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Introduction

I've entitled my talk: Our Catholic Schools at the Crossroads of Faith and Culture — Part II. I gave Part I of this talk ten years ago at the first French-language provincial symposium in Catholic education, held in Ottawa. I am honoured to be given the occasion to continue my

reflection with you this evening on a question which I consider foundational: how can Catholic schools be engaged in the exploration and integration of a modern culture which seems anti-religious and, at the same time, be faithful to the Gospel?
What is culture?

What do I mean by the word culture? In common parlance, culture seems to refer to the arts and their works: the plays of Shakespeare, the novels of Proust, the sculptures of Rodin and the symphonies of Mahler. But this evening I would like us to consider the more general and sociological meaning of culture: culture as the social air that we breathe almost subconsciously, that informs our thoughts, our relationships, our way of being. Father Richard Côté, an Oblate who, before his premature death, had been a theologian with the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, used the metaphor of an iceberg to help us understand what culture is all about
.

We only see ten percent of an iceberg's mass, the other ninety percent is hidden to us. What we see above the surface of the water corresponds to what is most evident in culture, what I call here its artefacts and its transmitters. The artefacts of a culture are its products. If you want to sample the artefacts of contemporary Western culture, you only have to spend a few minutes on line: YouTube video-clips, personal blogs, Facebook pages... all of these are full of the works that express and feed our popular culture. This is what the very tip of the iceberg represents.

I call the second, still visible level of culture, the level of "cultural transmitters" – what Fr. Côté calls “semiotic domains”. The first and most obvious of these is language, but there are many others: music, visual representation, cinema, TV, video games: all these are cultural transmitters. Consider the Internet: it is in itself a whole new language which not everyone can speak. More than ever, Marshall MacLuhan's theory rings true: "the medium is the message." For the medium is not neutral, it is itself a cultural reality and those that use a given medium to express themselves and to communicate with others are already immersed in a particular culture.

Beneath the surface we find what Father Côté calls a culture’s « fundamental values ». These are the abstract principles, rarely identified or articulated, that lie at the foundations of a given culture. They feed the cultural transmitters and cultural products rising above the water and are in turn fed by them. Do not underestimate the power of these cultural values, because they contribute to forming individuals belonging to a cultural group in a way that those individuals can rarely understand or appreciate.
Finally, Father Côté suggests that, below these fundamental cultural values, underpinning them, lie certain dynamic myths that are difficult to identify and even more difficult to criticize or dislodge.
Christian Faith and the Myths of Contemporary Western Culture

What are the myths that lie at the foundations of our contemporary western culture? Let me suggest a few. 

· The myth that human happiness is correlated with human pleasure: the more fun one has, the happier one should be. This gives rise to the values associated with hedonism. 

· The myth that each person is the absolute master of his or her journey: truth is reduced to personal opinion, everyone should live and let live, others are simply instruments in achieving one's purpose. This gives rise to the values associated with subjectivism and individualism. 
· The myth that reason holds the key to understanding life: imagination, faith, art are but projections of human unreasonableness that should be set aside as humanity progresses. This gives rise to the values associated with rationalism. 

· The myth that our world is limited to its material reality: that there is nothing beyond what we can see, touch or hear, only illusion. This gives rise to the values associated with secularism.
This is the dominant culture of our contemporary Western society, shaped as it is by the persistence of modernity, shaken by the criticism of post-modernity.
Such a description seems to set Western culture in total opposition to Christian faith. However, a lucid review of the history of thought shows us that a number of those myths are rooted in Christian soil.
Is the search for happiness not ultimately based on the promise of eternal salvation in Jesus Christ? 

And does the myth of individual autonomy not reflect the belief that each human being was created in the image and likeness of God?
Does rationalism not depend on the conviction that God, by becoming Word, is trying to communicate Himself to a person who can understand and think.
Is secularism not based on the principle of the autonomy of temporal realities recognized by the Second Vatican Council?
A talk given at the Continental Congress for Vocations in Montreal in Apirl, 2002 comes to mind. Father Ron Rollheiser, the well-known Canadian Oblate writer and speaker, suggested to us that modern culture is in many ways like the teen-aged child of Christianity: like many teenagers, it tends to proclaim its independence from its parents and push things to the extremes. Its roots, however, are undeniable.
It is remarkable, for example, that secularism has only taken root in societies that were radically shaped by Christianity. Could it not be that there is some commonality between reflective secularism and a sincere Christianity? Could it not be that Christianity could save secularism from its own excesses? Indeed, could Christianity not be the key to a true flowering of our contemporary culture? I think Catholic schools have an important role to play in this regard. I will return to this thought presently.
The encounter of faith and culture

For better or for worse, Catholic schools are at the crossroads of Christian faith and this contemporary culture. If we want to understand the challenges facing us today, if we want to find a way to meet these challenges, we have to study this culture and try to see how our faith invites us engage in it.
The meeting of faith and culture probably took root in Catholic consciousness with the Second Vatican.  Its pastoral constitution on the Church in the modern world, called “Gaudium et Spes”, is the first major statement in the history of the Church to commit positively to modern culture. Pope Paul VI had already started down this road, but it is Pope John Paul II who made it a real Church priority, particularly by founding the Pontifical Council for Culture. L

Let us not think, however, that the meeting of faith and culture is a new, modern operation. This encounter was first realized, and in the most radical way possible, by the eternal Word of God when the Word took on human flesh and became Jesus of Nazareth. Not just "Jesus", but Jesus "of Nazareth". The Word of God became a human word, speaking to us in a local language, using culturally determined imagery, vocabulary and speech patterns. We could say that the Incarnation was the first true inculturation of the Good News. 

And as soon as the disciples started leaving Palestine to preach that Good News, they were confronted with another culture: that of the Greek, pagan world. It was certainly providential that Saint Paul was bicultural and bilingual. Who better to speak the Hebrew Word of God in Greek, making Hebrew concepts understandable to his Greek audience?
Pope Benedict XVI considers the meeting of the Gospel with Greek thought providential, since it enabled faith to convey its message more easily to any other culture. As he said in his address at the University of Regensburg in September 2006: “This inner rapprochement between Biblical faith and Greek philosophical inquiry was an event of decisive importance.”
The history of the encounter of faith and culture continued throughout the centuries. So many saints, so many theologians, so many Church leaders sought to promote this encounter. Take, for example, the historic site of Sainte-Marie among the Hurons, not too far from here, where the Jesuit fathers immersed themselves in a culture that was totally foreign to them, so they could better share the love of Christ for the peoples of the First Nations they met here.
Christianity in exile
What about today? How do we, as Catholics, consider our own modern culture? Let me suggest that a basic pattern of response aligns itself with the metaphor of exile. An exile is one who has lost one's home, who finds himself or herself living in a strange land, immersed in a foreign culture. Scripture evokes powerfully the exile of the Jews in Babylon, six centuries before Christ: their land had been conquered by the Babylonians who proceeded to displace their new subjects to Mesopotamia. The Jews thereby lost their country, their Temple and their king. No longer could they offer up sacrifices; the priesthood had lost its purpose; they could not govern themselves according to their self-understanding. The tragic sadness of their plight is captured memorably in the psalm 136: “By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept as we remembered Sion.” 
Many Catholics today feel like exiles. The culture in which they grew up has been taken away from them. They now feel like strangers in a land that used to be their own, but has become a strange land. The sense of commonality they shared with neighbours and kin has been lost. They look around and feel that people speak a foreign tongue and adore foreign idols. They feel misunderstood and isolated by the society in which they live.
A number of Jews in Babylon allowed themselves to be assimilated into the general population. They abandoned their devotion to Yahweh and his Covenant. They venerated the gods of their conquerors. This pattern of conquest and assimilation has often been repeated in history and many Catholics today are following the same pattern. They identify themselves as Catholics in the census, but their values and beliefs tend to follow those of the surrounding culture. They have been assimilated by that culture.
Other Jews fought against assimilation, gathering in what became known as a ghetto, a section of the city they reserved for themselves and where they shunned any contact with the conqueror. They sought to maintain their identity at all costs. Similarly, some Catholics today would like nothing more than to live together in separate communities, where they could exclude the assimilated and the foreign. For example, they want Catholic schools to accept only children of fully committed and practicing Catholic parents. They feel this is the only way to ensure the Church’s survival.
Some of the Jews in Babylon longed for one thing only: to go back, to return to the lost country, to rebuild what had been lost. Some Catholics today would similarly like to go back. They consider that the way forward is to turn back: back to the liturgy they knew as children, back to the catechism they were taught in their youth, back to the modes of living that characterized their parents' and grandparents' lives. Those who do not agree with them, even their Catholic brothers and sisters, are sometimes seen as a threat to them.
However, Judaism was really saved because of the conviction of some Jews in Babylon that the exile was actually part of God's plan to spread the witness of the Jewish people throughout the nations. So these Jews intentionally involved themselves in the affairs of their host communities, taking on service and leadership roles, while remaining faithful to their traditions and beliefs. Think of the story of Daniel who rose to the pinnacle of the Babylonian civil service; though he was thrown into the lion's den, his powerful witness converted the King.
For such Jews immersed in a foreign culture, loyalty to the Covenant required an intense creativity through which they forged new ways of living their Jewish identity. Since they could no longer meet at the Temple in Jerusalem to offer sacrifice, they assembled in small communities called synagogues to listen to old stories and meditate. This was how the books of the Bible came to be and how the Bible itself was born. Since there was no active priesthood, new leaders came forth, focused on the Word of God; they became the scribes and doctors of the law we meet in the Gospel. These in turn gave birth to the well-known rabbis of Judaism. The Jews’ engagement with the surrounding culture made them find new ways of living their faith while remaining loyal to their traditions. 

It seems to me that this last approach is the one that the popes of the past decades have championed whenever they address the question of faith and culture. Let us remember the words of Blessed John Paul II in 1984 in Quebec City: 

Faith will illuminate culture, it will give it savour, it will enhance it, as the Gospel says in regard to that "light", "salt" and "leaven" which the disciples of Jesus are called to be... If it is this way, the Church will continue to accomplish her mission through you. And you will render service to all society, even to men and women who do not share the same spiritual experience as yourselves.
Catholic schools at the crossroads of faith and culture

What about Catholic schools? Almost 35 years ago, the Congregation for Catholic Education published a letter entitled The Catholic School in which it stated: 
If, like every other school, the Catholic school has as its aim the critical communication of human culture and the total formation of the individual, it works towards this goal guided by its Christian vision of reality.
How then should this ultimate goal or purpose be reached? I would like to focus on two challenges that we have to face in our present context. First, by turning outwards the Catholic Church has to become an increasingly powerful sign of the constructive and positive role that religion can play in our modern secular society. Then, by looking inwards, our Catholic schools must become crucibles in which faith learns to talk to today’s culture, centres that would be committed to what is now being called the “new evangelization”.
The first challenge: ad extra
Let's look at the first challenge I have identified: the Catholic faith's contribution to a healthy, vibrant culture that is both secular and pluralistic. Our culture needs a foundation on which to build such a social consensus. When all of our province's society was Christian, the Gospel itself served as this foundation. Now that our society is moving away from this foundation, we are starting to feel that the ship of state no longer has a solid mooring. Our Anglo-American pragmatism leads us to simply find a workable solution to each social problem as it comes forward. Our analyses tend to be ad hoc, as are our responses. However, for a society to be stable and ensure a solid footing on which to build a future, it must develop a common vision, a common purpose that can be shared by the great majority of its people.
To do this, we must ask the big questions: What is the purpose of community? What is the common good? What does it mean to be truly human? 

The Catholic Church maintains a tradition of humanism that can contribute to developing a common vision for our province and to alert the people to the inhumanity of some of our social and economic structures. Our evangelical vision can serve to remind people that in a world in which everyone is seeking their own personal development all boats rise and fall with the tide; that the right to freedom of conscience and religion makes no sense if that right cannot be expressed publicly; that the right to life, freedom and the security of the person begins at the beginning of life, not nine months later; that the attention to human rights has to be balanced with a concern for human responsibilities and duties. Christian humanism should promote responsible citizenship and community service. This type of humanism could lead to a society where the quest for personal authenticity goes hand in hand with a real community, where the strong protect the weak, where the rich look after the poor, where the lucky share their luck with the unlucky. 

All of this, however, needs to be made concrete. We cannot remain satisfied with statements of intent. Perhaps the time has come to do some serious research about the actual impact of our Catholic schools on our graduates, and, through our graduates, on our society.

For example, do our graduates participate more actively in the democratic process than the general population? Do they vote more? Do they run more often for public office? 

And what about social action? Are our graduates more involved in human rights movements than others? In the pro-life movement? In social development movements? In the ecological movement? 

What about careers? Do they choose careers that are more geared to service than to making money? And do they give more generously to charities? Do they accept more willingly to sit on boards of community organizations? 

These are but a few examples of questions that we should be able to answer if we want to verify that Catholic schools play a major role in the development of modern culture. If we really are serious about bringing faith and culture together in our Catholic schools, we have to define how faith could best contribute to culture and how our schools could best promote such a contribution. We have to initiate projects that can accomplish this vision and undertake research to determine if our goal is not just a pipe dream. If we can be successful in our endeavour, I believe we could justify the public funding of Catholic schools, because the public would truly be getting a return on its investment: a more human, just and flourishing society.
The second challenge: ad intra
However, our graduates will not be able to bring the contribution of Christian humanism with them into today's culture if they themselves do not embrace the Christian faith. This brings us to the second challenge I name this evening: the challenge of the new evangelization. This expression was popularized by John Paul II. He used it to designate the task of proclaiming the Good News to a culture that was historically bound to Christianity but has now forgotten that bond. In other words, he was addressing the particular context of contemporary Western culture. Many Western countries were once homogenously Christian, even Catholic. However, they seem to have rejected that tradition, embracing a kind of practical atheism, as if there were no God. How can you preach the Good News to a culture that considers the Church to be stuck in the past, out of touch with modernity, a cultural relic that is only good enough to be preserved in history books and museums? This is the challenge of the new evangelization.
This radically new cultural situation requires an equally new approach to evangelization. It’s not that the goal of evangelization has changed: this goal has remained the same throughout the centuries. John Paul II expressed it clearly in his letter marking the beginning of the new millennium:
The programme already exists: it is the plan found in the Gospel and in the living Tradition, it is the same as ever. Ultimately, it has its centre in Christ himself, who is to be known, loved and imitated, so that in him we may live the life of the Trinity, and with him transform history until its fulfilment in the heavenly Jerusalem. This is a programme which does not change with shifts of times and cultures, even though it takes account of time and culture for the sake of true dialogue and effective communication.

However, John Paul II also recognized that what needed to change was the way we realize this unchanging programme in this changed situation. He proposed that the new evangelization must be new in method, new in expression and new in zeal.

Pope Benedict XVI has taken up this issue where John Paul II left off Last year, he created the first new Roman office in twenty years by establishing a Pontifical Council for the New Evangelization. And he has announced that the next General Synod of Bishops, to be held in 2012, will have as its theme: "The New Evangelization for the Transmission of the Christian Faith". 

Consider that our students are totally immersed in contemporary Western culture. Consider that, for many of them, the only place they hear about the Gospel is their Catholic school. The sad fact is that many of our Catholic parents have never really made a personal encounter with Christ, nor made a personal commitment to Christ. It does not take much time for them to drift away from the Church. Though their children are baptized, they rarely participate in parish activities. It thus becomes obvious that, for the dioceses of Ontario, Catholic schools must play a determining, crucial role in the new evangelization. It behooves each one of us gathered here this evening to commit ourselves to understanding what the new evangelization entails.
Let me give you an example of what this new evangelization might mean. About ten years ago, a French Oblate, Father Pierre Babin, delivered an address at the plenary meeting of the CCCB. This man, who dedicated his life to the study of youth, evangelization and communication, suggested to us that in a culture where the very possibility of the ultimate meaning of truth and good is questioned, it becomes increasingly important to present the beauty and attraction of the Bible. This pastoral approach is in line with the theological intuitions of Hans Urs von Balthasar, a theologian who has had a strong influence on our pope Benedict XVI. If you listen carefully to the homilies of our present pope, you will often hear moments where he emphasizes the beauty and attraction of the Gospel passage is commenting on.
Father Babin suggested that, in presenting the Gospel, we need to move from a pure focus on orthodoxy and orthopraxy to an approach that considers more broadly the very desirability of faith. It is interesting that recently a Belgian Jesuit, Father André Fossion, member of the Lumen Vitae international centre for catechesis in Brussels, has published a book dealing precisely with this theme, entitled Dieu désirable. Proposition de la foi et initiation
. In this book, he ponders the fundamental question: what is it about the Gospel that can be attractive for the coming generation? Once our youth are "hooked" on the Gospel, then they will seek to understand its truth and follow its moral principles. Orthodoxy and orthopraxy will follow an awakened desire for Christ. Perhaps this is a key to the new evangelization. 
Leadership at the crossroads

Clearly, the main artisans of the new evangelization in our Catholic schools will be our teachers of religious education and our chaplaincy leaders. But we would be on the wrong track if we believed that on their own they could effect this encounter of faith and culture in today’s children and youth. Each baptized and confirmed disciple of Christ must answer the call to be an agent of the new evangelization. Each teacher, each teaching assistant, each principal and assistant principal, each administrator, each support employee, each school board member must recognize that he or she has a role to play in this project. 

Allow me some final thoughts about our teachers. Not that I want to pick on teachers — I myself had the honour of being a teacher for a period of five years, a time I remember fondly and with great pride. The fact is that, as our teachers go, so go our Catholic schools. They are the hinge on which everything turns: vision, mission, programs, activities, spirit and results.
In a car, you can let nearly anything go except for the motor. You need to keep that motor in excellent condition, otherwise the car won't move. Our teachers are the motors of our schools: it's as simple as that.

 In an ideal world, each of our teachers would be committed Catholics, living a deep and powerful relationship with Christ, combining a sense of belonging to their parish community with an ardent desire to be witness to the Gospel wherever they are. Such teachers exist, and we are blessed to have them teaching our children and our youth. The reality, however, is that not all our teachers live up to this ideal. The reality is that our teachers themselves are shaped by our modern culture. The reality is that many of our teachers need to be open to the new evangelization as subjects, before they can become its agents.
This means that our Catholic school boards must invest in the new evangelization of their teachers, not begrudgingly, but with dynamism, creativity and joyful purpose. An introductory course at teachers' college, or Part One of the additional qualification course in Religious Education will not suffice. We need to ask ourselves how we can best allow the new evangelization to reach our teachers.
The three skills required of a Catholic school teacher

I would like to say a word to our teachers. Each one of you is living your faith. Each one of you is loved by God. You may not accept everything the Church teaches or professes, you may feel uncomfortable with a particular position of the Church, you may feel indifferent to the Church’s mission. We have to remember that we are all committed to our personal growth; we are all entitled to be respected and supported in our personal development. But you chose to teach in a Catholic school. From a purely professional point of view it seems to me therefore that you need to acquire three essential skills to do your share in the new evangelization, whatever point you may have reached in your personal development.
The first skill every Catholic school teacher needs to acquire is the ability to understand what the Church is about, what its teaching and mission are. You might not agree with it, but you need to be able to at least understand it, and understand it well. Ignorance of the Church's teaching and mission will seriously impede your professional role as a Catholic school teacher... at least as much as, for example, ignorance of a computer's use would in any class in any school of our province. 

The second skill you need to acquire is the ability to express and convey the Church's teaching to your students, whenever the occasion presents itself, in a positive, meaningful way. Again, you might not agree with it all, it might not speak to you personally, but as a teacher in a Catholic school, we need you to be able to accomplish this: to make the Church's teaching known and understandable to your students... again, if you would allow me the comparison, just as you need to know how to integrate and explain the use of a computer in the learning activities you lead, even if you yourself are not a computer buff. 

Finally, each teacher in a Catholic school needs to acquire a third skill, which is to support and encourage students who have decided to embrace the Catholic faith and live according to the teachings of the Church. Young people and students who are committed to their faith have a strong need to be encouraged and celebrated by every teacher in a Catholic school. The challenge of remaining faithful to their convictions is already tough enough given the pressure of their peers who only heed the call of modern culture. They expect to receive from all members of the teaching staff a helping hand, a comforting voice and an encouraging mentor. 

To understand, to explain and to support: these three verbs summarize the basic skills that all teachers in a Catholic school need to acquire in order to fulfill their professional role as teachers. All of us who work with teachers must consider how best to help our teachers acquire and continually improve these three skills. 

What is more, all of us who are not teachers should also strive to acquire these same basic skills. We have no right to expect our teachers to be knowledgeable in the Catholic faith and to articulate it well if we ourselves are not able to do the same. And we all must do whatever we can to support our students who are trying to live a real relationship with our Lord Jesus Christ. This is the minimum required if our schools are to be centres of the new evangelization.
In conclusion

The Catholic school at the crossroads of culture and faith: this is an image that is both disturbing and inspiring. It is disturbing because we’re not sure of the path we need to follow to carry out this project. It is inspiring because it proposes an open, appealing, dynamic and meaningful vision.
Let us remember the words of Saint Paul: “To the Jews I became like a Jew …; to those under the law I became like one under the law …; to those outside the law I became like one outside the law …; to the weak I became weak. I have become all things to all, to save at least some. All this I do for the sake of the gospel, so that I too may have a share in it. ” (I Corinthians 9,19-23) 

Saint Paul adapted himself to the various cultures of his diverse audiences, not out of a need to be fashionable, but so that the Gospel might have a chance of speaking to his listeners' hearts. Today's Catholic school faces the same challenge: to learn the language of contemporary culture so that the Gospel might echo in society itself as well as in the hearts of the children and youth who are entrusted to it. 

Saint Paul believed that Jesus' Spirit was with him to give him courage and strength. That same Spirit is with us today, giving us courage and strength, wisdom and creativity, faithfulness and joy. Let us take up once again the mission of Catholic education in the province and go where the Spirit will lead us.
Thank you, and God bless you all!
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