Homily – Education Sunday 15th Sept. 1996

Friends in the Lord

I am privileged to have been asked by your Parish Priest, Fr. Lam, to give the homily today – Education Sunday.

Because I am a De La Salle Brother, I am by profession a teacher rather than a preacher. I would feel more at home if I had a piece of chalk in my hand and a blackboard beside me. So if I come across as a teacher you will understand.

Education is such a vast and such an important topic that a 10 minute talk just can’t  do it justice. I will have to pick and choose my way. If, then, I do not talk about the important educational roles, of parents, or of Government administration, it is by no means disregarding or downgrading their roles. However, given the time constraints, I feel I should stick to the area I know best, that is our schools, our teachers, and our relationships with our students.

I want to build my few words around 3 quotations from our Founder, St. John Baptist De La Salle. Although he spoke and wrote about education over 300 years ago, I believe that his words and ideas are still very relevant today.

If you were to ask yourselves the questions: What is it that makes a good school? The answers would probably vary quite a bit. St. La Salle said simply that “good teachers make good schools.” If there are any Principals or Supervisors among you, you might object. However, I think to St. La Salle, the Principal was the head teacher – so you need not feel excluded. Good teachers, then, make good schools. He did not say that they will make good money, and indeed in many countries they are poorly paid. But they make good schools. I think they make good schools because they are to the school what good parents are to the home. In school, good teachers substitute for good parents. They are dedicated to the welfare of their students, take care of them, feed them with the bread of knowledge, both spiritual and academic. In a word, they want their students to grow “both in body and in wisdom, gaining favour with God and men.”

The second quotation from St. La Salle has to do with the attitude of the teacher towards the student. He said that teachers “should be kind but firm.” A delicate enough balance at times, since sometimes a student will test your patience to the limit. Kind but firm. Students, I think, need kindness in their teachers so that they have role models of kindness and love in action, and so that they themselves can grow in the same direction. Students, I think, need firmness in their teachers, so that they can feel secure and will know where they stand.

I read recently of a Principal of a high school for girls in the U.S.A. This school was for delinquents, for students who were quite disturbed. The Principal was asked this question by a former pupil : “I knew that you really loved me. Can you guess why?” The Principal could not answer. The former pupil said: I knew you loved me because when I did something wrong you corrected me. It would have been much easier for you to let me slide.”

Young people need adults to say clearly “your behaviour is unacceptable” when in fact it is.

Kind but firm. I think most teachers would accept this evaluation of there teaching as a compliment.

My third and final quotation from St. La Salle fits in well with the readings we had in today’s Mass. La Salle said to his teachers: “The greatest miracle you can perform is to touch the hearts of the children confided to your care.” I may be an efficient teacher, a hardworking teacher, and that is good. I may have the skills to help my students do well in examinations – even help them to get 9 or 10 Distinctions in the HKCEE! And that is also good. Yet somehow it is not a miracle. The miracle is in touching their hearts, and perhaps this happens most of all in the area of forgiveness, the theme of today’s readings. To touch hearts, teachers have to forgive their students not 7 times but 77 times. They have to try to live up to the beautiful values mentioned in the first reading – not to cherish resentment, not to nurse anger, and not to exact vengeance. And to take to heart that Response to the Psalm: “The Lord is compassion and love, slow to anger and rich in mercy.”

I wonder why forgiveness is so important, so often mentioned in Scripture, in the Lord’s Prayer and on the Cross? Perhaps it is because to forgive is the highest, most beautiful form of love, and God is love.

Forgiveness, like most virtues, starts in the home, where parents touch the hearts of their children. If I, a teacher, can touch their hearts in school, I am a miracle maker. Whatever some people may say about our education system in Hong Kong, both for and against, I feel we have our fair share of miracle workers. Thank God for that.

And so to conclude. To forgive others is one thing, a hard enough thing. To forget the hurt is another thing, perhaps even harder. We must forgive, however, because each of us is a sinner and yet God forgives us. Therefore, it is essential in a Catholic, a Christian school, that the administration and staff themselves, begin from the assumption that they themselves, as well as their most difficult students, are equal before God.

Thank you for listening to me today.

May God bless us and shed his light upon us.

In the name of the Father and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

