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There are two quotations with which to commence this talk, and which might set the 

context for what is to follow.  The first is from Scripture:- 

 

“An argument started between them about which of them was the greatest.  

Jesus knew what thoughts were going through their minds, and He took a little 

child and set him by His side and then said to them, anyone who welcomes this 

little child in My Name, welcomes Me” .  (Matthew 18:1). 

 

That is a message of hope.  As we teach, so we are to be taught.  Christ presents 

himself to us through the children we have before us, day after day.  It is good for us 

to recall that, quite frequently.   

 

The other quotation is from Kenny.  Because of something his mother, Kenny’s ex 

wife, has said to him, Kenny’s son asks him about his belief in God.  Like the good 

man he obviously is, Kenny does not scoff at belief, but simply says, “Look son, when 

God introduces himself to me, I will give him my full attention – a 150%, my full 

attention.”   And please God, that will happen one day.   

 

The two quotations reflect the experiences of closeness and absence.  The child is 

very close to Christ, literally, but Kenny thinks he is far away.  Closeness and absence 

are almost themes of the life of Faith.  Christ gave two parables, one about the man 

who discovered a treasure in the field, with his shovel suddenly striking buried 

wealth, and the other about a man who spent his life diving for pearls of great price.  

In one case, God comes into the person’s life suddenly and unexpectedly; in the other, 

it is a result of a long, almost-daily search.  Christ himself had an obvious closeness to 

the Father, but in the darkness of Calvary could cry out, “My God, why have you 

abandoned me?”   The Saints have their “dark nights”  of the soul.  The two disciples 

on the road to Emmaeus were so close to Christ that they felt their hearts burning 

within them, and they saw him in the breaking of the bread, but then he disappeared 

from their sight.   

 

We live in a context where the young people are in our schools in big numbers, but 

not in our churches.  We live in a context where the practice of regular Sunday 
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Eucharist may only be as much as 14%, generally speaking, and not being ostriches, 

we could presume that many of our colleagues on the staff in a Catholic school have 

drifted to a state where the Eucharist, outside of school-arranged liturgies, is not 

something whose experience they seek, or feel they need on a regular basis.  Apart 

from a decline in Mass attendance, there are fewer vocations to the priesthood and the 

religious life, and there seems to be a disregard for the teaching authority of the 

Church.  Some say this is a “crisis of Faith” , flowing out of the reforms of the Second 

Vatican Council.  All we need to do, they say, is to reinstitute the practices and 

behaviour of the past, a movement that some call “Restorationism”.   

 

I believe that Catholic schools have never been more important, but at the same time, 

the challenge has never been greater.  Our task is not as simple as it used to be, 

because the people we serve are now more complex.  And we ourselves, in our lives 

of Faith, have become more complicated.  There have been what the philosopher 

Charles Taylor calls, “cultural shifts in self- understanding”  of such magnitude that it 

is impossible to turn back the clock in the way the Restorationists would like.  

Restorationism may be a successful practice here and there, but generally speaking, 

society and people have moved on from where they were when those practices 

impinged.  Christ was the incarnation of God in the world, and He himself said that 

we cannot put new wine into old wineskins, the new wine of Faith for our young 

people into the old wineskins of former religious practices.  A good example is a 

traditional picture of the Sacred Heart.  For a generation ago, a picture of the Sacred 

Heart in the home was a living means to foster and deepen a devotion to Christ, a 

reminder of His love for us, to which we must respond.  For a young Catholic couple 

today, to put up that picture of the Sacred Heart would be quite unlikely, as it no 

longer says much to them.  The love of Christ is still there, the Eucharist is still 

central, but how we are animated, and what animates us, has changed.  I shall return 

to this. 

 

In April/ May last year, an interpretive study was undertaken in Adelaide involving 

some 26 leaders in Catholic Education, including the Provincials from 14 teaching 

orders, on what they saw to the be the role of the Catholic school in the future of the 

Church and its mission.  The contributions were naturally wide-ranging and their 

flavour can be seen from the following.  One very experienced school leader noted 
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that whilst students’  rates at church attendance had declined, they maintain a strong 

affiliation with and commitment to Catholic schools, wishing to send their children to 

same.  To recognise this commitment he said: “One of the big breakthroughs that I 

would like to see is an understanding of who or what is Catholic, and what do we 

mean by that in the context of the 21st Century” .  He suggested we might be better off 

understanding Catholic Faith in broader terms than simply church attendance, and in 

doing so, not to regard students who do not attend church as second-class.  The same 

issue was addressed by others but in different perspectives, in the words of one, “Our 

education system has been failing … to form people who are active members of the 

Catholic Faith.”   One other said, “ this is a Catholic education system; it is not just 

about having a private school in the Catholic tradition” .  For many, it was the 

development of Faith or the discipleship of Christ that was at the centre of the task of 

Catholic schools.  One said, “Discipleship was always the reason why we had 

Catholic schools, because we saw that it impregnates everything” .  Another spoke of 

the task of Catholic education as, “developing the whole person in a vibrant Faith 

community” .  Another spoke of the schools as “a location for Faith formation and 

sacramental life” .  In terms of mission, one said, “ is it possible that the Catholic 

education agenda in this country has not realised that nowadays it is primarily a 

missionary scene?”   “We are going to be working in schools where eventually the 

large number of students will either be not Catholics, or never have been Catholics, 

or come from families who are Catholic by tradition, and not practice.  That is a 

reality we cannot sidestep, and I think we have to develop educational strategies to 

communicate the Faith … not missionary in a sense of conversion, but missionary in 

a sense of affirming the quality of the Catholic life and its traditions in the light of the 

fact that we are teaching so many who know nothing about this.  It is to encourage 

and develop nascent Faith,”  … 

 

In giving her reflections on the difficulties of these issues, one leader strongly rejects 

the solutions that force students into external adherence to Catholic practices, such as 

lining classes up for the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  When reflecting on the 

formation of teachers in Catholic schools, she said quite insistently:  “ If the staff does 

not have a strong vision of discipleship, we will be in deep trouble” .  
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 Nearly all of the congregational leaders and bishops picked up the theme of 

discipleship, recognising its centrality of the Catholic schools, something to be 

extended to meet all dimensions of school life.  One said: “Discipleship must 

encompass the whole school …I don’ t think that conversion would ever come out of 

well-taught doctrine or scripture alone … I think it is the whole school context” .  

Another said, “ I don’ t think it just happens in the RE classroom … we also have to 

have teachers who look at the world and all that it contains with the reverence of 

discipleship” .   

 

Those interviewees with the longest experience in the schools ministry spoke most 

forcefully, one saying that it was crucial that teachers had “a deep gut-commitment to 

the gospel message … not just an add-on of an integrated part of what it all is” .   She 

then reflected, “ I suppose it does depend on your young teachers, doesn’ t it …  the 

future is in recruiting good young teachers with a very solid foundation” . 

 

Hence a day like this.   

 

There is almost an industry of people devising terms and profiles to describe 21st 

Century Man and Woman, 21st Century Young Man and Young Woman, from the 

populist Hugh McKay, the generalist Michael Carr-Gregg, to the recent ACU / 

Monash production “Spirit of Generation Y” .  For the sake of simplicity, I have opted 

for the reflections of the American philosopher, Charles Taylor, a profound thinker 

who writes clearly in non-Postmodernist English.  There is a small work of his, 

published in 2002, entitled “ Varieties of Religion Today” .  Its sub-line is: “William 

James Revisited”  because the book is a series of reflections on the work of William 

James, 100 years after the publication of his seminal work, so influential on the 

development of religion in Western Society, The Varieties of Religious Experience.   

 

Taylor speaks of three ages – medieval, modern, and now, contemporary.  He calls the 

medieval era the “Enchanted”  Age, where all political society was transfused with the 

belief in the presence of God in all things.  Life was permeated with specific reference 

to the sacred, and the sacred was in clear contrast to the profane.  In itself, that is a 

distinction that does not carry much import in our times.   
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Starting with Renaissance, and through the Enlightenment and Hegel and Darwinism, 

the modern era released the individual, in Art and Philosophy, so that individuals 

rather than their feudal lords, began to adopt initiatives and enterprises that worked 

for the common good.  Taylor maintains that through this period, despite what they 

might profess, high levels of belief and religious practice were maintained.  As they 

worked to help produce a society that would benefit others, people operated out of a 

conviction about order and design.  Their outlook, conscious or unconscious, was 

based on a presumption of order and design, reflecting God’s role as Creator.  The 

writings of Marx, for example, presume altruism, a common pursuit of justice, and 

desire to sacrifice oneself for the sake of the good of others, and so on, all in the 

context of a dynamic that would transcend individual human efforts.   

 

The contemporary age, starting four or five decades ago, has developed a culture of 

individualism, “ expressive individualism”  as Taylor calls it.  This expressiveness was 

obviously present in 19th Century artists and writers, but now in our time, Taylor 

contends, this self-orientation has become a common trait of our society, a mass 

phenomenon.  Each of us has his own way of living our humanity.  I don’ t want to 

hurt others, but others cannot tell me what to think, how to act, and certainly no 

Government or previous generation, or religion, can impose a conformity on me.  To 

conform for conformity’s sake, means I have given up, abandoned my own personal 

journey.   

 

For a contemporary person, styles of life – such as straight or gay, married or not 

married – are assessed in terms in what is good for me.  It may be quite different to 

what is good for the other person, but what they choose would probably be good for 

them.   Concerning religious life and practice, Taylor states that: “The religious life or 

practice that I become part of not only must be my choice, but must speak to me; it 

must make sense in terms of my spiritual development and I understand this.”    

 

What this means is that we can we can no longer act in our schools as if there can be a 

return to a Golden Age.  Being born Catholic and raised in a Catholic culture, 

symbolised by the twin poles of Parish and School, and various devotional practices, 

meant through the modern era that most would remain Catholic all their lives.  There 

is no longer a necessary link between being in the Catholic group and remaining 
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Catholic.  In an Expressivist Age, each person is engaged in making sense of their 

own spiritual journey.   

 

I am still teasing this out for myself, because the implications for how we run our 

schools are radical.  We can no longer be simplistic, thinking our schools will 

automatically convey “a Catholic culture” , but we have to enter an era, create a 

school context, where the Catholic school must recognise that each of its students has 

an individual religious quest, and we must do this knowing that each of our students 

can be led to discover that the Gospel is God’s clearest word about their lives, and that 

the community of those who call Jesus Lord, is the place where His life is made most 

manifest in the world today.  Such a shift in gearing places great demands on the task 

of religious and moral formation in Catholic schools.  Teachers, who have discovered 

the presence and love of God in the Gospel, and who try to live that out in the 

community of Jesus’  disciples, are called to lead their students to discover that same 

love.  God is in all things; Christ is all in all. 

 

Before we throw up our hands in horror at some of its implications, or shake our 

heads in disbelief, we should do two things.  The first is to acknowledge that there are 

significant practical implications from what I am saying.  It means that the religious 

formation – and note that Jesuit education is about formation – of our students, will 

demand a significant adjustment in terms of priorities and resources.  We already give 

a great deal of time and money in co-curricular activities such as sport and drama and 

music, and the implications for the revised view of the religious formation of our 

students would only require a fraction of the commitment given to both enterprises, 

nothing like that commitment, but nevertheless there would be timetable and budget 

implications.  You cannot hope to have an integration of Faith and culture, without 

expenditure of time.   

 

The second very important thing to note is that what I am suggesting is not at all alien 

to the Christian tradition.  In fact, for us as a Jesuit school, it is a key aspect of our 

charism.  One can link St Augustine and St Ignatius.  For both Saints, a person’s Faith 

must bring together his or her sense of their whole self, and express their way of being 

in the world.  St Augustine conceives of the journey to God as a journey into the self, 

and then upward to God.  “Our hearts were made for thee O Lord, and they will not 
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rest until they rest in Thee” .  The inspiration of Ignatius, radical in his time and 

seminal for his spirituality, was that God acts directly with the individual.  In 

maintaining this approach, he was imprisoned by the Inquisition three times.  He tells 

his retreat directors that their task is to listen, rather than to interrupt.  God acts in the 

areas of the heart, the area of the “holy desires” .  What the Expressivist culture, as 

Charles Taylor would term it, is suggesting is perhaps not greatly different from the 

man whose inspiration it was that finally resulted in the establishment of Xavier 

College in a country he had never heard of.   

 

As the adage has it, “The heart of education is the education of the heart” .  We can 

see how well this fits for teachers dealing with young people who see their meaning 

and destiny in terms of their own journeys, the narrative they want to tell about 

themselves, not what some institution is going to direct them to do.  With Ignatian 

spirituality as our legacy, in Jesuit schools we are almost providentially placed to deal 

with young people who must be led to discover that it is the Gospel that makes best 

sense of their lives.  For teachers who are believers, the challenge is to proclaim the 

Gospel to those whom we encounter, our students, and help them appropriate it as the 

deepest truth for their own spiritual journey.  That means that we must work at 

helping our students develop listening hearts.  Listening is the secret to loving.   

 

We are called to be teachers.  There is no finer vocation.  Christ was a teacher.  It is a 

description He gives of Himself.  We have God speaking to us, within ourselves, 

through the world of people and creation, through the Word and Sacrament and the 

community of believers, through the young people whom we teach.  Our young 

people are a little like Paul’s listeners in Athens, where he noticed the Altar to the 

Unknown God, and preached near it, telling the Athenians about their human 

condition, that: 

 

“They would search for God and perhaps grope for Him and find Him – 

though indeed he is not far from each one of us.  For in Him we live and move 

and have our being.”  

 

To search for, to grope, and to find the God not far from each of us.  In an Age of the 

Unchurching and the Unchurched, and a Church pitted with scandal, we are 
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something like preachers at the altar of the Forgotten God, or the Neglected God, or 

the Overlooked God, but still the God to whom young people are responding in their 

idealism, generosity, tolerance, basic goodness of approach, the light in life, 

tenderness towards others in distress, and in whom there are the stirrings of their own 

spirituality, acknowledging the sacred Other in their lives as they grow up. 

 

How do we, as earthen vessels, teachers and leaders in schools, carriers of the water 

of life, quench the thirst of our students, so that they realise that the love of Christ 

must make up a large part of their hearts, and realise too, that without love, justice is 

simply legalism; that without love, fortitude is simply recklessness; and that without 

love, hope is only self-centredness, and that without love, Faith can slip into being 

simply ideology.   

 

The first question, both for ourselves and for those whom we teach is, what is the 

vision we have of a human being?  How can we know whether we are achieving our 

destiny, if we do not know what and who we are? 

 

As I said, I believe that as Ignatian educators, we can take things old and new out of 

our treasury, and we serve our young people best in their search for God by a series of 

emphases in our schooling, rather than a hide-bound curriculum.  I say emphases, 

meaning a style of how we conduct our schools.  There are six of these emphases – 

Vision, Affirmation, Imagination, Exper ience, Reflection and Conversation.   

 

Vision and Affirmation blend together well.  “Without a vision the people will 

perish” .  It is nothing new for anyone in this room to be reminded that one of our first 

tasks is to get our people to acknowledge their own worth, to accept that they are 

lovable, and the glory of God is their being fully alive.  Becoming more self-confident 

is one of the four main desires of Australian Youth, according to a Leadership 

Victoria survey two years ago.  I don’ t think you can overstress to young people that 

they are precious, that their thumbprint on the world is unique, that they are 

unrepeatable packages of history, never having existed before on the face of the Earth, 

and there is a role in the world that only they can play, because no one else is ever or 

ever was, or will be, like them – they are cloned to no one, the life they have is a gift 

that God gives forever, as John Paul II said.  They and we are all God’s work of art, as 
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St Paul says, the work of his fingers, as the psalmist says.  I would not mind it 

becoming a mantra to keep saying to our students, “You are the salt of the Earth … 

You are the light of the Word …” .   Christ says “You are” , and he was talking to a 

motley lot at the time.  He does not say, “That you will be in time” , He says, “You 

are” .   

 

When driving a car they all steer automatically to where our vision takes us.  I know I 

want to turn a corner, and I do so automatically, not having to give the hands on the 

steering wheel a set of specific instructions.  We want to give our boys and girls a 

vision of themselves to which they steer, so that they will never allow themselves to 

be seduced by lesser images.   

 

“Enchanting and confronting” .  I see imagination and reflection as the twin pillars 

reinforcing a religious view of education.  The cultivation of the imagination and, the 

teaching of reflectiveness flows from our Ignatian view of schooling.  As a basis to 

the cultivation of imagination and interest we must first offer an education that is life 

affirming.  God saw that it was good, and when he made us he saw that it was “very 

good”.  We must offer a view of life that affords hope and offers choice.  The act of 

faith must be a freely chosen decision.  Christ invited and proposed.  He never 

coerced or imposed.  The image of the good shepherd is pertinent here; in the time of 

Christ the shepherd walked in front of the sheep and the sheep followed;  he did not 

herd or drive them.  There is also his parable of the tares and the wheat, where the 

disciples wanted to rip the weeds out but he said let them grow together lest in pulling 

one out you destroy the other, and the separation will come at the time of harvest.  In 

other words, the Church must preach repentance but live tolerance.  It is a life-

affirming spirituality we must present to our teen-agers.  At this stage of their lives, 

there is little experience to make sense of words like “salvation”  and “ redemption”  to 

people so young and on the threshold of growth.  The refining of spirituality through 

suffering and a discipleship that costs is something that God can lead them into as 

they grow older and their life experience broadens.  At the teen stage of their lives, 

such talk simply brings down the shutters.  Faith must be presented like its twin, love, 

as human fulfilment.  Tacey says, “Religion must offer youth spirituality three 

important features – a language with which to express itself, a tradition or history 

with which to be connected for the sake of identity, and the context of a sacramental 
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community to provide a place where one can share one’s deepest levels and be 

oneself” . 

 

The transcendent and the immanent, the God without and the God within, is the true 

context for the growth of a young person without and within.  Human nature is good, 

made in the image and likeness of God whose fingerprint is found within ourselves.  

Human nature was not made to seduce itself, but to grow into the fullness of life to 

which Christ calls us.  We must educate our young people with a conviction that they 

must grow on several fronts if they are to be whole.  The Cro-Magnon cave paintings 

show the earliest homo sapiens to be man the toolmaker, the lover, the thinker and the 

worshipper.  In essence, nothing has changed greatly.  There can be no full humanity 

without those dimensions of creativity, of love, thought and worship.  We have to be 

able to have our young people as they mature to make what Teilhard de Chardin 

called that most difficult of journeys, the journey within.  The beauty of stained glass 

windows cannot be seen from the outside;  their richness must be viewed from within 

the cathedral. 

 

In leading them to a personal stance that is life-affirming, we have to push our young 

people, asking them what does it mean to have a mind, to have a heart, to have a 

body, to have a soul, and to what and to whom are they journeying with all these gifts.  

There is a stirring passage in Angela’s Ashes where the local State school headmaster 

gives a vision for themselves to the poverty-stricken, half-starving boys in his class: 

 

 He says, “You have to study and learn so that you can make up your 

own mind about history and everything else but you can’ t make up an 

empty mind.  Stock your mind, stock your mind.  It is your house of 

treasure and no one in the world can interfere with it.  If you won the 

Irish Sweepstakes and bought a house that needed furniture would 

you fill it with bits and pieces of rubbish?  Your mind is your house 

and if you fill it with rubbish from the cinemas it will rot in your 

head.  You might be poor, your shoes might be broken, but your mind 

is a palace.”  
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And to this we would add, of course, that as their mind is a palace, so also their heart 

is a cathedral.   

 

We do not want our young people to go down the paths of Generation X and 

Generation Y, if one heeds the reflections from people of those vintages themselves.  

Terry Veling’s article reflecting on his era is entitled “An answer to the absence we all 

feel” .  In the Weekend Australian Alan Close reflected on his generation, those 

touching forty, and was struck by the childlessness of so many of his social circle and 

on his own failure to establish a sustained relationship: 

 

 And this made me reflect again on the questions I asked myself of this 

generation.  What happened that so many of us have ended up entering middle 

age the way we have, on a grim treadmill of hope and disappointment.  Our 

marriages ending, our families are split asunder, our assumptions about life 

devolving into confusion and loneliness? 

 

 We had choice, is my answer.  More, I would suggest, than most of us knew 

how to handle.  We got selfish, or greedy, or something.  We left our partners 

because we could.  We terminated our babies because we could.  We discarded 

the rules, loosened the ties that bind, stretched the limits of the allowable, and 

this left us dependent on instincts, on our untutored human frailty.  In the fight 

for freedom which we considered our right we lost the quiet skills of 

commitment and relationships.  We lost the gentle wisdom of putting our own 

needs second.   

 Too many of us, we lost the art of love.   

 

Against the materialism of the age, we must not resile from stressing to the young 

people in our care that it is not that we are what we have, but rather we have what we 

are.  And how do we help our young people handle choice? 

 

To be truthful with our young people we have also to confront the relativism of the 

age.  As McCrindle says, today’s youth culture asserts that any philosophy, religion or 

practice is as valid as any other as long as it doesn’ t hurt anyone else, and is tolerant 

of the belief of others.  It is true that young people are very accepting of what should 
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not necessarily be accepted, especially in terms of how relationships express 

themselves.  The spirituality of young people is eclectic.  They regard New Age 

crystals, karmas, auras, pyramids and so on as ‘80’s stuff, very much for those in their 

thirties, and clearly off the scene.  The late teenagers and early twenties seek after 

ways that enhance their sense of the Immanent, the Other within, but a search that can 

be to faddism.  It is true that Buddhism is the fastest growing religion in Australia at 

the moment, but for many it is a fairly selective type of Buddhism that is pursued.  It 

is happy to focus on a centring of self, exercises in inwardness and the moving to 

states of peacefulness, but there is not much of the ascetism and self-denial that is 

integral to authentic Buddhism.  It is a bit like us saying “Blessed are the poor” ,  what 

a lovely and stirring phrase, and leaving it at that, a Christianity manqué. 

 

Enchanting and confronting” .  Imagination and reflection.  I believe the cultivation of 

the imagination is crucial to the deepening of young people in their spirituality.  Look 

at the Harry Potter phenomenon, so all-conquering, to see how rich is the imagination 

as a dimension of human activity.  Why leave this to Harry Potter?  It is the area of 

their dreams about themselves and for their futures.  Without Imagination we remain 

prisoners of the present moment.  The imagination can be one of the ways through 

which God speaks to us, opening up new possibilities, fresher visions.  To those who 

scoffed at her revelations, Joan of Arc retorted, how else does God speak to us except 

through the imagination?.  Cardinal Newman claimed that, “The heart is commonly 

reached, not through the reason, but through the imagination” .  This is the realm of 

the “holy desires”  Ignatius wrote about, the dreams of doing the greater, the more.  

James Wilson Hogg reflected once, “Boyhood is in itself an existence rich, full and 

imaginative.  It is often composed of fluctuations between violent activity and day-

dreaming, and for all we know the dreaming at this stage may be as important as the 

activity” .  It is the dreaming this can set us free.  The imagination helps our young 

people transcend the commonplace, to start to see how they might put their 

thumbprint on the world, being themselves gifts of life never to be repeated.  What 

ripples they might cause, what human shores they might reach, if they have the 

courage to throw their pebble into the pond of human aspirations.   

 

The use of imagination to help deepen religious affectivity is an ancient tradition in 

the Church.  Ignatius also commences meditations with a “composition of place” .    
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He concludes them with a conversation, a colloquy.  William O’Malley SJ has a 

challenging article “Plough before you plant”  where he makes the observation that 

most students leaving Catholic schools, he believes, “have never been told to look 

attentively at a Crucifix” .  That is an impoverishment if it is true, and contrasts 

sharply with a method that Ignatius proposes in one of the colloquies in the Spiritual 

Exercises: 

“ Imagine Christ our Lord hanging on the cross before me, and begin to speak 

with Him, asking how it is that though He is the Creator, He has stooped to 

become a man, and to pass from eternal life to death here in time, for thus He 

might die for my sins.   Then turning to myself I will ask: 

What have I done for Christ? 

What am I doing for Christ? 

What ought I to do for Christ?   

Then seeing the state Christ is in, nailed thus to the cross, let me dwell on such 

thoughts as present themselves.   

 

There are many such imaginative exercises that could be done in the context of an RE 

classroom – the Good Samaritan, the repentant thief, the lad giving all he had, his 

loaves and fishes.  There is a rich young man whom Jesus gazed on and loved, but 

who went away sad, carrying himself and his sadness with him, perhaps, for the rest 

of his days.  There is Zacchaeus, called down from out of his sycamore tree.  There 

are three glances of Christ, - how He looks at the rich young man, how He looked at 

Judas, how He looked at Peter, and how do we respond when Christ looks at us.  The 

use of imaginative exercises can also help serve to dispel false images of God, images 

that cripple Faith – God the Solemn Bore, God the Pointing Finger of Displeasure, 

God the Unconcerned, and so on.  There is also the image that Tennyson described 

and needs dispelling, that “The general English image of God is that of an 

immeasurable clergyman” . 

 

Reflection.  Experience without reflection is simply a moment of chronos, an instant 

of time with scarce significance.  It is reflection that turns chronos into kairos, a 

moment of significant time.  To teach reflectiveness we must be teachers of silence.  

Peter Steele wrote once, the rolling stone gathers no moss, and nor does it gather any 

other form of life.  “Be still, and know that I am God”.  Without this pausing for 
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reflection, we will not ponder and if we do not learn to ponder, there will be no 

wisdom, no seeing of the traces of God’s presence in our lives.   

 

Reflection also helps the young person see and learn the difference between self-

condemnation and self-criticism.  Self-condemnation is the bane of the young person:  

I am not good enough, I am useless, nobody wants me, etc.  There should be little 

room for self-condemnation, there is much room for self-critique.  Without self-

critique there would be no insight or motive to change, and little growth into spiritual 

maturity.  We can be loved by God for who we are, but must still acknowledge that 

there should be some change in me in order to become a better person.  Otherwise I 

wallow simply in self-congratulation and self-excuse.  

 

Experience.  This is the area Ignatius means when he talks about “ relishing” , or “ to 

savour interiorly” .  Michael Paul Gallagher used this approach over ten years in his 

university lectures on “An Introduction to Literature” .  At some stage in the course he 

wrote the three words on the board, HA, AHA, AH …, and claimed they embodied 

not just three approaches to literature, but three basic attitudes towards human 

existence.  HA – the attitude of unimpressed judgement.  HA – I have seen it, I 

recognise it, I stay unmoved.  AHA – the moment of understanding, new intellectual 

discovery.  But it is the AH … experience that is the richest, the moment of wonder 

and inner appreciation.  The AH… insight cannot be taught, only experienced.  

Gallagher writes, “A religious journey must begin with some experience of wonder;  

otherwise one will neither be in touch with one’s deepest hungers or able to listen to 

the love poetry of God which is called revelation.”    

 

By Experience as an emphasis I mean that deeper sense of the presence of God 

within, something the imaginative exercises can lead us to.  The place of prayer is the 

heart.  Listening is the secret to loving.  “Be still, and know that I am God” .  We must 

allow God to be God for us, to become our milieu within.  Silence and stillness.  A 

rolling stone gathers no moss, nor any other form of life.  Ignatius urges us in 

meditations “ to savour interiorly” , to relish.  St Augustine said it long ago, “My heart, 

where I am, whatever I am”.  Juliana of Norwich:  “He sitteth in my soul” .  St Robert 

Southwell, one of the English martyrs, poet and Jesuit, wrote, “ .. not where I breathe, 

but where I love, I live” .  To achieve this we have to be teachers of silence, point our 
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young people to their centres.  Young people resonate to this.  They know the surfer 

sits for hours, in silence and in rhythm, relishing a type of union between world and 

self.  In a Year 8 survey in our school, about 78% of those early teens agreed it was 

good to have time alone;  in other words, space within which to hear themselves and 

even perhaps a small, still voice within.  Thomas Merton, Cistercian monk vowed to 

silence, living in a garrulous age, has curiously been a great teacher of spirituality for 

the West, and I find that the Year 12s do respond well to what he wrote: 

 

 If our life is poured out in useless words, we will never hear anything, will 

never become anything, and in the end, because we have said everything 

before we have anything to say we shall be speechless at the moment of our 

greatest decision.   

 

There is another of Merton’s lines that said so much of what Tacey says: – “His 

presence is present in my own presence.  If I am, then He is.”   The notion of Presence 

is the key to any spirituality.  In trying to make the link between youth spirituality and 

formal religious worship, Tacey states well: 

 

 God is only revealed when present in sacraments if we inwardly understand 

what is going on.  The experience of presence is facilitated by our perception 

of presence, and if that is lacking, there is no felt intimacy with God in the 

sacraments. 

 

The sense of experience of God, knowing the Presence within, must for the Christian 

be accompanied by the search to allow God to be God for us without, the Presence in 

the world beyond the self, in others and in His works, God in the market place, in the 

suffering, in my neighbour, in the creation of the galaxies and the beauty of finches.  

Without the transcendent, we can simply be illuminists, not connected with the human 

community, not even with Eucharist.  To ground the spirituality of our young people, 

to help objectify it, the experiences of justice issues that our schools organise must be 

maintained, our community service programmes, the experience of people who are 

radiant though handicapped, who are elderly but full of humanity, if possible the soul-

moving experiences of conversing with the destitute and homeless, asking how Christ 

speaks through them to me, here and now, in their bitterness and in their humour, or 
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hearing the honing of idealism that accompanies those who have experienced service 

in the third world, or working with refugees.  

 

As without, so also within.  To cultivate the experience of Presence within, we must 

find the sacred spaces in our school days, use the symbols, the meditations that 

enhance our openness to the God within.   

 

Contrary to what some may think, the opportunities to enable Exper ience of this 

spiritual nature abounds in schools, I suggest.  It is a question of what exercises we 

include in our days of recollection throughout their schooling, especially in Years 10 

to 12; do we have imaginative exercises or meditation periods for one-third of one 

R.E. period a week from Year 7?  Lord, teach us to pray.  Do we structure a Class 

Mass with moments of celebration and silence, and what climate do we establish after 

Communion has been received, and how do we teach them to approach Communion;  

with reverence and recollection as an explicitly stated ideal, even if the practice falls 

short in a multi-purpose hall?  Or do we simply give up and condone an exercise that 

looks like bored young people queuing up to collect little white tokens that are slotted 

away with what scarcely seems a thought, let alone a prayer of thanks or adoration. 

 

Conversation.  By this term is meant conversation as a deliberate practice in the 

apostolate, a tool for ministry, going in through one person’s door in order to come 

out your own.  This is the most difficult emphasis to achieve in a busy school.  

Conversation was regarded by Ignatius and the early Jesuits as an apostolic tool, part 

of the ministry of the Word, going in through another person’s door and coming out 

your own.  The conversion of Francis Xavier is a classic example of the benefit of 

conversation.  On Sunday afternoons in their various cities, Jesuit priests, scholastics 

and Brothers would go out in pairs, “ fishing”  as they called it, striking up 

conversations with anybody about anything, leading the topics around eventually to 

matters of the spirit.  The Road to Emmaus was their model.  They even kept 

statistics:  over a five-day period in 1559, Jesuit scholastics in Rome talked some 400 

people into going to Confession.   
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The emphasis on conversation is simply a reflection of “our way of proceeding”  as 

Jesuits.  It reflects those qualities of support and engagement between Staff and 

Students that should be a future of our schools. 

 

How do we do this?  It may be as simple as what I suggested above, that out of three 

R.E. lessons a week, two be for religious literacy, a real need now in our classes 

peopled by students whose families may not have been church goers for two 

generations, one of the R.E. classes be dedicated to spirit education, as Tacey calls it.  

This would be a class consisting of a meditation using the imagination (a Gospel 

scene), a couple of graphics to prompt a discussion and conversation to help them 

clarify and apply the Gospel stories to their lives and world, and then an example or 

reflection exercise, an attempt to see how the finger of God has traced through their 

lives over the last few days. 

 
Whatever way we adopt, it is worth recalling in conclusion that Jesus drew people to 

Himself through the power of His presence, through talking with them, through 

stories and parables.  The Road to Emmaus (Luke 24) is a classic model for us.  Two 

disciples were walking away from faith in the Christ who had failed their hopes, who 

had been smothered by the world, and they were moving on to find other purposes.  A 

stranger (like an adult to our teenagers, one not of their world) joins them.  He asks 

them their story.  They tell their stories, expressing the deeper movements of 

disillusion and dejection that now occupied them.  The stranger does not admonish 

them for their failure to understand, or dispute their experience.  He challenges their 

interpretations, and gives them other lights and lenses through which to view their 

experience.  He says things that make their hearts burn within them, and he throws 

light on what was happening to them as they journeyed along their road.  He seemed 

about to move off, but having experienced something deep in his presence, they invite 

him to come back and stay with them.  For a moment they recognise Him in the 

breaking of the bread.  And then he disappears again.  Because He is faithful, He will 

certainly come back if they stay open and listening. 

 

We cannot do this if we are empty vessels ourselves.  The teacher of religion who 

does not pray is at best a seller of second-hand goods, nothing owned or known and 

loved oneself;  at worst, a whitened sepulchre.  In old age, Karl Rahner, one of the 



Y:\Bishop Greg O'Kelly SJ\Talks & Speeches\finding god in all things - xavier college address.doc Page 19 of 19 

great theologians of the age, once snapped to a pesky interviewer who was 

challenging his conviction about God, “Listen, I do not believe in God because I have 

worked everything out to the satisfaction of my mind.  I continue to believe in God 

because I pray every day.”    

 

The acquisition of information is not education.  Education is the leading into 

wisdom.  Wisdom is the fruit of experience and knowledge reflected on in the light of 

strong values.  Proper schooling results in the ability to ask questions where others 

simply go silent or passive, it helps the development of a habit of mind that reflects on 

implications and consequences and directions, asking always why and whither.  We 

want to help produce young women and men who are agents of light for their world 

not points of darkness.  We want to produce students for whom the morality of an 

action is a major consideration, be that action in business methods or use of the media 

or towards a fellow creature.  We want to produce people for whom virtues like 

integrity, compassion and justice are not just good manners, but anchor-like values. 

 

Our vocation is to be prophet, to dare to speak to our young people in His name, as 

leaders of our schools working with their parents, to be life-givers, watering their 

souls and giving them seeds of love for their souls.  And may we continue to do this, 

with hope and faith, in ourselves and in the name of Christ the Teacher.  “Anyone 

who welcomes this little child in My Name, welcomes Me”.  

* ****  
 
Bishop G. J. O’Kelly, SJ 
Auxiliary Bishop of Adelaide 


