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Fr Francis Marsden

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say, rejoice! The Lord is near.
Advent is the season of hope and quiet patience, awaiting the Lord’s coming.  Yet, looking at the state of the Church in northern England, grounds for hope are sparse. Several priests have said to me recently that at times they worry for the future for the Church in this country. I know what they mean. 

A reader in north-west England, expressed the problem perfectly on the Zenit e-mail news service from Rome (sign up free on www.zenit.org ). I hope she will not object to being quoted: 

“I recently attended a "discussion group" and felt amazed at the lack of faith, especially as a group of four young people had been invited to say why they no longer practiced their faith. The error lay with the adults -- some of them parents of the young people present -- when they often repeated how unnecessary it was to attend Mass on a Sunday or follow any of the "traditional thoughts and practices," i.e., sacraments, Sunday obligation, penance, to name but a few.

I tried to give an account of my own practice as a young child and teenager only to be told, "You were in a different culture," perhaps suggesting that we have to move on and go beyond that type of belief and practice.

How we need [...] to rebuild the faith after losing four generations of Catholics. Yes, we urgently need good Catholic teachers, but will have to pray for the commitment and teaching of the true Catholic faith both at home and in the school.” 

So this Gaudete Sunday, it is good to have something to rejoice about. Bishop Patrick O’Donohue of Lancaster Diocese has just published a most perceptive, honest analysis of the state of our schools. 
Lancaster diocese extends from the River Ribble to the Scottish border. It is currently undertaking a “Fit for Mission?” assessment of its parishes and institutions. Lancaster’s schools are probably typical of many throughout the land. Lack of space prevents a full treatment, but I will select some major themes and hope that I do not misinterpret the thoughts behind the report:
During six years visiting the schools in his diocese, the bishop has spoken with hundreds of teachers and thousands of students. He recognizes the sincere efforts which go into them, and the above-average results in examinations and social cohesion. Nevertheless, this experience leaves him with urgent questions such as 
_ Is the Catholic faith a living reality at the heart of every diocesan school and college?

_ Are our pupils having a rich and living encounter with our Risen Lord?

_ Are we transmitting the fullness of the faith in an exciting and creative

way to our pupils and their families?”

Schools have an essential role in building up the Church:
“I have come to the conclusion that our hopes to strengthen and deepen the missionary

and sacramental life of the Church in this diocese depend largely on the engagement

and commitment of our schools and colleges. For many pupils and parents the local

Catholic school is their only experience of Church.” 
In other words, what hope for all our missionary labours if we do not have the schools on our side?

However, modern culture throws up many obstacles. The Popes have highlighted subjectivism, moral relativism, and nihilism. “Where relativism has become a dogma, the light of truth is missing; indeed, it is considered dangerous and “authoritarian” to speak of truth, and the end result is doubt about the goodness of life...and in the validity of the relationships and commitments in which it consists’  (Benedict XVI)

Education is often reduced to training for a career or profession. Happiness is sought only in acquisition of consumer goods and transitory gratification (Benedict XVI)

In order to make our schools and colleges into places where the ‘light of  truth’ is cherished and spread:

1. We should promote respect for the authority of the doctrinal and moral truth safeguarded by the Pope and the Bishops.

2. We should create an exciting and engaging environment that enables pupils to experience the light of truth, using the full range of multi-media and communication technologies.

At the core of an authentic Catholic ethos is our Lord’s injunction, ‘Strive first for the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you.’
 “In a Catholic school, everyone should be aware of the living presence of Jesus the Master who, today as always, is with us in our journey through life as the one genuine Teacher, the perfect Man in whom all human values find their fullest perfection. The inspiration of Jesus must be translated from the ideal into the real.”
So, for example: 

How do we allow the Father to free those pupils who suffer the slavery of materialism, pre-marital sexual activity, alcohol and substance abuse, the slavery of violence and bullying?

How do we allow the Holy Spirit to inspire those pupils imprisoned by doubt, cynicism, atheism, and nihilism?
Practice or non-practice among teachers has a profound impact on a school’s Catholic ethos. ‘Unless the faith means something to the teacher, it will not mean anything to those being taught’. [Cardinal Hume]. 
We may not condone lack of practice of the faith in our schools. We should differentiate between Catholics who are imperfect in their practice – as we all are – and those who have deliberately given up their faith or who openly reject an important part of Church teaching, and let their pupils know this.

Since the closing of many of our Teacher Training Colleges, the Catholic formation of teachers is a concern. We need new ways of promoting the spiritual formation of teachers. 
In teaching, the neglect of some key truths, and an exaggeration of other aspects, has fragmented the transmission of the fullness of Faith. At the heart of these distortions is a lack of confidence in the reasonableness of faith. We must avoid a false opposition between evangelization, catechesis and religious education. Urgent remedies are necessary.
Certain fundamental teachings must never be neglected e.g. Teaching about God’s revelation should begin with assurance of God’s existence from the evidence of Creation. Christianity understands the person to be both body and spiritual soul, the seed of eternity within us. 
The doctrine of the Fall needs to be clearly taught. Humanity is not utterly corrupt, but deeply wounded in its moral instincts and abilities. Only the grace of Christ can reintegrate our nature.  
To neglect the Church’s teaching about sin, Jesus’ redemptive sacrifice on the Cross, and the incarnation of the Son of God, reduces Christianity to a morality of shallow affirmation, or of merely being nice to one another, with the result that: 

‘Children… feel cheated and betrayed by this always-smiling Christianity. They know that they are sometimes bad and that those around them are sometimes bad. They know that they have moments of hatred and greed. And they know that this inner

disharmony wounds them. They know that they need forgiveness and reconciliation’ (Petroc Willey, The Sower)

As Fr Stan Fortuna, puts it in a youth mission song: ‘Jesus didn’t say be nice, Jesus died to pay the price’ The need for redemption, atonement, and salvation is as urgent today for our young people and families as it has been for the past 2000 years. If we can’t talk about ‘sin’, we can’t talk about ‘salvation’, and ultimately, we can’t truly talk about Jesus!

Let us be confident in the attractive power of the Catholic faith, ‘the catching force, the sympathetic influence of what we do, the evident fullness of love our hearts bear ‘(John Henry Cardinal Newman).
Personal ideas of “relevance” cannot be allowed to determine how the Faith is taught. Firstly, no one can arrive at the whole truth on the basis of personal experience, because individual experience is isolated and limited (John Paul II, Catechesi tradendae, 22).
Secondly, an over-concentration on the personal experience of pupils leads to a failure to present the fullness of the faith or convey the whole sweep of God’s unfolding love in Salvation History.

The tragic consequence of this approach is that great truths of the faith are ignored or treated superficially, such as the mystery of the Most Holy Trinity, the incarnation of the Son of God, the virginal conception of Mary, Christ’s real presence in the Eucharist. 
An over-emphasis on personal experience as the primary criterion in teaching the faith makes us the ‘judges’ of God’s Word, when in fact God’s Word, expressed through the collective experience of the Church, should enlighten and explain the meaning of our personal experiences.
Due to faulty teaching, many children are leaving school with an incomplete, partial knowledge of the doctrinal and moral teachings of the Church which leaves them ill prepared for the challenges of life.
All schools must have copies of the Catechism and the Compendium of the Catechism
Every teacher will receive a complete Catechism. Classroom sets of the Compendium (for all schools) and the Catechism (for secondaries) must be available and these books should be regularly used in Religious Education 

This report “Schools – Fit for Mission?” comes replete with sensible, practical and spiritual recommendations for school staff, governors, priests and parents. It deserves to be read and taken to heart by every person involved in the education of the young. It is available on www.lancasterrcdiocese.org.uk/mission%20review/schools.html

You can download it complete in pdf format.  (Summary to be continued next week)
