Bishop Paul-André Durocher was awarded the prestigious Father John Redmond Memorial Award on May 1, 2009 by the Catholic Principals’ Council of Ontario. CPCO gives out this award annually in recognition of service to Catholic Education at the provincial level.

In his acceptance speech, Bishop Durocher spoke of Pope Benedict as a model for Catholic educators. Here is the text of his speech.

When I was in grade IX, attending a French Catholic Junior High School in Timmins, Ontario, our phys ed teacher challenged our attitude towards drugs. What he said has stayed with me ever since. 

He started by telling us the story of a man who was driving his car, a car that had not been serviced in quite a while. A red light started blinking on his dashboard (this was before the time of digital display panels). This bothered the man, who stopped his car, went to his trunk, pulled out a hammer, and smashed the red light on the dashboard. Sure enough, the red light stopped blinking. The man put his hammer away and proceeded to drive away, happy to have solved his problem… only to have his car lurch to a horrible, grinding stop as his motor seized up a few weeks later.
Our teacher asked us what we thought of this man. We all agreed that this guy was stupid, that the problem wasn’t the blinking light, but the motor. The blinking light was just a sign, a symptom. The driver hadn’t bothered to wonder what was causing this symptom. He had treated the symptom, not the root cause. And the consequences showed the depth of his foolishness.

Our teacher proceeded to explain to us that when teens turn to alcohol or drugs in order to feel better, they’re doing exactly the same thing. They’re treating the symptoms, not the root causes. And while they’re distracted with easing the symptoms, the root causes are gnawing away at the foundations and catastrophe might just be waiting around the corner.
Our teacher suggested that we should never be satisfied with treating the symptoms: we had to think, to look at the broader picture, to challenge ourselves and face the root causes that are at the source of the problem. For me, this teacher exemplified what is best about the educational endeavour, and about the Catholic educational project in particular. He brought his faith convictions into the classroom and challenged us to be the best we can be. I can honestly say tonight that, if I have never give into the temptation of so called recreational drugs or binge drinking, that teacher had a great deal to do with it.

Now, allow me to apply this lesson to two concrete crises that affect the world today: the AIDS crisis and the economic crisis. 
Yesterday, you heard from a man who is much admired for his commitment to ridding the world of this horrible disease. People applaud him for his drive, his determination and generosity of spirit.

Contrast him to another man – one who usually is dressed in white -- who recently was ridiculed when he suggested that there is more to the AIDS crisis than meets the eye, who dared to propose that the simple distribution of condoms could risk making this crisis even worse. Yesterday’s speaker is one of those who has dismissed this second man’s concerns. And yet…

What if AIDS is a blinking red light in the car of humanity? What if the distribution of condoms is the hammer we blindly reach for to smash that blinking red light? What if we just keep on driving, thinking we’ve solved the problem because the light has gone out? What kind of catastrophe could be waiting for us just around the next corner?

Our Pope is suggesting that we need to look at the root causes of this crisis. AIDS is not just of a virus-borne disease, but a symptom of an attitude towards human sexuality, an attitude that is spreading throughout the world, an attitude that risks destroying our deepest, truest selves. For as sexuality is reduced to a pure pleasure principle, disconnected from all sense of self-giving, of love, of faithfulness, of basic morality, it risks driving us back to a primitive animal state where we become slaves of our passions, addicted to whatever turns us on. We risk losing our very humanity.
Let’s look at our present financial crisis for a moment. This week, the Pope announced that he would be publishing his third encyclical letter at the end of June. It will deal with social justice issues in general and with the economic crisis in particular. Again, I expect most economists and politicians will simply dismiss whatever he will have to say, justifying their disregard on the grounds that the Pope is not an economist. But how much do you want to bet that the Pope will, again, suggest that everyone is focusing on the symptom while ignoring the root causes. Our present economic crisis might just be a red light signaling that there are fundamental problems with the whole way we deal with goods, money, resources and people. I believe it is intrinsically linked to the ecological crisis and our refusal to acknowledge the limits of growth. But who will listen to his message? How many will simply continue to focus on the symptom and try to find the right hammer with which to smash this blinking red light?

The Pope, in questioning a purely technological answer to these crises – whether it be condoms or lowering the prime lending rate -- is challenging the world to  address the deeper issues, which are not technological at all, but moral, spiritual, relational… human! In this, the Pope is doing what my teacher did for us in grade IX. He is modeling for us what it means to be Catholic educators. And I bless and praise him for it. I hope we’ll all take his challenge to heart. 

I accept this honour from you this evening, because I believe that CPCO stands for Catholic education, with all its attendant beliefs, hopes, values and gifts. Let us be the leaders of an educational system this world needs now, more than ever. The challenges are great, the solutions are not easy… but that’s when we, as Catholic educators, can truly make a difference! Thank you very much.

