MASS FOR TEACHERS JANUARY 29 2008
My dear brothers and sisters in Christ, dear teachers, particularly those who have recently entered the profession.
It is a great pleasure to welcome you to this Cathedral tonight, on the feast of St John Bosco, a supreme educator, to celebrate this Mass for Catholic teachers in the course of Catholic Education Week.

We cannot gather today without surveying the context in which we find ourselves.  I do not intend here to rehearse the story of the 1918 education act or recall the great stories of sacrifice and heroism which led to the establishment of the Catholic school system, to remember the pioneers of those difficult 150 years prior to the Act which I had the opportunity of recalling when celebrating recently the 150 years of St Mungo’s Academy.  

I simply note that our debt of gratitude to the Catholic teachers of yesteryear is enormous and we honour them and remember them tonight in our prayers.

No, instead I want to focus on the context in which you operate as Catholic teachers today, physically better provided for, but spiritually and educationally challenging in the light of the Church’s own understanding of the role of educators, schools and institutions of higher learning.

The Second Vatican Council reminded us that the first and primary educators of children were their parents. All of us here would concur with that statement.  But in the light of societal change, when some parents find themselves unable to fulfil the vocation expected of them, it falls more and more to teachers to be both educators and role-models for the students in their care, most particularly in circumstances of cultural and spiritual poverty.
In the years between Vatican II and today, the Church has recognised the changes that are taking place in society and responded accordingly.

Many documents have been issued by the Church in the last 40 years designed to offer practical advice on such essential aspects of the teaching vocation as the religious dimension of education in a Catholic School from 1988 and the Catholic School on the Threshold of the Third Millennium from 1997. 

I would encourage you to devote some of your in-service provision to a reflective study of these documents which speak very practically about the kind of situation you face on a day to day basis as you try to bring the values of Christ and His Church to children often steeped in quite different values.

In the last few months the Faculty of Education at Glasgow University has published a very helpful compendium of the Church’s modern teaching on education. Entitled “An Anthology of Catholic Teaching on Education”, I have commended it as a volume which should be found in every school, and hopefully among the basic volumes in a teacher’s library or bookshelf.
These post-conciliar years have also been marked by the preparation, presentation and promulgation of the new Catechism of the Catholic Church which must be our sure guide and constant reference in the handing on of the faith. Two years ago it was followed by the publication of the Compendium of the Catechism, offering a small, but excellent summary of the teaching of the Church, enriched by sacred images and a compendium of prayers. At its launch it was symbolically presented to Catholic families and Catholic educators and I hope that it is, bit by bit, becoming an indispensable reference in our classrooms.
This year Catholic Education Week focuses on the theme of “Teaching Values for Life”.  The Bishops have welcomed the work of the Scottish Catholic Education Service (SCES) and the Commission in producing this, acknowledging also the support of the Education Department of the Scottish Government.

That title - “Teaching Values for Life” - is rich in its possible interpretations.  In one sense it refers to the teaching of enduring values, values which will last a lifetime.  In another it can be seen as teaching values which will lead to Life with a capital “L” namely eternal life. And it refers also to the imparting of a true respect and reverence for human life.  

Let me concentrate on the first of these since it is the fundamental consideration – namely the work of helping children to appreciate the significance of the values we present as Catholic educators.

Those values are essentially a reverence for life itself, for the human person, for the marriage-based family, for knowledge, for truth, and ultimately for the supreme truth of God.

Although I have been careful in my earlier remarks to direct you to the fine corpus of documents the Church offers to assist you in your mission as Catholic educators, I must also remind you that you yourselves are the first and most important document the pupils in your care will consult.
It is in your interaction with the young people that the values you cherish are made manifest. You do not need me to tell you that pupils miss nothing about their teachers!  New ties, new hairstyles and new clothes are spotted and I imagine commented upon.  In the same way attitudes, beliefs, acts of kindness or personal piety will be similarly noted.

It has been said in the past that religion is caught, not taught.  I cannot fully subscribe to that idea, which is perhaps truer of those evangelical forms of faith which do not have a solid canon of doctrine. However it is true that your attitudes and words, your actions and personal coherence will have  a powerful and enduring impact on the lives of those young people you are privileged to teach.

Your responsibility, then, is great.  But the resources available to you are many and the support you have from parents, parishes and from the bishops is enormous.

You are the pride of the Church in Scotland!
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