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Ladies and gentlemen, my dear young people,

I’m very happy to be here tonight at your annual prize giving ceremony at St Ninian’s.

This is a school with a proud reputation, dating back to the very different world of the 1880s when it opened as a parish school.

Your longevity is in itself a testimony to the success of this school community in attracting young people, winning the trust and confidence of their families and offering educational opportunity for all.
It is very rarely on my travels round the diocese that I visit a school in which the present pupils can count not only their parents and grandparents, but even great grandparents as alumni of the same establishment!
That tradition is very precious and is one of the defining features of St Ninian’s.

Of course a new beginning is on the horizon. I know that your replacement school should open in 2010, and on this occasion I should like to pay tribute to the parent body who fought so tenaciously to ensure that our young people were offered good modern facilities such as a new-build can offer.

Before I came I took the liberty of inquiring about the school’s motto, and I was delighted with what I found …
In dubiis libertas

In necessaribus unitas

In omnibus caritas

I don’t know how prominent Latin is on the curriculum today, but allow me to translate that freely …

In areas of open discussion – freedom

In all that is necessary – unity

In all things – charity

What a fine mission statement – if I might apply modern jargon to the language of Cicero!  Not just for a school community but for all of us in our everyday lives.

Freedom, unity and charity should be hallmarks of our lives as Catholic Christians.  We live in what St Paul terms the “freedom of the children of God”; we preserve unity not only in adversity but in terms of faith, belief and practice, and we act with charity at all times and in all places.

That is a demanding programme by any standard. But it is one that should characterise the Catholic school, constituting that very real but slightly elusive quality we call “a Catholic ethos”.

In this school your ethos has been formally recognised with the Ethos Award success of 1998 and your Investors in People Award at about the same time.

That ethos was very evident during the last school year when sections of the school were closed for 10 weeks due to an asbestos scare.  The fact that your results and achievements were so impressive, despite this unforeseen obstacle to teaching – speaks volumes for the spirit and ethos of this school.
Of course this is not just a school. It is clearly and distinctively a Catholic school.

And at the heart of the Catholic school of course, lies the Eucharist.  
It is round the altar that this school community defines itself most clearly, nourishes itself most effectively and equips itself for the journey through life.

And it is appropriate that I recall this in these days when the Synod of Bishops are gathered in Rome with the Holy Father to discuss the topic of the Eucharist as the source and summit of the Church’s life.

I know that in this school the oratory is a very important oasis of prayer and reflection at the heart of the school community. I know too that in Fr Paul Brookes, the school chaplain, you are led in faith with energy and devotion.
I’m sorry to say that Fr Paul’s services are soon to be required elsewhere.  I have asked him to serve as chaplain to John Paul Academy in the west end of the city, a move which will necessitate his leaving St Ninian’s where, I know, he has spent very happy years.

On this occasion I should like to thank him, on your behalf, for all he has done for you. I am sure you will join me in wishing him well in his new role and new parish of Immaculate Conception, Maryhill.

Tonight of course is principally about you, the students of St Ninian’s. About celebrating your achievements.

Those achievements are very great indeed. Not so long ago Her Majesty’s Inspectors quoted in their report of the school’s progress a comment made by a journalist who visited St Ninian’s.

He said – and the inspectors repeated - : “The secret of St Ninian’s is, ultimately, that there is no secret.  It boils down to sensible leadership, high quality teaching, mutual respect between pupils and staff, the positive involvement of parents and an ethos which encourages, rewards and stretches…”

So I am delighted to be here tonight to congratulate you, boys and girls, on your achievements, to thank on your behalf the teachers who have accompanied you on your educational journey, and to thank too the parents, you who are the first and primary educators of their children.
On this occasion I feel I can do no better than to make my own the words of our new Pope, Benedict XVI, who on the occasion of his inaugural Mass in St Peter’s Square spoke directly to young people offering them both consolation and challenge. 

He said: "Today, with great strength and great conviction, on the basis of long personal experience of life, I say to you, dear young people: Do not be afraid of Christ! He takes nothing away, and he gives you everything. When we give ourselves to him, we receive a hundredfold in return. Yes, open, open wide the doors to Christ – and you will find true life."

Thank you very much.
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