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Schools can be centres

Speaking to Religious Education co-ordinators from Sydney’s Catholic schools, Archbishop Anthony Fisher OP has set out the challlenge

ARLIER this
year I was in
Rome for a meet-
ing of the Pontifi-
cal Academy for
Life. Just prior to my visit,
a homeless man was buried
in the Vatican graveyard. It
would have been unremark-
able in the early days of the
Church - the reason St Pe-
ter’s bones are where they are
is that the Vatican Hill was
a cemetery in the less desir-
able, marshy part of town,
with a circus in which Chris-
tians were martyred as public
entertainment. But in recent
centuries it has been reserved
for North European nobility,
as well as a sprinkl-ing of car-
dinals, artists and benefac-
tors. What made the head-
lines was that the Pope had
directed that a street-person,
whose corpse had been in the
morgue awaiting identifica-
tion since he died in Decem-
ber, should be buried there.
Willy Herteleer was well
known around St Peter’s. The
80-year-old Belgian lived in
the “small town” of the Borgo
adjacent to the Vatican. Swiss
Guards, shop-keepers and
clergy would feed him and

25 years, saying Holy Com-
munion was his only “medi-
cine”. He was “rich in faith” if

pay for his morning cappuc-
cino. He attended the 7am
Mass daily at Sant’ Anna for
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Pope Francis greets the crowd as he arrives to lead his general audience in St Peter’s Square on 29 April.

not in money.

A canon of St Peter’s, Mons
Americo Ciani, knew him
well, presided at his funeral
and has painted his portrait.
He describes how Willy en-
gaged people in conversation
as they passed to and from
St Peter’s. He'd ask “Do you
remember to go to Confes-
sion every now and then?
You should, you know, be-
cause you won't get to heaven
without it!” or “Are you go-
ing regularly to Mass? You
should, because otherwise
youre missing out on Holy
Communion!” Whatever was
behind his destitution, it had
not shaken his piety or mis-
sionary drive. Though Willy
preached from a position of
social “inferiority”, he was a
new evangelist.

1. Vision of a New
Evangelisation

I've been asked repeatedly
what my vision is for the arch-
diocese, including education.
When 1 say I haven’t come
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with marching orders from
the Vatican or some grand
strategy of my own, people
suspect I have a hidden agen-
da. So at my installation I laid
it out in these terms: my hope
is for “a Church in which
the Gospel is preached with
joy, the wisdom of our tradi-
tion mined with fidelity, the

If we get it right,
schools will
evanglise - and
form the laity too

sacraments celebrated with
dignity and welcome, and
the seminaries, convents and
youth groups teeming with
new life; a Church in which
our parishes, chaplaincies
and educational institutions
are true centres of the new
evangelisation, our laity the-

ologically literate and spir-
itually well-formed, our out-
reach to the needy effective
and growing - and God glori-
fied above all”. St John XXIII
was pope when I started my
Christian journey and if you
were searching for a theme
that unites the six popes I've
lived under, it would surely be
“the new evangelisation” that
began with him and his Sec-
ond Vatican Council.

So it’s not just a personal
idiosyncrasy! Clearly, the
165 Catholic schools in our
archdiocese, educating over
85,000 students, are an enor-
mous opportunity. If we get
it right, the schools will not
only be centres of the new
evangelisation but platforms
for other parts of my dream,
such as a well-educated, well-
formed laity, a Church for the
poor, and the greater glory of
God.

Before saying more about
the what and why of this, a
little bit about my own rela-
tionship to education. As a
boy I attended four different
Catholic schools in this arch-
diocese — and not because I
was a serial offender! (Here
I am in the jersey of the first
Rugby League team of St Mi-
chael’s, Lane Cove.) For some
years I also taught Catholic
school teachers, again in five
different tertiary institu-
tions. I've chaired the SACS
(Sydney Archdiocesan Cath-
olic Schools) Board and its
Parramatta equivalent and
chaired the CECNSW (Cath-
olic Education Commission
NSW) for the past decade. So
schools are not foreign terri-
tory for me! A large part of
my pastoral energy has been
committed to reaching out to
young people, most obviously
with World Youth Day 2008
and as the Bishops’ Delegate
for Youth since. Evangelisa-
tion, education and forma-
tion loom large on my ho-
rizon, as I know they do on
yours.

2. Context of MTD
Catholics
In 2005 the US National

F

Catholic educators chat during a break in proceedings at las week’s gathe

ring.
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of a new evangelisation

for schools to become powerhouses of the vision of the Second Vatican Council: where all members of the Church missionary - starting now

wed are the mercful: o theg il be shown mercy
s Malthew 5:7

Study of Youth and Religion,
headed up by sociologist
Christian Smith, published
Soul Searching: The Reli-
gious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers. It iden-
tified what it called “Moral-
istic Therapeutic Deism” as

the fastest growing religion
amongst the young. Its key
doctrines are that:

There is a god, who creat-
ed and orders the world and
watches over human beings

This god wants people
to be nice to each other, as
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taught by the Bible and most
world religions

Being nice makes you hap-
py (i.e. feel good about your-
self) and makes the world a
happier place (the purpose
of life)

You dont have to involve

Archbishop Fisher, at left and below, addresses Sydney archdi-

ocesan Catholic schools staff, many of them Religious Education
Coordinators, on his hope for the future of schools as key agents
of the new evangelisation. Anyone can be involved, such as home-
less Roman man Willy Herteleer, pictured above in a 2010 photo.
Although homeless, Willy clearly carried out his role - and by all
accounts in a remarkable way. Willy’s gravestone in the Vatican
gardens is pictured above. PHOTOS: LEFT AND BELOW: R HIINI; ABOVE: CNS

god in this too much, except
when you've got problems,
and

Whatever particular things
people do or not in their lives,
good people (which is most
people) go to heaven when
they die.

Caring for the Catholic

Another American re-
searcher suggests that teen-
agers and young adults are
commonly alienated from
family, community and insti-
tutions, sceptical of Church
authority, and think Chris-
tianity largely irrelevant to

the public square and private
life. Traditional Christian ap-
proaches to matters such as
sexuality seem to them op-
pressive. This rings true for
our culture too. 72 per cent of
Australian youth who attend
church as youngsters drop
out as they grow older. One
social scientist describes the
18-29 age bracket in Austral-
ia as the “black hole of church
attendance”.

Later today Anthony Cleary
will discuss some findings of
a survey of the faith of 14,000
of our students from Years 5,
7,9 and 11. There are positives
and negatives there; were
it all positives I'd be suspi-
cious the research was rigged.
Nonetheless, I'm always open
to being surprised. I was hap-
pily surprised to learn that
one in five of our young peo-
ple reports attending Sunday
Mass - a higher figure than I
had guessed - but sadly un-
surprised to learn one in four
only ever attends Mass at
school. Again, I was pleased
to learn that half our students
attend Reconciliation at least
annually, but sorry to hear a
third never go. A quarter or
more of our students are ag-
nostic or disbelieve in God.
Though I suspect our pas-
tors, principals and parents
would be none too pleased
to have a street-person on
our school grounds, we need
some Aussie Willy Herteleers
challenging us on the way to
St Peter’s!

Underpinning or confirm-
ing belief and practice is,
of course, the experience of
God. More than a third of
those surveyed don’t think or
aren’t sure whether theyve
ever experienced being close
to God or Christ. Almost
half are unconvinced religion
helps at the big moments in
life or influences the way they
live. Most thought there are
no moral absolutes and that
morality is a personal choice.
None of this will shock those
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Young women attend a diocesan youth rally. Youth need don’t just need maintenance, but missionary displeship as well, says Arch-

bishop Fisher.

FROMP7
working in the field with our
young people... The question

is: should we just resign our-
selves to the inevitable slide
of the culture religiously or

Your life

is there still something(s) we
can we do about all this?

3. Called to missionary
discipleship
Put simply, evangelisa-

will make a
world of
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people to faith through a per-
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Catholics are not always
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comfortable with the word
evangelisation: it conjures up
images of televangelists and
door-knockers trying to liber-
ate people from Babylonian
captivity to Rome or preach-
ing the prosperity Gospel. A
UK survey ranked evangelists
“better than tax inspectors
but worse than prostitutes”.
Yet as the last six popes have
never tired of reminding us,
evangelisation is not optional
for Catholics, not something
we can leave to the official
‘missionaries’.

We have now had more
than two years of Pope Fran-
cis. His decision to bury Willy
in the Vatican speaks vol-
umes about his commitment
not just to the poor but to
evangelisation.

His first apostolic exhor-
tation, Evangelii Gaudium:
On the Proclamation of the
Gospel in Today's World,
says “Missionary activity still
represents the greatest chal-
lenge for the Church” and
that the mission field is not
deepest darkest Africa but
“on the peripheries” of our
own homes, workplaces,
parishes and classrooms. “I
dream,” says the Pope, “of a
missionary option, that is, a

missionary impulse capable
of transforming everything,
so that the Church’s customs,
ways of doing things, times
and schedules, language and
structures, can [all] be suit-
ably channelled for the evan-
gelisation of today’s world
rather than her self-preserva-
tion.” “I prefer a Church that
is bruised, hurting and dirty
because it has been out on the
streets, to a Church which is
[pallid and] unhealthy from
being confined [indoors] and
from clinging to its own secu-
rity”

To be a missionary, on-the-
streets Church requires that
our proclamation always be
faithful to the tradition we
have received but in a con-
temporary and accessible
idiom; that our catechesis
begin with the basics of our
faith and lead to a “solid,
profound, secure, meaning-
ful and wisdom-filled” for-
mation; and that it be fed in
the interior space of prayer
that gives Christian meaning
and direction to all our busy
activity.

We are called not merely to
be maintenance-men in our
schools but “missionary dis-
ciples”.

Consistent with Vatican
IT’s reminder of the priestly,
royal and prophetic dignity of
the faithful, the Pope argues
that “every Christian is chal-
lenged, here and now, to be

We are not just
‘maintenance men’
but missionary
disciples as well

actively engaged in evange-
lisation”. That includes those
in our Catholic schools:

Catholic schools, which al-
ways strive to join their work
of education with the explicit
proclamation of the Gospel,
are a most valuable resource
for the evangelisation of cul-
ture, even in those countries
where hostile situations chal-
lenge us to greater creativ-
ity in our search for suitable
methods.

And that means fostering
a personal encounter with
Christ.

New missionaries can change everything

4. Still at a crossroads

Will we respond to this call
of the contemporary Church?
In 2007 the NSW bishops
recognised that Catholic
schools were at something of
a crossroads, not just with re-
spect to enrolments, funding,
curriculum and padagogies,
but with respect to their very
identity and mission.

They challenged us to en-
sure that our schools are truly
Catholic in their identity and
life, are centres of the new
evangelisation, enable our
students to achieve high lev-
els of Catholic religious lit-
eracy and practice, and are
led and staffed by people who
will contribute to these goals.
In considering the Catholic
‘soul’ of our schools, the Bish-
ops emphasised:

® a school-wide goal of
forming Christian disciples,
with appropriate world view,
character and behaviour

@ an attractive RE cur-
riculum, texts and resources,
taught by teachers with ap-
propriate RE qualifications
and pedagogies

@ priority for RE in staff-
ing, time, space and resource
allocation

@ schools as places of Cath-
olic imagination and spir-
ituality, centres of prayer and
sacrament

@ schools that involve fami-
lies, parish and diocese in the
evangelising and catechising
process.

The bishops asked that
at the very least by the end
of their schooling, students
know core Catholic teach-
ings, Scriptures, history and
tradition, and how these are
to be lived in the world; that
there have been many at-
tempts to ensure an affective
experience of God beyond the
cognitive  understandings;
and that at least some will
have been fired up to believe
and live these things beyond
their school days.

Is this an unreal expecta-
tion?

NEXTWEEK: RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP IN

OUR SCHOOLS

This is the edited text of Arch-
bishop Fisher’s talk to Sydney
archdiocesan religious education
co-ordinators and school staff at
PLACE last Monday. The full text
can be found at:
www.catholicweekly.com.au

Pope Francis says every Christian is chaIIenged here and now — to become a m|55|onary Wherever

they are. That includes, says Archbishop Fisher, Catholic schools as well.
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