirs – to teach and to love, to love and to teach.

Our new Holy Father summed up the importance of your vocation very well in his first message to the Cardinals who had just elected him Pope a few months ago.  He said: “I am thinking in particular of the young. I offer my affectionate embrace to them, the privileged partners in dialogue with Pope John Paul II, hoping, please God, to meet them in Cologne on the occasion of the upcoming World Youth Day. I will continue our dialogue, dear young people, the future and hope of the Church and of humanity, listening to your expectations in the desire to help you encounter in ever greater depth the living Christ, eternally young.”

Let that be your ambition too on this day, and every day of your teaching career, or better, your teaching vocation … “the desire to help [young people] encounter in ever greater depth the living Christ, eternally young.”

In your task you will be helped by Mary, the Seat of Wisdom and Cause of Our Joy.  Through her intercession may you labour happily for many years to come in the vineyard of the Lord, and produce good fruit – fruit that will last.  Amen.
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