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Champagnat: An International Journal of Charism in Education aims to present 
information on research, educational practice and policy-making in the field 
of Marist Schools Australia Melbourne and other associated areas in a format 
that is accessible to both researcher and practitioner, within and beyond 
the international Marist network. Qualitative and quantitative data, case 
studies, historical analyses and more theoretical, analytical and philosophical 
material are welcomed. The journal aims to assist in the human formation 
and exploration of ideas of those who feel inspired by a charism, its nature 
and purpose. In this context, charism is seen as a gift to an individual, in our 
case Marcellin Champagnat, who in turn inspires a movement of people, often 
internationally, across generations. Such an educational charism encourages 
people to gather, to share faith, to explore meaning, to display generosity of 
spirit and to propose a way forward for education, particularly of the less 
advantaged. Consequently, this Journal endeavours to discuss the relationship 
between charism more generally, and education. 

Publisher John McMahon fms
Editor John McMahon fms
Assistant editor Juliette Hughes
Creative designer Lucille Hughes
Subscriptions Officer Jenny Burke
Contributing editor 
New Zealand: Alan Parker

Editorial Board Dr Desmond 
Connelly, Melbourne; Dr Richard 
Cotter, University of Melbourne; 
Emeritus Professor Joseph Donders, 
Washington DC, USA; Brendan Geary 
fms, Ushaw College, Durham, UK; 
Michael Green fms, St Augustine’s 
College, Cairns; James Jolley fms,  
Geneva, Switzerland; Dr Helga 
Neidhart, Australian Catholic 
University; Dr Bernadette O’Keeffe,  
Von Hügel Institute, Cambridge;
Dr Paddy Walsh, University of London.

Management Committee 
Chairperson: John McMahon fms. 
Desmond Connelly; Berise Heasly; 

Paul Herrick; Juliette Hughes;  
Lucille Hughes; Madeleine Laming; 
Jenny Burke.
Champagnat: An International Journal 
of Charism in Education,
ISSN 1448-9821, is published four 
times a year by Marist Schools 
Australia Melbourne, 7 Tuscany Rise 
Templestowe VIC 3106. 
(PO Box 753)Ph: (03) 9846 1633; 
Fax: (03) 9846 5354. 
Email: jmn@champagnat.org.au
Responsibility for editorial content is 
accepted by John McMahon fms
7 Tuscany Rise Templestowe VIC 3106 
Printed by Doran Printing,  
46 Industrial Drive,  
Braeside VIC 3195 
© Marist Schools Australia Melbourne 2010 
Unsolicited manuscripts are 
welcomed and will be returned only 
if accompanied by a self-addressed 
envelope. Requests for permission to 
reprint material from the journal should 
be addressed in writing to the Editor.

2        chAmpAgnAt        April–June 2010



an

Beginnings

You may have noticed this 
edition of Champagnat 
carries, on its cover, a new 

subtitle which includes the words 
Charism in Education. One of the 
delights of editing a Journal such 
as this, is the number of very 
honest conversations I have with 
our readers. I have been asked 
recently, for example, ‘What is your 
vision for the Journal’ and ‘Who 
is the Journal for?’ I am sure you 
agree these are pivotal questions!

Since our first edition in October 
1998, I have always hoped that 
through these pages, we can discuss 
the role charism plays in education. 
When Religious Congregations 

govern schools, it is clear the 
charism of the respective Founder 
plays a key role in setting the 
ways that school will operate. We 
could say that charism provides the 
inspiration for the organisation, it 
gives it its life, its vitality.

The term ‘charism’ has only come 
to the fore since the 1960s. While it 
is now used in schools, it has more 
traditionally been associated mainly 
with Religious Congregations. The 
Second Vatican Council implied 
that the health of a Congregation 
is measured by the extent to which 
it lives out its Founder’s charism.

Recently Maureen Cusick1 was 
asked how to assess the health of 
a contemporary Religious Order 
of Sisters. She replied that it is 
‘less to do with numbers and more 
to do with how deeply embedded 
the sisters are in God’s word and 
responding to the needs of those 
around them’.2

Charism3, of course, is not 
restricted to Catholic organisations. 
Early last century, for example, 
Maria Montessori represented and 
interpreted a great social movement 
centred around the child. Maria 

1 Maureen is President of the 
International Union of Superiors 
General of Religious Sisters’ Orders.
2 (Cusick, 2010, p.10.)
3 Charism comes from the Greek word 
‘kharis’ meaning gift.

editor’s 
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saw the child as a self-directed 
learner and founded the highly 
regarded Montessori School 
Movement. Maria’s charism may 
have contributed in some way to 
the twentieth century being called 
the Century of the Child4.

I am pleased to welcome two new 
contributors to our Journal. The 
first is Fr Michael Elligate, parish 
priest of St Carthage’s University 
Parish, Parkville, Victoria. In 
his article ‘Teaching the gospel 
as teachers, living the gospel as 
believers’, he traces the origins 
and purposes of each of the four 
gospels, describing the community 
needs that each one fulfilled in its 
time. Our second new contributor 
is Ian Smith, Director of Religious 
Education and Faith Development 
at St Bede’s College in Melbourne. 
He writes of the teaching style of 
Pope Benedict XVI, praising his 
erudition, his pastoral approach 
and use of dialectic to propound 
his world view.

We also welcome the first of 
a new series of columns in this 
issue, contributed and edited by 
Desmond Connelly, ‘As I See It – 
Readers’ Responses’. As well, his 
article on teaching values ‘To learn 
to teach to guide’ also appears in 
this issue. In it, Desmond traces 
the literature and development of 

4 (Standing, 1971)p.vii.

ideas concerning proper formation 
and education of those who teach 
the young. Both teachers and pupils 
are ‘works in progress’ as indeed we 
all are throughout our lives.

In this issue we also present 
‘Through the eyes of a child’, 
Brother Seán Sammon’s inspiring 
and moving address to the 21st 
General Chapter. As the outgoing 
Superior General of the Marist 
Brothers’ Congregation, Br Seán 
spoke with urgency and eloquence 
on the need for our congregation 
to respond to the demands of the 
times. He exhorts us to see the 
world not just through the eyes 
of a child, but of a poor child, the 
most vulnerable of creatures in the 
harshness of this demanding world. 
As certainties fall away, compassion 
becomes unfashionable in the self-
interested society that we inhabit. 
He urges a new zeal, a renewed 
passion for social justice and 
encourages to face hard questions 
bravely and with love.

In such a world we need to 
rest our spirits, to take time out 
to reconnect with God. Rachele 
Tullio, whose doctorate examined 
the development of retreats in 
Catholic schools, has provided 
us with a fascinating article on 
this subject: ‘Retreating to quiet 
places’. 

Our reviewers have in this issue 

Beginnings
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examined elements of the popular 
culture around us that give us clues 
to the task that we as Marists 
face every day: in the classroom, 
the boardroom and in our own 
lives. Madeleine Laming looks at 
a book which could be regarded as 
whimsical: 10 Songs that Changed 
the World by June Skinner Sawyers. 
Anyone who doubts the power of 
popular culture to change people’s 
hearts and minds might be surprised 
by the power that this book accords 
to music. If the famous saying 
‘Nothing is as powerful as an idea 
whose time has come’5 has some 
truth, then we must be prepared 
for the fact that idea may be 
communicated in ways that bypass 
the classroom and the boardroom. 
Alice Williams returns to our pages 
with a readable and lively account 
of Malcolm Gladwell’s fascinating 
book Outliers. This is a book whose 
ideas have a certain congruence 
with the urgent call made to us 
by Seán Sammon: the effort and 
commitment demanded of us may 
well more than match Gladwell’s 
conclusion, that the difference 
between those who succeed and 
those who do not amounts to 10,000 
hours of focused effort. Amelia 
Hughes-Lobert reviews two films, 
The Eclipse and Accidents Happen, 

5 (Pierce, 2009, p.35)

both of which treat of problems 
both timely and timeless: grief, 
loss and family breakdown. Our 
Assistant Editor Juliette Hughes 
reviews The Mission, a four-part 
Compass series from the ABC. 

The theme of this edition is 
‘Quiet Places’. The theme recalls 
for me a visit that a group of 
us made to Bede Griffith’s 
ashram in India as part of our 
Champagnat Pilgrimage. There, 
we found serenity, hospitality and 
community amidst the numerous 
trees, the nearby river and the small, 
independent buildings. There, East 
met West as people from diverse 
cultures simply sought a quiet place. 
And they had found it. Aware that 
Brian Pierce descibes ‘workaholism’ 
as the ‘modern form of slavery’,6 

I am always grateful I can find a 
quiet place at home. n

Bi B l i o g r a p h y

Cusick, M. (2010). ‘We feel silenced’. 
The Tablet, 264 (8844), 10-11.
Pierce, B. (2009). We Walk the Path 
Together. Maryknoll: Orbis.
Standing, E. (1971). The Montessori 
Revolution in Education. New York: 
Schocken.

6 A useful discussion of this can be 
found at http://en.wikiversity.org/wiki/
Victor_Hugo_quote

John McMahonJohn McMahon
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DesmonD Connelly spent a 
number of years as a classroom 
teacher and has held a range of 
senior positions in school and 
tertiary education in Australia and 
Canada. His publications include 
curriculum guides for primary 
and junior high schools, articles 
in educational journals, and books 
on financial investing. He has 
degrees in Arts (London) and in 
Education (Melbourne), a diploma 
in educational administration (New 
England) and a PhD in Education 
from the University of Ottawa. 

miChael elligate was educated at 
Assumption College Kilmore, and 
has been ordained for 36 years. He 
chairs Human Ethics Research at 
The University of Melbourne and 
is Parish Priest of St Carthage’s 
University Parish Parkville.

amelia hughes-loBert,a 
Melbourne freelance writer, 
was a student at Mater Christi 
College, Belgrave, and is currently 
undertaking the first year of her 
Bachelor of Humanities course at 
La Trobe University. 

Juliette hughes is the Assistant 
Editor and TV columnist for 
Champagnat: an International 
Journal of Charism in Education. A 
freelance writer, she was the regular 
TV columnist for the print version 
of Eureka Street. She was a regular 
contributor to The Sunday Age’s 
now-discontinued Ethics column 
and has had many reviews, opinion 
pieces and features published in  
The Age. 

maDeleine laming holds a doctor-
ate in education policy and stud-
ies. She lectures in Education at 
Australian Catholic University in 
Melbourne. She is a member and 
sometime president of the Council 
of AFUW Victoria, and of the 
Northern Metropolitan Regional 
Council for Adult Community and 
Further Education.

seán D. sammon fms now lives in 
Pelham, New York. For the last 16 
years he resided in Rome where 
for the first eight of these years he 
was Vicar General of the Marist 
Brothers Congregation and for the 
second eight, Superior General. 

Contributors
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He has a doctorate in clinical 
psychology and has published ten 
books.

ian smith is a teacher and Director 
of Religious Education and Faith 
Development (Years 7-9) at St 
Bede’s College in Melbourne, a boys’ 
secondary school in the Lasallian 
tradition. After graduating with 
a Bachelor of Theology degree 
from the Melbourne College of 
Divinity, he completed a Diploma 
of Education. More recently, he 
graduated from the John Paul 
II Institute with a Master of 
Theological Studies degree. 

raChele tullio is the Director of 
Religious Perspectives at Sacred 
Heart College Middle School, 
Mitchell Park, a Marist school in 
in South Australia. She has been 
involved in Catholic education 
since 1980. Her qualifications 
encompass her interest in Religious 
Education with a Graduate 
Diploma in Religious Education, a 
Masters of Education (in Religious 
Education by research) and a Ph.D. 
in Religious Education. 

 aliCe Williams is a freelance writ-
er from Melbourne. Her satirical 
etiquette guide for young people 
(Would it kill you to say please?) 
was published by Text Publishing 
in 2007. She has qualifications 
in Communications and Screen-
writing from RMIT, has written 
and directed several short films and 
is completing her first novel.

Contributors

l iannegough.com
p o r t r a i t s
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teaching the Gospels as teachers; 
living the Gospels as believers.

Michael elligate

Extraordinary research into the Gospels has occurred in 
the last forty years, yet it has not very often influenced Parish 
preaching Sunday by Sunday. And maybe it has only informed 

classroom teaching in sporadic pockets. 
Catholics steered away from scriptural research for centuries, seeing 

much of it as liberal Protestant explorations. Now the finest schools in 
New Testament studies are quite indistinguishable: Catholic Professors 
teach students from the Reform Churches as easily as Protestant and 
Anglican Scholars teach Catholic students.

So – what has changed and where do the advances reshape how we 
understand and teach the Gospels? One wise Professor said to our class, 
at Harvard Divinity School, ‘Beware the preacher who says, “Jesus said”!’.
We need to ask first whether it was the Jesus in Matthew’s, Mark’s, Luke’s 
or John’s Gospel – because they each present a significantly different 
Jesus. Thus it is more accurate to say, ‘Matthew has Jesus say’ or ‘Luke 
has Jesus say’.

In order to understand this approach, and its deeply practical 
implications, we need to refer to some significant documents in 
recent Catholic teaching. As far back as 1964, The Pontifical Biblical 
Commission published a ground-breaking document on ‘The Historical 
Truth of the Gospels’. This document endorses established views in 
wider biblical scholarship that held that the formation of Gospel texts 
developed in three distinct stages over a period of half a century.

First, we have the preaching and teaching of the historical Jesus 



 April–June 2010        chAmpAgnAt        9

of Nazareth. Then followed the preaching of the Apostles after the 
resurrection of Jesus. The third strategic stage of Gospel formation was 
the move from oral teaching to written narratives.

Here, the ones we will call ‘evangelists’, took the memories, stories and 
teachings and selected what they wished to present, particularly in the 
light of needs in specific faith communities. This emphasis shapes and 
colours various images and priorities in the life of Jesus.

Mark’s Gospel narrative was the first to emerge: as his community 
was faced with persecution, rejection and struggle, the emphasis in the 
narrative is on the struggle of Jesus to be faithful. His final plea from the 
cross expresses this very struggle. Jesus’ humanity shines through.

Matthew’s Gospel was written particularly for the Jewish converts to 
the way of Jesus. This Gospel assures them of their legitimacy as people 
of God, as they still share the many and varied treasures of their Jewish 
story. Jesus himself is seen as part of The Law and the Prophets.

Luke’s Gospel takes Jesus’ preaching particularly to the Gentiles, those 
who came after the Jewish people to the teaching of Jesus. Luke assures 
them they are not ‘blow-ins’ and strangers. Jesus in Luke looks for the 
outsiders and – importantly – gives them a place at table. Jesus’ final 
words on the cross are full of forgiveness and understanding.

Finally, we have the Fourth Gospel of John: it does not share much of 
the common characteristics of the first three Gospels. Recent scholarship 
suggests that maybe four different Johns worked on shaping this Gospel 
over a period of time. This Gospel is a grand poetic narrative: in it Jesus 
is a majestic figure who is always The Son of God, teaching with eternal 
wisdom. His death, a triumphant lifting up to resurrection, is certainly 
not the tragic depths of degradation seen in Mark’s Gospel.

The immediate response to these different texts is that they meet 
different needs that touch us in our lives. Mark’s Gospel identifies with 
our struggles and doubts, while Luke’s assures us that we are welcome 
members in the family of the Lord.

Each of our predominant moods (that surround achievement, failure, 
search, or our need for reassurance) is met by the variety of four Gospel 
traditions. In upcoming issues of Champagnat I will share some of our 
Sunday Gospel readings in the light of this background, exploring the 
text in the light of our own life situations and drawing upon recent 
biblical scholarship in understanding this ‘Good News’. n
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In relation to ‘Song Without 
Words – Reflections on Charism’ 
I find the writer’s views highly 
relevant, breathing fresh life into 
a necessary but often over- and 
mis-used term. The reflections are 
expressed with great clarity, depth 
and conviction. I especially value 
and endorse the thorough histori-
cal analysis and its rich theological 
resonance, indicating a firm and 
creative faith underlying both. The 
article encourages and inspires.

John Kelly  
Sacred Heart College  

Somerton Park.

Charism should help determine 
choices, celebrations, practices and 
plans that members and associates 
of a particular Order are involved 
in.  For example, decision mak-
ing within a Marist organisation 
should always be informed by the 
five pillars: Presence, Simplicity, 
Family Spirit, Love of Work, and 
In the Way of Mary.  It is through 
reference to these fundamental 
precepts that the readily recognis-
able Marist family spirit comes to 
life.  A well-established charism 
can be ‘felt’ and experienced, not 
just recognised through rhetoric.

Lee McKenzie  
Lavalla Catholic College

The article on Mary MacKillop 
in the Jan–March 2010 edition 
was particularly interesting. You 
may be aware that two Australian 
Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred 
Heart have opened up a house in 
the town of Fort William, near 
Mary’s ancestral village of Roy 
Bridge in the North of Scotland. 
Australian tourists who remem-
ber driving from Fort William 
towards Inverness on the A86 may 
remember passing Roy Bridge 
less than 15 km into their jour-
ney. The Roy Bridge parish of St 

Margaret has a website devoted to 
Mary: www.gaeldom.com. Bishop 
Joseph Toal, the current bishop 
of the diocese (Argyle and the 
Isles), received his early education 
at the Roy Bridge Primary School. 
Unfortunately, I have not yet met 
the Australian Sisters. I have often 
heard Australian Brothers talk of 
‘the Brown Joeys’; perhaps some 
readers could provide information 
on any links there may have been 
between our two Congregations.

Colin Chalmers FMS  
Glasgow 

ma ry maCKi l l o p

Ch a r i s m

A S   I   S E E   I t     –     Readers’ Responses
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Marist charism is definitely 
more than mere ‘charm, likeability, 
leadership, power or persuasiveness’ 
– it is the matrix in which we, as 
Marists, live and grow. It is the 
lens through which we need to 
filter our world, the way we teach 
and the way in which we relate 
to others. Charism is experienced 
through someone who can bring 
the Gospel to life, someone 
who lives it and inspires others 
to do the same. This is what St 
Marcellin did: he followed his 
vision, his convictions, and was 
able to persuade others, through 
his tenacity and perseverance, to 
join him in making his dream a 
reality. Our task, as committed 
Marist educators, is to promote 
this charism and the aims of the 
institution Marcellin created. We 
are charged to keep this charism 
alive and tangible in our Colleges 
and in the lives of our Staff. The 
many and varied programmes 
already in existence (through 
the Champagnat Education 
Commission) endeavour to do just 
this. As Marists we are charged 
with the mission of nurturing and 
passing this charism on intact and 
alive to future generations.

Gail Coates   
Head of Mission  

Marcellin College Bulleen

How do Order schools in 
the 21st Century maintain a 
meaningful connection with the 
spiritual energy and vision of 
their founders? I wonder where 
ordinary and often unchurched 
lay educators find the impetus to 
become sufficiently ‘imbued with 
the spirit of the founder’ as to 
light a flame in the hearts of the 
young. It seems challenge enough 
to maintain in Catholic school 
communities some sense of what it 
means to be Catholic in a modern 
world, let alone keeping alive 
the raison d’être kindled in the 
distant past. Perhaps the answer 
lies not with the teacher but with 
the taught. Why is it that dawn 
services are drawing increasingly 
large numbers of young people 
to our war memorials? Is there 
something in this generation that 
yearns for a connection with the 
spirit of the ancient hero? Will 
this spiritual hunger yet keep the 
charism alive?

Christopher Knauf, 
R.E. Co-ordinator   

Saint Bernard’s College Essendon

Comments of about 100 words are 
invited to stimulate further thinking 

on a previously published article.  
They should be emailed to  

descon@netspace.net.au
 Subject: ‘As I See It’. 

A S   I   S E E   I t     –     Readers’ Responses
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through the eyes of a child

Edited from the author’s address to the XXI General Chapter

Seán D. SaMMon

Have you ever tried to take a look at the world through the eyes 
of a child? More often than not, children focus on the obvious, 
on what we adults see clearly but agree to ignore. The news 

they bring us is plain-spoken, honest. 
At the outset of our 21st General Chapter, I invited all of us to look 

at our world through the eyes of a poor child. For during those days, 
we needed to assess, as best and as fully as we could, to what degree the 
life and mission of Marcellin Champagnat’s Little Brothers of Mary are 
being lived out today with zeal and passion, in keeping with the calls of 
the Church and the signs of our times. And we must continue to ask 
ourselves whether or not, like our Founder, we are above all else in love 
with Jesus Christ and credibly visible among the poor children and young 
people who so captured his heart? 

A Chapter is a time set aside for assessment, for measuring whether or 
not we are living up to one ideal or another. But it is much more besides. 
Like those that have come before it, the 21st General Chapter was a time 
of extraordinary grace for our Institute and all who are part of its life and 
mission. It provided the opportunity we need to initiate the fundamental 
change of heart that we claim to seek. 

When capitulants gathered in this space in 1967, two years after the 
close of Vatican II, for our extraordinary Chapter of renewal, they had 
little idea of what lay ahead. However, the message of an Ecumenical 
Council, the first in 100 years, had stirred their hearts and raised their 
hopes. And so, they set out with faith, with courage and with a love for 
our Institute, to remake Marist life and mission for a new age. 

As they began that journey of renewal, however, those brothers of 
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ours knew full well that at some time in the future there would be a 
day of reckoning, a time when others like themselves would gather once 
again: fellow pilgrims, who carried in their hearts the dream of Marcellin 
Champagnat and had lived the experience of renewal so long that they 
could not help but speak the truth simply and without hesitation, and 
make decisions that were daring, courageous, even unexpected. Now, 
eight years shy of our 200th anniversary as an Institute, we had to accept 
the fact that we are those fellow pilgrims and that now is that time of 
decision making. Accordingly this address needs to cover several areas 
including consecrated life; identity and formation; restructuring and 
internationality; governance and animation; and Marist lay partnership.

Regarding the last, I want to explore how we can promote this move-
ment today without paternalism. This would arise if we proceeded 

by mistakenly turning the movement into a clone of consecrated life. Put 
imply, how do we join energy with our Marist lay partners to arrive at a 
spirituality and sense of self-understanding that is genuinely Marist and 
truly of the laity? 
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Through the eyes of a child

a C o n t e x t f o r o u r D i s C u s s i o n

Let us be honest: as an Institute we have spent the last half-century 
falling apart. So it should be a surprise to no one that today we strug-

gle with concerns about our identity, the future of our way of life – and 
the burden of scandal that has been ours to bear in several places. 

As brothers we have always been a pragmatic lot. This approach to 
life served us well during the years from the Council of Trent up until 
Vatican II when the basics of religious life were clearly defined. We knew 
the meaning of poverty, chastity, and obedience, and understood what was 
expected of us in community as well as our obligations for prayer. With 
that knowledge in hand, we got on with the details of our daily ministry 
as teachers, administrators, counsellors, youth ministers, and the like1. 

Fortunately or unfortunately, in many parts of the Institute this prag-
matic approach to our way of life fell apart during the late 1960s. With 
the basics of religious life suddenly open to question, more than a few 
of us were no longer quite so certain about the significance of the vows. 
Some also began to question the meaning of community and the place 
of prayer in our lives. Over time, our dress changed, our schedules were 
altered, new structures for living together emerged – but the profound 
change of heart necessary for genuine renewal failed to take place.

As the identity of religious life lost some of its sharp definition, many 
members of clerical orders looked to their priesthood to give them mean-
ing and purpose. Likewise, as our identity as religious brothers began to 
weaken, more than a few of us have turned to professionalism to help 
us fill the void. For some among us, academic credentials (important as 
they might be in one situation or another) have taken on a meaning far 
in excess of their value. In a number of places, we also began to evaluate 
the excellence of our schools not in terms of their ability to evangelise 
effectively, but rather by their ability to attract ever-brighter students. 

The picture is further complicated by the fact that all that has tran-
spired during the last half-century or so has been reflected within the 
Institute through the experience of three different and distinct genera-
tions. The oldest generation, which grows ever smaller with each passing 

1. For further development of this point see Bruce H. Lescher, ‘A Prologue to 
Brotherhood’ in Michael F. Meister (ed.) Blessed Ambiguity: Brothers in the Church, 
(Winona, MN, St. Mary’s Press, 1993), pp.7-26. 



 April–June 2010        chAmpAgnAt        15

Seán Sammon

year, remembers what our way of life looked like prior to Vatican II. Its 
members can recall the Latin Mass; and they also remember the day 
when the priest turned from facing the wall and slowly began to intro-
duce the vernacular into the celebration of the Eucharist. 

A second group came to maturity as John XXIII was calling for the 
Council to take place. Many of them were quickly immersed in what is 
known as ‘modernity’. Putting aside certain privileges and casting off the 
symbols and ways of living that had separated us in the past from the 
People of God, these brothers challenged you and me to face the same 
questions about life and meaning that everyone else had to address.

This generation had the task of leading our Institute through a time 
of loss, an important period wherein we questioned the meaning and 
purpose of our way of life. Privileged to have been present at the death of 
one era of Church history, they are blessed today with the opportunity to 
help facilitate the birth of another. 

However, the renewal questions of 2009 and 2010 are not those of the 
1960s or the 1980s. Today, a new generation is looking at our way of life 
and mission through eyes shaped by a world that is foreign to many of 
us over the age of 50. More than a few of them lack a strong Catholic 
identity as defined by the practices of the past. 

Those who are coming to our Marist way of life in many parts of our 
world at this moment in time have lived with questions since childhood. 
They are now looking for some answers and insist on having clear signs 
that mark them as religious men. Speak with them and you will discover 
quickly that Vatican II is someone else’s history. 

As an Institute, then, we have passed through a difficult half-century. 
The Council was a seismic event: when the first dust had settled we all 
found ourselves standing in a different place. In the years since then, 
we have become increasingly aware of massive social justice problems 
spawned by modernity as well as the crisis of faith that has its origin in 
the theological challenges of post-modernity being played out within the 
context of a highly polarised Church2. 

Many blessings have also been ours during this period. First of all, the 

2. For further development of this point see Sandra M. Schneiders, IHM. Finding 
the Treasure: Locating Catholic Religious Life in a New Ecclesial and Cultural Context. 
(Mahwah, NJ, Paulist Press, 2000), p150. 
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living presence and protection of Mary, the mother of Jesus, has been 
evident throughout. We have also been blessed with exceptional leaders 
who kept hope alive as we made our way across what appeared at times 
to be an arid desert. Leaders such as Basilio, Charles, Benito, and their 
Councils. Thanks are due to each of them. 

The growth of a deeper spirit of fraternity also got under way during 
this period, as did our Marist lay partnership movement. These initiatives 
added an air of expectation about what the future might hold for us all. 

Like our brothers in 1967, we stand at a crossroad. Building the future 
of Marist life and mission will require us to make decisions that will 
allow us to be who we were meant to be: men in love with God, brothers 
visibly evangelising poor children and young people, building religious 
communities marked by a spirit of hospitality and welcome, and, like the 
Founder, disciples of the Lord with the heart of a missionary. 

Those who made up the membership of our 16th General Chapter, 
conscious of their responsibilities, gave themselves the time they needed 
and gathered together the resources necessary to do the job. Though they 
may have been unaware of the fact at the time, their challenge was to 
initiate a period during which much of what was familiar to at least one 
generation of brothers would simply pass away. They helped move us to a 
place where we had to rely on God more than on ourselves. 

Co n s e C r at e D l i f e  a n D f o r m at i o n

Vatican II should have left no doubt in anyone’s mind that everyone 
is called to the one and same holiness and to participation in the 

Church’s mission in virtue of our Baptism. Today we are more aware 
than ever before that the fullness of the Christian life is the vocation of 
all the faithful. 

This universal call to holiness and mission forced consecrated life to 
redefine itself for a new age. Prior to Vatican II, most of us had been 
taught that this way of life was separate from and superior to the life of 
a Christian laywoman or man. 

The Council reminded us that none of the features intrinsic to 
Christian identity and life are the exclusive trait of a particular state of 
life. Prayer, community, hospitality, chastity, love of neighbor, fidelity and 
so many other qualities are all found in the lives of Christian lay people 
as well as in the lives of those of us who have chosen religious life. 



 April–June 2010        chAmpAgnAt        17

Seán Sammon

So, we must ask, what makes consecrated life different? Pure and 
simple: consecrated celibacy, one of the aspects of our lives that we have 
the most difficulty discussing. Like the Hebrew prophets of old, a brother 
is a man claimed by God, a person whose life has been taken over by God 
to the exclusion of any other primary commitment. 

To insist also that our way of life is a mystery is not to dodge 
the question about its meaning. Rather, it is to state clearly that the 
relationship between God and a person that results in a free commitment 
of lifelong consecrated celibacy is as unfathomable as the attraction 
between two people that leads to marriage. Mysteries cannot be explained, 
only reverently explored.3

Consecrated life is a permanent, stable, and public way of life within 
the Church. Unfortunately, when Vatican II clarified the fact that men 
and women religious were not an intermediate state or class of people 
situated somewhere between clergy and laity, some of us concluded – 
by the process of elimination – that since we were not clergy, we must 
be laity. This outcome was neither the intention of the Council nor is 
it compatible with experience. It is, however, the cause of some of our 
questions about identity today. 

Those who made up the Council body did us a service by reminding 
us all that religious life was meant to be part of the charismatic and not 

3. Once again, for further discussion of this topic see Schneiders, Finding the 
Treasure.
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the hierarchical structure of the Church, but that does not mean it is not 
a state of life. Both Lumen Gentium4 and Perfectae Caritatis5 recognise it 
as such, distinct from both those who are ordained and the laity. 

As men religious who are non-ordained, we have a special obligation 
to be the conscience of the Church. By living our way of life well, placing 
ourselves in those situations and locations where it is difficult for others 
to go, and working to meet needs that are just beginning to be identified 
and for which institutional resources do not exist, we remind the Church 
about its true nature. Yes, by our sense of hospitality, the compassion we 
show to others, our concern for those whom no one else will serve, our 
presence at the margins, we make the Risen Lord known and loved in our 
world today and remind the Church about what it is meant to be, what it 
longs to be, what it must be. 

 As we approach this Chapter, then, we must commit ourselves to 
doing the work necessary to clarify the place and purpose of our way of 
life within our Church. We may not accomplish that task fully during the 
time provided, but we must set in place the means to do it eventually. 

More importantly, we must take on ourselves the spirit of those who 
made up the 1967 Chapter, and like our Founder, set our sights on the 
future. As the delegates of 1967 had responsibility for initiating a period 
of transformation, ours is to begin to build the future. 

And so, during these days together we must make decisions about our 
way of life that will help us take some initial steps toward that future, 
realising all the while that to build it fully will take the lifetime of many 
of us here. However, though we know full well that that future will outlast 
us all, we can be equally sure that we will live on in the future that we 
create.

If we are unclear about our identity, we will convey that lack of clarity 
to those entrusted to us for formation. The process of formation is, in 
part, an initiation to our way of life as well as a preparation for living it 
fully. Unfortunately, we appear to offer preparation for some aspects of 
our way of life and not for others. 

Take initial formation for example. Our documents say that its goal is 
4. http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html
5. http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decree_19651028_perfectae-caritatis_en.html
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the formation of Marist apostles. However, what that last phrase means 
exactly appears to be understood differently in various regions of the 
Institute and the emphasis falls often on professional preparation or per-
sonal development rather than a change of heart. 

Several years ago, for example, I received a note from a young brother 
who had just completed his two-year novitiate and was now teaching and 
living in community. He wrote, ‘Thank you for this opportunity to have 
this two-year experience. It was a wonderful time of personal growth 
for me’. No mention of Jesus Christ, no reference to becoming a living 
portrait of our Founder. 

I believe that we have to take a hard look at what we are doing in the 
area of formation throughout our Institute and using the Formation Guide 
as a frame of reference ensure that we are giving our young brothers the 
best preparation possible for our way of life. We need to keep in mind also 
that formation is a spiritual journey and not solely professional prepara-
tion. Consequently, for me personally, initial formation should include a 
three-year scholasticate aimed at forming a young religious who will be 
a Marist apostle. 

And if we want to embrace the new world that our Chapter motto 
claims we are called to engage, I recommend that we establish four or five 
regional scholasticates and mix the population of each of them so that all 
parts of our Marist world are represented in each of these centres. 

Next, put together four to five of the best formation staffs that we can 
assemble from throughout the Institute and assign them to these centres. 
Within a generation we would have a network of brothers with interna-
tional experience and relationships with other brothers from throughout 
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our Marist world. I pray that they would be open to mission in those 
places where the Church and the poor children and young people of our 
world called them and us to be. 

Furthermore, these young brothers would have an increasingly greater 
global perspective and a more realistic appreciation of what other parts of 
our Institute are facing.

Likewise, I believe we also need to review our programs of ongoing 
formation. Here we need to be sure that these programs are aimed at 
spiritual renewal and provide those involved with a significant opportu-
nity to meet and talk over with someone their life of faith. Some of these 
programs might well be constructed for brothers and lay Marists together, 
while others would serve one or the other group alone. 

Finally, we need to develop new means for preparing young brothers 
and ourselves also for the communities of today and tomorrow. Far too 
many people are leaving our way of life expressing disillusionment with 
the quality of community life. 

For too long has this problem existed. An assumption is made that 
because we grew up in a family, we know how to live with others. But a 
community is not a family in the traditional sense. It is rather, a group 
of adult believers trying to live their lives centred on the gospel. Just 
what that means today, and how we can best prepare one another for life 
together, are questions that merit asking and deserve an answer. 

in t e r nat i o na l i t y

In recent years, one of the few General Chapter outcomes that caught 
the attention of many was the recommendation made by members of 

our 1993 Chapter that some restructuring take place within the Institute, 
especially in places whose future vitality and viability was in question. 

 I would dare say, however, that most Chapter capitulants left Rome 
with the belief that restructuring would happen somewhere within the 
Institute but would have little impact upon them and their lives.

The new world about which we must speak at this Chapter is becom-
ing increasingly international and multicultural. As an Institute, we have 
taken some initial steps to address this reality. Our efforts, however, have 
failed to bear the fruit we expected. 

For example, as mentioned a moment ago: in 1993, General Chapter 
delegates initiated a process of restructuring. The incoming General 
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Council eventually made the judgment that the Institute at large could 
benefit from asking questions about vitality and viability. 

Two errors were made initially. To begin with, in the mind of some, 
restructuring became associated with geographic reorganisation. They 
held fast to the belief that once a Province made the decision to come 
together with another Province or provinces, restructuring had taken 
place. 

In all honesty, we have reconfigured as an Institute but we have not 
completely restructured. The aim of restructuring is greater viability and 
vitality for Marist life and mission. The members of our General Council 
who served our Institute from 1993-2001 developed a set of criteria that, 
when applied, would increase the chances of greater vitality and viability 
occurring. These criteria were not taken up widely. 

Today we need to revisit the entire process of restructuring and address 
the work that remains. Should we fail to do so, we will sow the seeds of 
future problems. The members of some former provinces will end up 
complaining that they have been colonised; in others, the clash of values 
held in two or three former provinces will become more apparent and 
interfere with establishing any sense of unity. 

We need to move toward greater internationality in other ways also. 
For example, we are one of the Institutes in the Church that today lacks 
a common language among its members. In many other congregations all 
members learn to speak the language of the Founder or Foundress. At the 
very least having such ability gives them access to all the works of their 
Founder or Foundress and early members. It also makes their coming 
together in international settings all the more fruitful on a personal 
level. 
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 Understandably, regions may choose to work in another language but 
it would appear to me to be a benefit today to continue to work in our 
four approved languages but to agree that everyone will acquire ability in 
French, the language of the Founder. 

gov e r n m e n t a n D a n i m at i o n

At all levels of the Institute, we must decide what it is that we want 
from government, and then we must provide the resources to make 

that possible. When the results of the sondage6 for a Provincial arrive on 
my desk, the list of qualities expected and characteristics anticipated in 
the person who will take up this role is well beyond the reach of most if 
not all of us. 

A similar dilemma exists when we consider General Administration. 
Past Chapters have had the tendency of leaving a long list of chores 
for the new administration to carry out. There is generally a list of 
mandates, followed by recommendations, followed by some general lines 
of thinking. 

All well and good, if what is mandated can be accomplished with 
the personnel provided, but is this the best way to construct a General 
Administration? Is this approach of greatest benefit to the Institute?

A change in the make-up of the General Council is another area that 
merits review. During the Chapter of 1993, the General Econome and 
General Secretary were removed as Council positions. To the best of 
my recollection, this action was taken to allow the General Council to 
choose brothers for these positions rather than having them elected by 
the Chapter. In this way, a wider pool of candidates would be available 
and perhaps a better match made between the person and the position. 

However, another argument put forward in support of removing both 
positions from the Council was the belief that the General Secretary and 
General Econome had limited knowledge of the Institute in comparison 
to other members of the Council and therefore were not in a position to 
make decisions in an informed way. 

This point of view, in my opinion, has not proven to be true and puts 
limits on the contribution that both the General Secretary and General 
Econome could make to Council business is now working against us as 

6. Sondage is the term used by an organisation when an opinion or ‘sounding’ is 
sought from members of the organisation about a particular topic or question.
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an Institute. In recent years, both have had contact with all areas of the 
Institute; they are also in touch with a network of people – Province 
Secretaries and Economes – who are critical in the life of the Institute 
and its mission. 

While still allowing the General Council the right to name the 
General Secretary and Econome, I believe that these positions should be 
restored as members of the General Council. 

Next, we need to develop new structures that will help us to address 
quickly pressing needs or problems within the Institute. I would rec-
ommend that consideration be given to establishing the concept of a 
Congress of Provincials, both on a regional and international basis. This 
group could be called into session to deal with issues in a particular part 
of the Institute or where the matter was facing the Institute as a whole, it 
could be convened internationally. 

Provincials and District Superiors are immersed in the day-to-day 
issues of any region and have the best first-hand information for dealing 
with issues that might arise or for addressing the challenge of long range 
planning. Would this work be best undertaken in conjunction with the 
General Administration? For what reason? The General Administration 
would hopefully bring to the discussion a world-wide Marist perspective. 
Working together with a regional or international Congress of Provincials 
we would be in a better position to address issues and challenges intensely 
as they arise and arrive more quickly at a solution. 

There are many other areas that could be mentioned: visits of 
the General Council, the role of the Superior General, the General 
Conference, etc. My point is this: the Chapter needs to decide on the 
challenges facing our Institute today and during the eight years just 
ahead; it also needs to decide on its expectation of both Province and 
General Administration, and then it needs to find the team that can best 
address those challenges and meet those needs. 

ma r i s t  l a i t y

Next year marks the 25th year since the idea of the Champagnat 
Movement of the Marist Family was conceived. During the years 

Marist lay partnership has developed rapidly to the point where we are 
today. 

Since those early days we have come to understand more fully that a 
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spirituality that is truly lay and genuinely Marist can only emerge from 
lay Marist experience and nowhere else. Developed by Marist lay leader-
ship, it will aim at promote a type of personal practice and involvement 
in ministry that is in keeping with and truly transformative of lay Marist 
life in the Church. 

How tragic it would be if Marist lay spirituality ended up being simply 
a variant on the religious spirituality of the Institute. One rich and unique 
experience of the charism that came into our Church through Marcellin 
Champagnat would be lost.

The writings and reflections of Marist laymen and women have valid-
ity simply because they are the experience of Marcellin’s charism as lived 
out in the life of a layman or woman. We all have a lot to learn from one 
another. 

In some parts of our Institute, Marist schools have been founded by 
laymen and women alone. In at least one instance a brother came later 
to join the staff, but the foundation and early years were the work solely 
of Marist laity. If schools can be established why not a Marist lay com-
munity founded by laymen and women? 

What is the brother’s role in the Marist lay movement? Our job is to 
assist without taking over. In so doing we will participate in what many 
consider to be one of the most important experiences of renewal at this 
time in Church history: the emergence of a fully adult and responsible 
laity. At this Chapter we need to make decisions that make that outcome 
possible. 

Looking back on this Chapter years from now, others will make an 
assessment. Let us therefore make bold decisions that will move the 
Institute and its mission into the future. Let us make the type of deci-
sions that will cause others to say that it numbered among the Institute’s 
finest. 

Co n C l u s i o n

I conclude on a personal note. Two comments. The first is about my 
health. Wherever I go, people ask, ‘How’s your health?’ Let me answer 

that with a story. At Timothy Dolan’s first press conference after being 
appointed Archbishop of New York, a reporter asked him to say a few 
words about the difference between himself as a young priest and today 
as Archbishop. Without a moment’s hesitation Dolan responded, ‘The 
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biggest difference between myself as a young priest and myself today is 
about 25 kilos!’

I am pleased to report today that for the current Superior General the 
difference in weight from eight years ago is actually less than 25 kilos. I 
did not have a heart attack, though I had two stents put in my heart. I 
seem to be one of those fortunate folks whom doctors are able to keep 
two steps ahead of any disaster – I pray it continues.

Second, I have loved the ministry of the last eight years. I had a won-
derful mentor in Benito, a Vicar in Luis whom I have come to love like a 
brother, a creative and dedicated Council community in Antonio, Emili, 
Jean, Maurice, Pedro, Peter, Theoneste, and Victor and earlier in Dick 
Dunleavy, Antonio Martinez, and Yvon Bedard. 

The members of the General House community with Ono as their 
most recent Director have been a blessing; Juan Miguel Anaya’s sage 
advice as procurator, Giovanni Begotto’s hard work as postulator, 
Antoni’s efforts as Administrator and Javier as House Econome have 
been most welcome. Don Neary in particular has been a life-saver these 
past six years. 

Knowing the goodness and dedication of so many provincials and 
district superiors, and having come to know the brothers of our Institute 
and so many of our lay partners, I have great hope for the future. 

As for myself, I am a rather simple person. The work of the last eight 
years has taught me many lessons about my own limits as a person. For 
what we have been able to accomplish as a government, I must give credit 
to Luis and the Council and so many others. For the mistakes that we 
made, I must take responsibility. 

So, thank you for the privilege of having the opportunity to serve the 
Institute in this way. I shall treasure these days always, and all of you also. 
May Mary and Marcellin continue to accompany you during the days 
ahead and may our good God bless each of you and our Institute and 
mission as well as the poor children and young people whom we have 
been called to serve. Thank you. n
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Rachele tullio

Rachele Tullio recently completed an investigation into the development of 
contemporary senior secondary school retreats in Australia. Her work has 
added to the knowledge base of the subject, documenting oral histories of early 
communitarian retreats and other types of camps from the 1960s.She has 
also detailed links between retreats and the f ields of theology, ecclesiology, 
psychology and ethics. This article provides a brief historical overview of the 
development of retreats.

The live-in retreat is a popular feature of the Religious Education 
curriculum in many Catholic schools. It can give students 
opportunities for reflection and community building. The key 

principles that are part of the contemporary senior school retreat have 
been identified within desert spirituality and retained over time. As 
Vatican II made more explicit the spirituality of the Church, educators 
in religious order schools adapted the traditional silent retreat to a more 
community-oriented model. Beginning in the 1960s, religious orders 
made a significant contribution to the current model of retreat that is 
conducted in schools today. 

Catholic school systems, since their beginnings in the 1840s, have 
always given special attention to the purpose of developing young 
people’s spirituality in the context of the Catholic religious tradition 
(Fogarty, 1959; Flynn, 1979; O’Farrell, 1969). This is particularly evident 
in the formal religion program which is a core part of the curriculum in 
Catholic schools across all year levels.

In his national survey of Australian school religious education in 1981 
(p.110), Rossiter claimed that religious retreats were perhaps the most 
prominent and successful structures within Catholic schools for promot-
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ing pupils’ spirituality and personal growth. Retreats were like intensive, 
live-in personal development seminars infused with religious activities. 
A series of surveys of Year 12 students in Catholic schools during the 
period 1972-2000 by Flynn (1979, 1985, 1993; and Flynn & Mok, 2002) 
showed that retreats have always been very popular with students and 
were regarded by both students and their teachers as making a special 
contribution to their religious development.

The live-in retreat typically involved students staying at a retreat venue 
for about two or three days, including overnight accommodation. Getting 
away from the routine of school life for a retreat enabled students to 
spend time reflecting on their own personal and spiritual development in 
response to various inputs within the program that included short talks, 
experiential communication activities and small group discussions that 
resonated with the ‘life questions, concerns and hopes of the students’ 
(Sharkey, 2002, p. 2). Retreats provided special opportunities for personal 
and communal prayer, and they usually included the celebration of the 
Catholic sacraments of Eucharist and Reconciliation. Community-
building and developing friendships were considered to be key retreat 
dynamics.
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While there has been much debate about the relevance and effec-
tiveness of the classroom component of Catholic school religious 

education (Crawford & Rossiter, 1988, 1993, 2006), it has been widely 
acknowledged since the late 1970s that the live-in retreats for senior 
school students were certainly relevant and effective (Flynn, 1993; Roff, 
1999; Flynn & Mok 2002; Maroney, 2008). 

Silent, on-campus, school-day-only retreats had been the norm for 
Catholic secondary school students prior to the introduction of these 
‘new style’, ‘communitarian’ retreats (Christian Brothers’ College Annuals, 
1922, 1942, 1945, 1960, 1961). The significant changeover from the silent 
to the socially interactive retreats represented something of a revolution 
and a major paradigm shift in the conduct of retreats in Catholic schools 
(Firman, 2007; McCarthy, 2007; Neville, 2007). In many ways, it was 
more a revolution for the adults who first conducted these retreats than it 
was for the students, who may never have had the experience of the silent 
retreat to be able to make comparisons (English, 2007).

The significant change in the style and conduct of school retreats 
did not occur in a vacuum. It was closely related to other major shifts in 
spirituality and psychology that affected Catholic educators in religious 
orders, including the Marists at that time – which was generally turbulent 
for many Catholics as a result of the Second Vatican Council (Crawford 
& Rossiter, 1988). The change in format for retreats in Catholic 
secondary schools was like an icon of the significant changes that were 

Retreating to quiet places
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occurring in Catholic spirituality. Contemporary Catholic school retreats 
in Australia can be understood as expressions of spirituality with their 
roots in past traditions of Catholic spirituality. The radical changes to 
the conduct of the retreats in the 1960s now need to be put into a brief 
historical perspective.

pe o p l e  W h o C o n D u C t r e t r e at s  i n Cat h o l i C s C h o o l s

Originally, and up to the 1980s, the school retreat leaders in Catholic 
schools were educators who were also members of religious orders. 

Usually it was the staff of the school who served as retreat leaders, while 
an ordained priest was often engaged from outside to be the princi-
pal leader as well as the main speaker and minister who presided over 
sacramental celebrations of the Eucharist and Reconciliation. Some of 
the religious orders set up special teams of retreat leaders, commonly 
known as ‘travelling retreat teams’, who were invited into schools to con-
duct retreats. The Marists were prominent in this. With their extensive 
experience in the conduct of retreats, these teams were valued for their 
specialised programs that were otherwise not available to schools. Some 
venues owned by religious orders were often made available for school 
retreats. Schools tended to staff their senior student retreats on a mix-
and-match basis, depending on the tradition of expertise, or lack of it, in 
their particular situation.

Since the late 1970s, lay people have increasingly taken over nearly 
all the key roles as school-based retreat leaders and specialist retreat 
team members. The exception has been the role of an ordained priest 
to celebrate sacraments for retreat groups. This development has created 
problems as regards the adequate training of retreat leaders in non-Marist 
schools and at the same time has created opportunities for teachers in 
Marist schools to be a ‘healing presence’ (McMahon, 2009, p. 5) for youth 
as St Marcellin often urged his followers to be. 

While there are a number of retreat-training programs available in 
support of Catholic school retreats, these programs are, in the main, 
sponsored by religious orders. The needs for adequate retreat training 
programs and for teachers interested in undertaking such training are 
important for Marist schools which seek good numbers of experienced, 
trained personnel for the conduct of their senior school retreats.

Rachele Tullio
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or i g i n s a n D p r aC t i C e s  o f t h e n e W s t y l e  l i v e- i n r e t r e at s

Prior to the 1960s, Australian Catholic school retreats were modelled 
on the traditional, contemplative style of retreats for religious orders. 

They were ‘silent’ (there was to be no talking with other retreatants). 
Instead,  listening to lectures, ‘spiritual’ reading, and opportunities for 
prayer, liturgy, confession and review of life were prominent; usually the 
retreat was on the school premises for one or more school days (Ryan, 
2006, pp. 220-222). These retreats were generally not live-in although 
some schools had live-in retreats for senior classes.

By contrast, the new-style communitarian retreats conducted by 
different clergy and religious were ‘live-in’ experiences, away from routine 
and away from the school environment. These retreats encouraged talking 
to others, both individually and in groups; there were fun activities, 
singing, music and often dancing and games, together with recreation 
periods. Opportunities for sharing personal reflections, prayer and a 
review of life were embedded in a communitarian, celebratory, friendship 
matrix, which contrasted markedly with the private, solitary, individual 
matrix of the older silent retreats. The purposes of community-building 
and relationship-enhancing were central. The small group discussions 
on retreats were usually at a more personal level than was typical of the 
classroom religion periods. Getting away from the routine of school for 
a period devoted to rejuvenation and personal development activities 
was attractive to young people, even if they may have been more inter-
ested in the purely social aspect of the retreat than in its formal religious 
purposes. Currently, there are a number of other retreat formats that are 
used in Catholic secondary tools. These include silent retreats, wilderness 
retreats, street retreats, school-day retreats and retreat-like seminars off-
campus.

th e s p i r i t u a l C o n t e x t o f r e t r e at l e a D e r s a f t e r vat i Ca n ii

An important influence on the development of the new style com-
munitarian retreats was the changing pattern of spirituality in those 

who pioneered these retreats. Drawing from a social and global environ-
ment that encouraged change on many levels, the retreat leaders at the 
time from religious orders and the priesthood were making significant 
changes in their own understanding and practice of spirituality after the 
Second Vatican Council. Their interactions with other retreat leaders 
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and their interactions with senior students were a part of the complex 
spiritual mix that affected their retreat work. Student evaluations often 
inspired retreat leaders to experiment within the retreat program and to 
develop a repertoire of activities. Following the initial momentum of the 
new-style retreats, the pioneer retreat leaders were then moved around 
Australia by their religious orders, sharing their work and findings with 
other religious. This resulted in a movement that expanded the spiritual 
understandings of the traditional school retreat beyond the confines of 
silent retreats. However, these retreat leaders did not automatically gain 
the endorsement of all, as there were other ecclesial issues to contend 
with after the Second Vatican Council. The oral history of those who 
introduced the new-style communitarian retreats which is included in 
this article is likely to be particularly relevant to the reader.

ea r ly Ch r i s t i a n s p i r i t u a l i t i e s  t h at i n s p i r e D t h e r e t r e at

Retreats as such are not easily identified in early Church literature. 
From the 3rd century onwards, what did emerge were constantly 

changing structures and activities that supported Christians’ attempts to 
be faithful to the gospels to achieve ‘spiritual perfection’ (Dunn, 2003; 
King, 1999; Lawrence, 2001). People sought more intense religious 
experiences, often by withdrawing from mainstream society to settle in 
isolated places such as deserts and mountains (Earle, 2007). The founders 
of these early ‘desert’ movements contributed distinctive expressions of 
Christian spirituality that are still evident in Christianity today (Belisle, 
2003; Brooke, 2003; Dunn, 2003; King, 1999; Lawrence, 2001; Swan, 
2001).

th e e m e r g e n C e o f D e s e rt s p i r i t u a l i t y

Since the beginnings of Christianity, men and women in the Church 
were challenged to follow the Gospel message (Earle, 2007). Some 

of them were attracted to desert life to experience ‘abundant simplicity’ 
(Swan, 2001, p. 21), as a way of living out this message. For others, the 
desert provided an ‘idealism or mystique’ (Forman, 2005, p. 29), because 
it was the complete opposite of inhabited and cultivated land. The desert 
represented a place of solitude to which the weary city inhabitant could 
retire to regain peace. ‘Solitude in desert tradition is a refuge and a great 
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respite. It makes possible the right kind of atmosphere for union and 
communion’ (Belisle, 2003, p. 56) which forced the mind to think and the 
heart ‘to open’ to God.

In the desert, people sought to unify their life by renouncing whatever 
were the sources of division. This often included abandoning wealth and 
the life of the village (Forman, 2005) for a less complicated life in the 
desert (Brooke, 2003; Dunn, 2003; King, 1999; Lawrence, 2001; Mundy, 
2000). Hence, the desert became: 

… a place far from the attachment to the cares and goods of 
the world. Thus, ‘flight into the desert’ became flight from the 
responsibilities toward the land, daily contacts with people, 
especially the opposite gender, in order to pursue hesychia – 
solitude, tranquillity and the practice of continual remembrance 
of God. (Forman, 2005, p. 38)

Rossiter (1997) described the elements that featured in the typical 
retreat in Australian Catholic secondary schools in the 1950s. 

School retreats at this time were modelled on the traditional silent 
retreats for members of religious orders. As a general rule, silence 
prevailed for the duration of the retreat. Lectures were given 
by priests on various topics. Confessions, Stations of the Cross, 
Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, and the celebration of 
Mass were integral components (Rossiter, 1997, p. 1). 

The atmosphere of silence was considered fundamental to the success 
of retreats as it expressed a seriousness that fostered reflection for stu-
dents. For this reason, activities which were ‘fun’, ‘community’, ‘discussion’ 
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oriented or even ‘experientially oriented’ were generally not contemplated 
as appropriate as it was believed they did not contribute to the success 
of the retreat.

Two items were central to the retreat: – the celebration of Eucharist; 
and individual Confession. The retreat was also used as an opportunity 
for raising questions about a religious vocation to the priesthood or reli-
gious life (Rossiter, 1997).

th e n e W s t y l e  C o m m u n i ta r i a n r e t r e at s  f o r s e n i o r s t u D e n t s

Vatican II inspired new ways of thinking about Church (Barnett, 
2005; Ryan, 2007; Sullivan, 2002). Young religious men and women 

teaching in religious order schools who were energised by the Council 
were responsible for bringing about considerable change in the format 
and conduct of secondary school retreats. 

By about 1968 the new-style communitarian retreats for volunteer 
students from combined clusters of boys’ and girls’ schools were making 
an initial impact in Catholic secondary schools. In Adelaide and then 
in Sydney, pioneering work in this field was done by the De La Salle 
Brothers, and the Passionist Order of priests. They were joined by reli-
gious sisters and brothers from the other teaching orders. 

New elements such as ‘having a good time’, meeting new people and 
making new friends, developing community, singing, dancing, fun games, 
and group discussions became regarded as important for the success of 
the retreat (Rossiter, 1997). These elements emphasised an ‘experiential 
dimension to the new-style retreats’ (Rossiter, 1997, p. 2) and were often 
used as ‘lead-ins’ for prayer, personal reflection and new understandings 
of personal development.

Many factors were considered to influence the success of these new 
format retreats. Instead of attending segregated retreats that were origi-
nally offered to secondary students in single-sex schools, young men and 
women from different senior schools mixed with each other on the com-
munitarian retreats. The friendly climate of the retreats, the informality 
of the camp sites and the more relaxed relationship with the staff helped 
make the experience enjoyable. The ‘acquaintance process’ (getting to 
know members of the opposite sex and learning how to relate to them) 
featured prominently as a community dynamic in the weekend retreat 
program.
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Gradually, from their beginnings in small voluntary retreats 
involving students from a group of schools, the new style spread to 
class and year level retreats, replacing the silent retreats of former 
years, becoming mainstream. Eventually this led to the variety 
of retreats that are now common in Catholic schools (Rossiter, 
1997, p. 2). 

The new form of retreats constituted a remarkable paradigm shift 
when contrasted with the format of ‘silent’ retreats that had been the 
norm in Catholic schools in Australia for the first half of the 20th century. 
The significant change in retreat format occurred in a period that showed 
extensive change in Catholic spirituality following the Second Vatican 
Council. Also important at the time was the influence of the humanistic 
psychology movement on the spirituality of those who pioneered the new 
form of retreats. While the new communitarian format gradually became 
the ‘mainstream’ style of retreat in Catholic schools since the 1970s, and 
while they have been regarded as very successful parts of the Catholic 
school’s overall religious education program.

or a l h i s to r i e s :  e a r ly C o m m u n i ta r i a n r e t r e at s 

While there is a small literature on the conduct of retreats in 
Australian Catholic schools (De Souza, 2009; Firman, 1968; 

Harrison, 1989; McCarthy, 1974; Rossiter 1978, 1997), little was writ-
ten about the historical emergence of the communitarian retreats in the 
1960s (Rossiter, 1975A). Study of these writings has been supplemented 
by the researcher’s recorded and transcribed interviews with a number 
of the key pioneers in the introduction of these retreats. Their oral his-
tories of that time have not only described the structures and processes 
of the retreats, but have offered interpretations of the factors influencing 
their development and implementation. In addition, I interviewed other 
key personnel involved in the conduct of contemporary communitarian 
retreats. 

While the new-style communitarian retreats had a significant impact 
on the students and teachers in Catholic schools at the time, no system-
atic ‘research-like’ or archival records of developments and events were 
kept. The developments were based primarily on ‘grassroots’ experimen-
tation by practitioners and were not part of a ‘reform’ program flowing 
from the decisions of the relevant authorities. In a sense, the pathway 
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was from ‘practice to theory’ – not the reverse. However, this is not to 
say that the developments were not informed by theory. As shown below, 
developments in Catholic theology after Vatican II and in the humanistic 
psychology movement did inform the communitarian retreat movement 
in significant ways. Much of the thinking and theory underpinning the 
new style retreats remained unwritten; it was a part of the educational 
culture that developed and spread amongst those who conducted the 
retreats. Hence an important and innovative aspect of my study was to tap 
into the oral histories of those who introduced the new style retreats. 

aD e l a i D e 1964: th e f i r s t  ‘Ch r i s t i a n li v i n g Ca m p s’

I consider that the first recorded new communitarian retreat for 
senior Catholic secondary students in Australia was introduced in 

1964 by Brother Bernie Neville, then a De La Salle teaching Brother 
at St Michael’s College, a Catholic boys’ school in Adelaide (Neville, 
2007). Neville, together with a group of priests from religious orders 
and teachers from the religious teaching orders, conducted a voluntary 
communitarian-style weekend retreat for senior school students in Victor 
Harbor, a small seaside town some 110 kilometres south of Adelaide in 
South Australia (Neville, 2007). Neville was interested in applying what 
he knew about the Cursillo Movement (a communitarian spirituality 
movement for adult Catholics that had originated in Spain) and what he 
had studied about humanistic psychology, to the creation of a new style of 
retreat for senior secondary students. He believed that the Cursillo type 
of live-in experiences could be adapted for use in senior school retreats.

The Cursillo movement originated in Spain in the late 1950s (Cursillo 
Movement, 2009; Giossi, 2006) and conducted three-day live-in experi-
ences for adults aimed at Christian renewal. Their programs included:

Community living
Presentations on Christian doctrine by lay persons and priests
Group discussions
Liturgy and prayer
Neville met with several teachers (from religious orders) at St Aloysius 

College (a Catholic girls’ school in Adelaide) prior to the weekend and 
arranged for a small group of students and approximately six Religious 
from both schools to trial a new retreat format. The students had been 
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invited personally by various teachers to attend. The event was called 
a ‘Christian Living Camp’ (CLC) to highlight the emphasis on living 
together as a Christian community and the focus on ‘life’ and ‘human 
relationships’. 

The CLC experience provided about 30 boys and girls (average 
age 17) with opportunities to get to know each other, to participate in 
community-building activities and to communicate on a personal level. 
The camp ran from Friday evening to the Sunday afternoon. The pro-
gram included a film, fun activities, singing folk songs, daily Eucharist, 
Reconciliation and group discussion. Some priests from the Passionist 
Order were present and they celebrated Mass and heard Confessions 
(now referred to as Reconciliation). Subsequently, priests from this order 
(D. Folkes, and later J. Ives, P. McGrath, K. Dance, and others) became 
key personnel in the conduct of Christian Living Camps for Catholic 
schools in Sydney.

Neville’s impression was that ‘the kids went home extremely excited 
and feeling that their lives had been transformed. The parents remarked 
on this. I don’t think the Church [clergy and bishop] knew anything 
about it’ (Neville, 2007). The participants from this Christian Living 
Camp were so enthusiastic about the positive relationships and friend-
ships that developed in the group that the retreat staff decided to offer 
more voluntary Camps for senior secondary students throughout the year. 
At this time, the weekend camps did not replace the traditional, compul-
sory silent retreats for senior students held annually during school hours 
(St. Michael’s College Annual, 1965, 1966, 1967).

Neville indicated that his work in this new form of retreats was influ-
enced by ideas in the writings of the psychologist Carl Rogers about the 
importance of relationships in personal development. These influences 
encouraged him ‘to think of a retreat in those terms’ (Neville, 2007). 

… it was just a notion of getting the kids together and actually 
focusing on relationships and developing a climate of trust in 
which they would be able to grow and develop and reflect on their 
lives. (Neville, 2007)

Neville further developed the Christian Living Camp weekends in 
Adelaide for the next three years. Influenced by the positive student 
regard for the communitarian style of retreats, St. Michael’s College at 
Henley Beach, introduced the ‘Matriculation Christian Living Camps 
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with girls from Catholic Colleges’ in 1971 (St. Michael’s College Annual, 
‘Director’s Report’, 1971, p. 4) and described them as ‘a new concept 
in religious education’ (p. 36). By the mid 1970s a number of Catholic 
secondary schools in Adelaide and Sydney were offering voluntary 
communitarian retreats to senior secondary students.

Ch r i s t i a n li v i n g Ca m p s i n sy D n e y f r o m 1968

In 1968, Neville left Adelaide for Sydney to teach at the de La Salle 
School, Benilde College at Bankstown. He organised another group 

of religious personnel (priests, brothers and sisters) to conduct more 
Christian Living Camps with year 12 students from a number of 
Sydney’s Catholic boys’ and girls’ high schools. Neville built on the South 

Australian experience by experimenting further with programs, working 
with other key pioneers in the retreat movement: W. Firman, M. Lynch, 
and P. McCarthy, also de La Salle Brothers in Sydney at the time. Priests 
from the Passionist Order were also prominent in the programs (D. 
Folkes, J. Ives, K. Dance, P. McGrath. A. Cleary). According to Neville, 
no two retreat programs at the time were alike because programs were 
readily adapted onsite according to the different dynamics in the groups 
of students attending the camps. Flexibility to change and adapt the 
program was regarded as an important feature of its success.

A measure of the popularity of the camps was evident in the way that 
many past pupils returned to participate in camps organised for them 
after they had left school. A large number of young people who had 
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attended camps at the participating schools when in year 12 formed a 
loosely organised youth group that revolved around Christian Living 
Camps (McCarthy, 2007). ‘The popularity of the new retreats was soon 
spread by word of mouth. More and more schools were trying out the 
new approaches’ (Rossiter, 1997, p. 4). 

As the camps grew in popularity, religious personnel from other 
schools became involved in running Christian Living Camp weekends. 
For example, in 1970, a group of Sydney Catholic schools on the North 
Shore set up their own weekend camps (Rossiter, 2007); the participa-
tion of priests from the Passionist Order provided continuity and links 
with the movement centred on the De La Salle schools. In the same year, 
the success of the student retreats had such impact on their parents, that 
a communitarian retreat for parents of the students in the North Shore 
schools was organised. 

Initially, parents were curious about what was happening on the 
retreats, puzzled as to why their adolescent children were so positive in 
their comments about the Christian Living Camps, which were said to 
be ‘fantastic’. This motivated them to experience this sort of retreat them-
selves as a means of understanding what had affected their children so 
profoundly. The parental response was also very favourable. Some parents 
feigned an effusive and emotional display about how much they ‘loved 
the retreat’ when they returned home, hoping that this might puzzle 
their children (Rossiter, 2007). Communitarian retreats for parents from 
Sydney schools in this area were conducted each year until 1985.

Because students responded so favourably to the Christian Living 
Camps, the de La Salle Brothers in Sydney gradually incorporated 
the communitarian retreat into their own schools and conducted them 
during the school week rather than on weekends.

In 1970, the key leaders of the new retreat movement under the 
leadership of Br W. Firman conducted a weekend camp for religious 
personnel who were already involved in retreats or who were likely to 
become involved. This provided a type of professional development 
training for retreat leaders at the time. It helped substantiate the theory 
and principles that were being developed for the conduct of these retreats 
in Sydney (Firman, 2007). 

However, this theory was embedded in the thinking and practice of 
the key personnel and the growing number of retreat leaders with little 
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being committed to writing. The first noted article on the new style of 
retreats was written by Firman in 1968. McCarthy (1974) in a major essay 
for a university degree, reported on the development and function of the 
communitarian retreats in Sydney. He received a Schools Commission 
Innovations Grant related to the conduct of school retreats. In 1975, 
after a seminar on retreats for personnel in the Sydney area, material was 
published on the aims and purposes of communitarian retreats (Rossiter, 
1975A). 

In the same year, Rossiter also received a Schools Commission 
Innovations Grant for retreats that included school retreats, retreats for 
parents and regional voluntary youth group camps. This was reported in 
the publication Beyond the classroom: New approaches to religious education 
and personal development (Rossiter, 1978) which provided an account 
of different formats for the communitarian retreat, together with an 
interpretation of the psychological and spiritual dynamics of retreats.

Another form of the new-style retreat became evident in voluntary 
youth group camps, usually conducted on weekends or during school 
holidays as part of regional groupings of the YCS – Young Christian 
Students movement. YCS was a voluntary religious youth movement 
in Catholic schools that was allied with the YCW, Young Christian 
Workers movement, an association of post-school young Catholics in 
the workforce. These YCS camps became evident in different parts of 
Australia from the late 1960s. They followed many of the same dynamics 
as the Christian Living Camp weekends, but they were different in that 
they drew on students from a wide range of schools – especially if the 
camps were organised on a diocesan level. Also, student leadership was 
particularly prominent in the organisation and conduct of the camps 
under guidance from adults (referred to as Religious Assistants). 

The communitarian style of the YCS camps may well have preceded 
that of the Christian Living Camps, and there may have been some 
influence on the latter. It was beyond the scope of the study to check this 
relationship.

In Sydney and elsewhere, the evident success of the communitarian 
retreats that were conducted for volunteers on weekends led to the 
gradual adoption of this style of retreat within schools to replace the 
more traditional silent retreat that had been prominent for many years. 
This meant that a communitarian retreat for students from any one 
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school began to replace the number of inter-school weekend retreats for 
volunteers that had taken the role of the ‘main retreat’ for year 12 students. 
Thus the religious personnel would have their school’s one Year 12 retreat 
(or set of retreats) on school days rather than 4 or 5 weekend retreats for 
volunteers across the year. For the North Shore Sydney schools noted 
above, the first Christian Living Camp weekends began in 1970, but in 
1976 they were replaced by a single school communitarian retreat. Similar 
style retreats were also organised for students in Years 9, 10 and 11. 

Despite the success of the new communitarian retreats by 1970, not 
everyone was convinced about their value (Rossiter, 1997). This may 
have affected the slowness on the part of some schools to adopt the new 
format, although eventually they would become the norm. 

According to McCarthy (2007), some Church authorities in Sydney 
were becoming alarmed by reports that the new-style communitarian 
camps were celebrating the Eucharist in unorthodox ways. These 
rumours led to a meeting called by the then Archbishop of Sydney, 
Cardinal Gilroy, and members of the De La Salle Brothers in 1971. 
The Cardinal expressed concern about incoming reports about liberties 
taken in liturgies on the Camps (Rossiter, 1997). Soon after, the Cardinal 
called a wider meeting of all known to be involved in the new retreats at 
Strathfield. The Cardinal’s letter set out the purpose of the meeting as 
‘to put the Camp movement on a proper basis’ (Rossiter, 2007). It was to 

Landscape with Christ and his disciples on the road to Emmaus  
(by Jan Wilden c. 1640, The Hermitage Museum)
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establish a ‘Camp Committee’ under the supervision of Bishop E. Kelly 
to promote religious camps while at the same time ‘credentialing’ and 
supervising those who were conducting the new communitarian style 
retreats. 

In practice, the credentialing role was not followed through; most of 
the members of the Committee ended up being enthusiastic supporters 
of the new retreats. The Committee recommended the purchase of the 
Outward Bound campsite north of Sydney to provide a major new 
venue for Catholic school camps. However, while funding was available, 
the purchase was vetoed. After a few years, the Camp Committee was 
dissolved without making any significant contribution towards either 
enhancing or inhibiting the new retreat movement.

The Christian Living Camps, and particularly the celebration of Mass 
at camps, became a ‘sore spot’ for conservative Catholics. ‘The real 

cutting edge of liturgical adventurism is most likely to be found during 
masses at … retreats.’ (Gilchrist, 1987, p.64). For example, by 1986, 
members of the John XXIII Fellowship (a group opposed to any liberal 
developments in Catholicism) complained about liberties taken with the 
liturgy at senior school retreats in Catholic schools. (The John XXIII 
Fellowship is publisher of the magazine AD 2000.) Gilchrist (1986, p.53) 
claimed that:

Liturgical distractions are liable to include ‘pop’ recordings, 
secularised reflections, miming or drama, liturgical dancing or 
‘movement’, even clowns. The celebrant may prefer the role of 
compere or commentator to that of a reverent sacrificing priest; 
he may insist on certain quirkish, embarrassing or annoying 
innovations during Mass: the possibilities seem endless. 

A Sydney diocesan meeting in Wahroonga in 1975 of those involved 
in retreats and similar ministries (chaired by Br R. Perry fms) further 
consolidated the importance of the retreats in the spiritual lives of young 
people. Also, the movement was strongly supported by the religious 
orders (McCarthy, 2007). In the 1970s the De La Salle Brothers, the 
Christian Brothers and the Marist Brothers all set up centres for school 
retreats, together with specialist retreat teams which conducted retreats 
either at their particular centres or at other venues. Some of these retreat 
teams still operate in 2009.
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It could be said that the innovation in the Christian Living Camps 
from 1964 eventually made its way into religious orders where communi-
tarian retreats, previously unknown because of the predominance of silent 
retreats, were adopted and became one of the different forms of retreats 
in religious orders – silent, and ‘directed’ retreats remained prominent. 
(Rossiter, 2007). The communitarian format also became prominent in 
Catholic retreats for adults.

When the first Christian Living Camps were conducted in the 
mid 1960s, they were seen by some as ‘successful’ religious education, 
and as an answer to the problems of growing dissatisfaction with the 
earlier methods of teaching ‘Christian Doctrine’ (Rossiter, 1975B).  

th e s p r e a D o f C o m m u n i ta r i a n r e t r e at s 

In the 1960s and perhaps into the early 1970s, depending on the 
schools, the new style communitarian retreats coexisted with the more 

traditional ‘silent’ retreats (Mason, 2008). Gradually, the impact of the 
communitarian retreats changed Catholic thinking and it was soon felt 
that the traditional silent school retreat was no longer the only model for 
young Catholics.

The transition from school silent retreat to communitarian retreat 
more generally across Catholic schools was a complex process that hap-
pened on an individual basis in each school rather than something that 
was prescribed by school system authorities. Hence it is difficult to map 
with precision. Further research would be needed to trace this develop-
ment. The spread of communitarian retreats would have been influenced 
by a range of factors:

* Success of communitarian retreats acknowledged by word of mouth among 
the educators in Catholic schools
* The movement of newly experienced teacher/retreat leaders as they trans-
ferred between schools.
* The emphasis on ‘experiential’ and ‘life relevant’ concerns in religious educa-
tion theory would have made the experience centred communitarian retreats 
an attractive structure to adopt to promote these aims.
* The spirituality of the new retreats was consistent with the newly emerging 
Vatican II Catholic spirituality with its emphasis on relationships, Christ-
centredness and vernacular liturgy.
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n e W C o m m u n i ta r i a n r e t r e at s  a n D e x p e r i e n t i a l  Cat e C h e s i s

Crawford and Rossiter (2006) interpreted the development of 
different approaches to religious education in Catholic schools since 

the 1950s (See also Ryan, 2006; Rossiter, 1981). The mid 1960s and 
1970s was a period when there was a special emphasis on an ‘experiential’ 
approach (Flynn & Mok, 2002, pp. 259 – 260). While there were 
difficulties in making this approach work well in the classroom, it seemed 
to have a ‘perfect match’ with the approach in the new communitarian 
retreats (Rossiter, 1981). 

Some religion teachers were so pleased with the success of the retreats 
that they tried to implement the same sorts of activities in the classroom 
– but often this strategy failed. 

Crawford and Rossiter’s (2006) explanation was that the classroom 
was not primarily an ideal context for experiential learning in religion; 
it was more the place for a study of religion with all of the teaching 
and learning processes that were appropriate to that context. Hence, the 
retreat was a more ‘experiential, personal and prayerful’ complement to 
classroom religious education; and it made a significant contribution to 
the school’s overall religious education program.

Since the 1970s, the success of the retreats and their popularity with 
students affected teachers’ understandings of religious education. For 
example, Crawford and Rossiter (2006) considered that problems arose 
with respect to the use of the popular construct ‘faith development’. For 
example: some educators associated faith development with the more 
personal, experiential parts of religious education (retreats, prayer and 
liturgy) while the classroom was thought of as concerned only with 
knowledge. Crawford and Rossiter (2006) felt that this usage was based 
on an inadequate understanding of how different contexts (retreat, liturgy, 
prayer and classroom) contributed to pupils’ overall religious education 
and spiritual development.

The Catholic ‘psychological spirituality’ that emerged at the time has, 
in Crawford and Rossiter’s (2006) opinion, now become the ‘traditional’, 
‘mainline’ spirituality of Catholicism in Australia, although there are 
some Catholics who would prefer to use the word ‘traditional’ to refer to 
Catholic spirituality as it was before Vatican II (Gilchrist, 1987). 

It is likely that those who conduct communitarian retreats today tend 
to take contemporary Catholic spirituality (with its emphasis on good 
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relationships and community) for granted. By contrast, during the time of 
the first communitarian retreats, the retreat leaders were actively engaged 
in forging a new spirituality – a process that was challenging because the 
pathway forward was not clear. 

In this sense, the new retreat movement was important for helping 
promote the development of spirituality in the wider Catholic community 
in Australia. It was as if both the adults and the senior school students 
together on retreats were exploring the new agenda of a relationship/
community centred spirituality (Rossiter, 2007). The retreat leaders were 
contemplating a spirituality that included a mix from theology (especially 
new approaches to Scripture and ecclesiology), humanistic psychology, 
counselling psychology, personal relationships and emotions – as well as 
dealing with related issues about the future shape of the Catholic Church 
and the future form of Christian community within religious orders.

Given the historical overview of retreat development since the 1960s, 
it may be opportune to research retreats within the Marist charism 
and identify how these experiences influence students to think and be 
‘Marist’. The following questions could drive a further exploration of 
retreats in Marist schools:

What has worked effectively for educators? 
What has been discarded from retreat programs? 
What new directions are retreats taking in Marist schools?
How does the Marist charism infuse the retreat experience?
How effectively does the retreat in the Marist tradition differ from 

other Catholic secondary school live-in retreats?
As educators in Marist schools, it behoves us to ‘contemplate what 

would be Marcellin’s response’ (McMahon, 2009, p. 5) to the needs of our 
young people as they embark on their school retreat. For in that contem-
plation, perhaps new models of retreat will speak to new generations of 
young people in Marist schools. n
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DeSMonD connelly

In the generation following the Second World War scientists from 
a range of disciplines were decrying ‘human progress’ as being purely 
intellectual. Moral development in their view was relatively slight. 

Arthur Koestler, to take one example, pointed to ‘the striking disparity 
between the growth curves of science and technology on the one hand 
and of ethical conduct on the other’.1 For him the contrast between the 
unique technological achievements of homo sapiens and its incompetence 
in the conduct of its social affairs is a potentially fatal flaw. Koestler 
saw the species, already beset by such spectres as pollution, population 
explosion and the capability of biochemical warfare, now possessing 
the power to annihilate itself in a nuclear holocaust. Inevitably, so he 
concluded, human behaviour in one or more of these areas would bring 
about universal destruction. 

Speaking to Andrew Denton on ABC Television in July 2008, Bob 
Hawke, Rhodes Scholar and long-serving former Prime Minister of 
Australia, was also pessimistic about the future of the planet.2 Because of 
extraordinary intellectual development, human living in the developed 
world has been transformed, he readily agreed. But moral consciousness 
by comparison has withered. Citing global warming, massive increases 
in population, inadequate food supply and the large proportion of the 
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world’s population living in profound poverty, Hawke deplored the 
paucity of leaders capable of convincing their people about the need for 
remedial action. In a compelling 2007 encyclical3 Benedict XVI recalled 
recent generations’ experience of how progress in the wrong hands had 
become a terrifying progress in evil. If technical progress is not matched 
by corresponding progress in man’s ethical formation, in man’s inner 
growth, the Pope warned, it is not progress at all, but a threat for man 
and for the world. Our times undoubtedly call for leaders of intellect, 
principle, persuasiveness and vision. Good leaders need the support of 
followers who are thoughtful, judicious, open-minded and open-hearted. 
Tomorrow’s leaders and followers are both in the schools of today. The 
challenge for those schools is to lay a firm foundation for the maximum 
development of the intellectual, social and cultural capabilities of the 
young, and to promote advancement in what the Pope has called ‘man’s 
ethical formation’.

in s p i r i n g yo u t h

In these respects there are some reassuring signs of success. Among 
them would be the hundreds of teenagers volunteering time and 

talent through various social services to make life a little easier for 
others less fortunate than themselves. Furthermore, a number of young 
people, guided and encouraged by their teachers, are known to engage 
outstandingly in superior levels of thinking and valuing. 

Hugh Evans is an impressive case in point. After completing a 
First Class Honours degree in Science/Law at Melbourne’s Monash 
University he went on to read a Master of International Relations at 
Cambridge in the UK. But he is much better known for his humanitarian 
work. During his first high school year at Carey Baptist Grammar School 
in Melbourne, according to his own account, he began to ‘sort out (his) 
personal beliefs and values’.4 

In the same year, senior Carey students and a visiting speaker explained 
how involvement of students in fundraising through the ‘Forty Hour 
Famine’ would assist in the fight against global poverty. Inspired by their 
conviction, Evans began a long campaign to galvanise young Australians 
to respond to poverty and injustice. He included in each of his high 
school years some substantial undertaking focused on reducing poverty 
in developing communities. That period included vigorous fundraising, a 
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brief but telling experience of life in the slums of Manila, a semester spent 
in India getting experience of the work of development agencies, and a 
year during which he fitted in work with United Nations bodies focusing 
in particular on the abolition of global child labour. 

At the end of high school he deferred university for a year to work 
for World Vision in rural communities of South Africa’s KwaZulu-
Natal province. Returning to Australia in 2003 Evans undertook both 
university study and the establishment of the Oaktree Foundation, a 
youth-run aid organisation aiming primarily at empowering young 
people in the developing world through education. Within a few years 
Oaktree raised more than $1,000,000 for development projects in six 
countries to provide more than 40,000 young people with increased 
educational opportunities. The organisation also mobilised an army of 
young volunteers and supporters across Australia, South Africa, the USA 
and the UK, reaching an even vaster army of people through hundreds 
of conferences and speaking engagements. In 2009 Evans edited and 
contributed to a book in which young people expressed their views on 
how modern society could be made more just, and elaborated on their 
vision of an Australia characterised by courage and compassion.5 Early in 
2010, Oaktree used the media to rally support for the impending Make 
Poverty History campaign, forcefully reminding Australians that the scale 
of the suffering caused on a daily basis by extreme poverty dwarfs every 
other conceivable issue.6 An observer can only wonder at the potent 
blend of thinking, valuing and acting demonstrated by the young people 
of the Oaktree Foundation. What an avalanche was started by a talk to a 
thirteen-year old schoolboy in 1997!

According to World Vision’s Tim Costello, Hugh Evans is ‘quite 
unique’.7 But dwell for a few moments on Ryan Hreljac, a Canadian boy 
who in June 2009 graduated from St Michael’s Catholic High School 
in Kemptville, Ontario. He has described himself as ‘nothing special, 
… an average nobody’. As a seven-year old in Holy Cross elementary 
school his attention was captured by a lesson in which his teacher spoke 
of boys in northern Uganda, little older than himself, having to make 
three 8-kilometre trips each morning before school to bring a supply of 
chocolate-coloured, smelly water to their homes. That situation and his 
own, where fresh drinking water was never more than a few metres away, 
struck him as a totally unacceptable disparity. With his parents’ support 
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he undertook chores to raise the seventy dollars he had been told would 
purchase a hand pump. Learning that the pump was useless without a well 
costing $2000 he proceeded with help from a variety of sources to raise 
that amount. In the summer of 2000 his parents took him to the Angolo 
Public School in Northern Uganda to see ‘Ryan’s Well’ in operation.8 
So began the Ryan’s Well Foundation which has contributed to several 

hundred water projects in sixteen countries bringing water and sanitation 
services to more than three-quarters of a million people. Ryan himself 
has developed a formidable understanding of the complexities of bringing 
clean water to developing parts of the world. At age thirteen he was made 
an honorary member of the Engineering Institute of Canada. Still in his 
teens he has visited more than two dozen countries including Australia, 
has made hundreds of presentations, featured on national TV shows, met 
some of the leading people in the world and been given numerous awards. 
His message is constant and emphatic: ‘Think about how much you have 
… help others by sharing … work to make a difference’.

 His self-deprecating description seems well wide of the mark! Beyond 
dispute, however, are the remarkable attitudes and values demonstrated 
in his unwavering determination to harness idealism, personal effort and 
pragmatism so as to bring to reality the seemingly unattainable.

Ryan’s Well Project, Agweo Uganda
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Undoubtedly many schools could point to present and past students 
with qualities like those exhibited by Evans and by Hreljac. However, now 
more than ever the challenges posed by society place an onus on schools to 
maximise their efforts to lay a sound basis for superior levels of thinking, 
feeling and valuing in as many of their pupils as possible. Young people 
may be no less moral or principled than their parents were at the same age 
but even while still at school they seem to need greater personal reserves 
to resist peer pressures in a number of harmful areas, even including 
accessing pornographic material, excessive drinking and drug taking. 
As our youth enter the adult world a quick scan of any metropolitan 
newspaper would show how readily they could be confronted by other 
problem situations as diverse as dysfunctional workplaces, aggressive and 
misleading marketing hype, and destructive family tensions. In an era 
when material possessions are taken as a sign of a person’s worth, a key 
area will be the prudent management of their personal finances. Early in 
the new century the behaviour of so-called professionals in the financial 
sector required thoughtful people to sift out ‘information that was false, 
exaggerated or misleading’ and underscored the wisdom of learning to be 
‘knowledgeable, discriminating, sensitive to the risk of loss, sure of their 
goals, and firm in implementing a thoughtfully considered strategy.’9 

Similar advice could have been issued with regard to many other aspects 
of modern living. Regrettably, in the eight years since cautions of that 
kind were given, thousands of people experienced the devastating 
emotional and financial consequences of failing to exercise those qualities. 
Beyond the zone of their immediate experience young adults have every 
chance of being challenged by social ills like urban and rural poverty, the 
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seemingly intractable difficulties besetting Aboriginal health, education 
and welfare, the plight of the homeless, the complex considerations posed 
by asylum seekers and the ever-present shadow of terrorism. Problems 
of the kinds mentioned above are not new, but the volume, immediacy 
and graphic nature of modern communication can lead to their being 
perceived as common, to-be-expected, and consequently accepted, if not 
acceptable, aspects of modern life. Combating the difficulties inherent in 
normal living and contributing to the resolution of major social issues will 
tax the intellectual and moral reserves of our citizens for many years. 

le a r n i n g f o r l i v i n g

The example given by Evans and by Hreljac point to the potential 
benefit when teachers guide their pupils to reflect on their personal 
beliefs and values, to comprehensively develop their abilities, and to 
decide on how they might best use them to make a positive difference 
in the lives of others. In many school environments such a goal could 
seem rather unrealistic. According to frequent media reports teachers are 
often forced to concentrate their energies on more mundane concerns. 
The school landscape reveals some dark areas where rude, disengaged 
and quarrelsome pupils cause disorder, others where bullying is not 
uncommon, and yet others where exacerbated internal problems result in 
significant teacher stress. There is a widespread view that such problems 
are rare in Catholic schools. Part of the reason could be found in formal 
policies and procedures sponsored by authorities in the various dioceses 
of Australia. The Melbourne Catholic Education Office, for example, 
vigorously promotes a ‘School Improvement Framework’.10 It also 
currently encourages implementation of a ‘Student Wellbeing Strategy 
Plan’ focusing on four areas. They are 

prevention and early intervention in relation to the learning •	
environment,
the twin processes of learning and teaching, including social and •	
emotional learning,
partnerships with the school and broader communities, and•	
policies and procedures, including the promotion of values and the •	
management of challenging situations.

Hopefully these kinds of policies keep school authorities alert for 
early evidence of behaviour with the potential to become significantly 
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disruptive of the learning environment.
Exasperating though it may seem, education can also be inhibited by 

obligations officially imposed on schools. Retiring at the end of 2009 
after more than forty years of teaching in six different government 
schools, a newspaper columnist complained of the stifling effect of the 
ever-growing bureaucracy affecting education in Victoria.11 He identified 
in particular 

preoccupation with state-mandated curricula, •	
the influence of what is hailed as the latest in educational research,•	
premature concern about specific career preparation,•	
the imposition of seemingly pointless clerical work, and •	
excessive attention to assessment. •	

At the end of January 2010 the Australian government launched a 
website publishing the results of national literacy and numeracy tests 
conducted in all Year 3, 5, 7 and 9 classes. The new website conducted 
by the Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority 
‘allowed and encouraged comparisons among schools that are statistically 
similar in terms of a range of factors known to affect test performance.’12 

Subsequently the media publicised concerns about the website voiced 
by a number of experienced teachers. They feared that such ranking of 
schools might lead to a narrowing of the curriculum in favour of teaching 
for the tests.13 

fr o m Wo r D s to D e e D s

However, even without the possibly constraining influence of national 
literacy and numeracy tests, much of the evaluation of classroom learning 
has long tended to limit the goals that teachers try to achieve. The 
interest of parents and school authorities in the academic progress of 
pupils puts increased emphasis on assessment generally. In the judgement 
of experienced educators such as Earl, the content of tests suitable as a 
basis for reports to parents and others is generally too limited and the 
scoring too simplistic to represent a broad range of learning outcomes. 14 

Earl asserts that the material used for this form of assessment is largely 
skewed to the lower and middle ranges of cognitive learning. Yet the 
higher levels of thinking, judging and valuing are crucial. While of great 
consequence for individual development in themselves, they also provide 
an essential basis for the exploration and appreciation of Catholic values 
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and ethics. Leaders in Catholic schools should see it as a call to action if 
there are factors making it more difficult for teachers to implement the 
whole range of the learning goals they themselves perceive as desirable. 

A landmark work by Bloom et al.,15 further developed by later 
educationists, has long alerted teachers to the hierarchy of cognitive and 
affective outcomes achievable through a thorough study of the standard 
school subjects. Works of this kind have made it relatively easy to prepare 
comprehensive statements of desirable goals that a significant majority of 
teachers readily accept as appropriate for their subjects. The goals include 
superior level thinking such as:

using critical thinking skills to adduce supporting evidence, predict •	
likely outcomes or draw convincing conclusions;
suggesting appropriate ways of solving problems; •	
judging the merit of a proposition or a finished work;•	
convincingly applying objective criteria or personal values to •	
provide an answer to a question.

•	
Similarly teachers support the relevance of such value-based thinking 

and action as:
drawing on values to differentiate, justify, propose a course of action, •	
or initiate an activity;
comparing and relating values as students progress towards building •	
an internally consistent value system;
displaying self-reliance, strong co-operation in group activities, •	
or demonstrating consistent and predictable behaviour based on 
personal values.

Objectives given endorsement in principle by teachers cover the whole 
range of cognitive and affective behaviours. However, the objectives they 
identify as actually guiding their teaching programmes tend to cluster 
around the first four or five of Bloom’s six cognitive levels, while the 
affective levels, especially the higher ones, are lightly represented. In 
a well-regarded text about assessment of learning, Mary Drummond 
emphasised that a statement of purpose is not to be confused with a 
portrayal of what actually eventuates.16 Accepting the appropriateness 
of goals and including them in the planning and implementation of 
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teaching programmes are two distinct matters. In drawing attention 
to this fact, Drummond echoed the views of earlier distinguished 
educationists including John Goodlad and J.W. Stephens who had 
observed that teachers’ statements of purpose did not necessarily lead 
to implementation of related action. Where does the observer find 
convincing proof that intention and declaration have been translated into 
teaching-learning? The evidence, according to a raft of educationists, is 
provided by what is actually assessed. Assessment occurs at two stages. 
Summative, the better known of the two, is implemented at the end of a 
programme. The other stage, termed formative, occurs at intervals during 
the course of the learning process as teachers regularly use a variety of 
ways to check on how students are progressing towards the achievement 
of stated goals. But what kinds of learning outcomes are in fact assessed? 
The answer gives a much better indication of what can be realistically 
expected from classroom learning than any statement of educational 
objectives. Over the years there have been indications that many teachers, 
perhaps the majority, find that while they are reasonably confident about 
evaluating student progress in some of the levels of thinking, knowing or 
problem solving, they lack the time or the know-how to check on student 
development in areas of social awareness, positive attitudes and values. 

fi r m ly h e l D va l u e s

Nevertheless, it is probable that across the spectrum of all schools, a 
number of young people are being helped to acquire superior intellectual, 
social and cultural competencies leading to related values and behaviours. 
Catholic schools should certainly be among them. Of course the area 
is not exclusive to Catholic schools nor are they unique in addressing it. 
But they should be distinctive in the high priority they uniformly accord 
it. In the words of Greg Craven, Vice-Chancellor of the Australian 
Catholic University, as a religion and a philosophy Catholicism is 
inherently interested in and focused upon values. For Catholicism and for 
Catholic education, values are core business.17 In a Catholic school, the 
comprehensive advantages coming potentially from a study of the regular 
subjects of the curriculum do more than help equip young people for life 
in a secular society. Those subject outcomes, especially in their higher 
levels, are also a springboard for a thorough exploration of Catholic moral 
values and ethics in a setting where reason and faith are interwoven.18 
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Values are the ideals that we have decided to uphold. Ethics comprise 
the rules of behaviour resulting from our values and governing our 
actions. The modern world tends to be intolerant of such an innate link 
between values and behaviour. While it may see some values as having 
social importance, it rarely regards any of them as critical, and believes that 
all of them should be seen as relative. Often this is interpreted to mean 
they can be abandoned when judged to be inappropriate. Arising from 
such considerations is the concept of value-free education in which all 
value positions are judged equally valid. Accordingly, its proponents are 
averse to imposing any particular value on the conscience of other people. 
But there is no such thing as value-free education. ‘When it comes to 
values,’ says Craven, ‘silence is as loud as or louder than words. A failure 
to assert the values in which we believe tells our children absolutely that 
those values are not worth believing in.’19 Or, to borrow from a veteran 
American educator, when we fail to select specific values to be taught we 
are deciding to teach the value that values are not important in our society. 
Moreover, we leave the door open for teachers to weave their personal 
values into what they present to students as facts, thereby allowing them 
to teach their own values without announcing what they are.20 

When today’s society concedes that some values are socially important 
it prefers to win an easy consensus in their regard by expressing them in 
terms open to wide interpretation. Not so in the Catholic school where 
values should be neither elusive nor equivocal. They are headlined in the 
Ten Commandments and in the Gospel, and spelled out precisely in 
the teachings of the Church. For Catholics these sources address such 
general areas as respect for authority, valuing human life from conception 
to the grave, recognition of the various rights of others, tolerance of 
differences among peoples, the right of every person regardless of origin 
to a reasonable standard of living. Consequently, there is no uncertainty 
in theory about the attitude to be adopted in specific matters as diverse 
as racial discrimination, abortion, euthanasia, pornography, minimising 
disadvantage at home and abroad, tax avoidance, ‘creative’ accounting, 
basic honesty and cheating in examinations. Of course, theory can be 
significantly easier than practice. In real life knowing what is good 
and what is bad in principle does not necessarily tell us what to do in 
a particular instance. To quote Roy Williams,21 each of us is frequently 
called on to strike a balance between competing virtues and competing 
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evils. Believing firmly in the sanctity of human life, for example, does 
not necessarily provide an easy answer when, as happens in time of war, 
killing may seem to be justified. We are not always confronted with 
clear-cut distinctions between right and wrong, but rather with choices 
the resolution of which draws on our entire value system. One of the key 
responsibilities of the Catholic school, therefore, is to contribute to the 
development in young people of an informed value system. Addressing such 
subjects may well encounter an additional obstacle coming from family 
attitudes. In certain of these areas some parents seem to have abrogated 
their responsibility to caution, correct and guide. A profound apathy 
with regard to ethical and religious formation is at times entrenched in 
parents and pupils who desire to benefit from the quality instruction and 
training offered by the Catholic school.22 As God has faded from modern 
humanity’s consciousness, He seems to have been replaced in many 
instances by ‘me’. For too many people life is largely about satisfying 
their desires of the moment. Moreover, in their minds, when things go 
wrong for them, when they encounter problems, when they make a mess 
of a situation, the fault is perceived as lying with someone else. As they 
see it, the buck not only doesn’t stop with them, it never comes anywhere 
near them. Attitudes of these kinds have permeated a good deal of our 
youth. Confronting and overcoming them will prove challenging. A big 
part of the solution will come from yielding to God a key role in human 
thinking, feeling and living, and from growing in acceptance of the 
personal and social responsibility He imposes on each person. 

Of course many Catholic families and pupils have responded positively 
to the challenge. In such cases it is the responsibility of the Catholic 
school to reinforce already held values and to extend them. Equally it 
must teach those values effectively to young people whose appreciation of 
them is deficient. In this regard the coordinators and teachers of religious 
education as well as staff who arrange liturgy services, faith formation 
programmes for students, and staff reflection days can be invaluable in 
promoting a structured ‘values curriculum’. Those elements of school life 
can promote thoughtful debate on the nature of good values, examination 
of their ethical consequences, investigation of ways of implementing 
them, and exploration of their basis in the teaching of Christ. However, 
such specifically religious elements necessarily occupy a minor fraction of 
the students’ week. The greater part of their time is spent with teachers 
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of ‘secular’ subjects whose immediate priority is the development of the 
intellectual, social and cultural competencies resulting from the subjects 
in which they specialise. While such may be their immediate priority they 
share with Religious Education teachers the responsibility of working to 
ensure that the Catholic school achieves its purpose. What respected and 
admired teachers say, do and reveal themselves to be can have considerable 
influence on the students’ formation. Ideally, while respecting the right of 
outsiders to disagree, teachers in a Catholic school should give the lead 
in articulating its values clearly and without apology, and demonstrating 
that what they say is what they believe.23 n

Qu a l i t y t e aC h i n g i s  C r u C i a l

In giving further consideration to the importance of the teacher it will 
first be helpful to keep in mind the key views affirmed to this stage :

The school community should cooperate to establish a constructive •	
and harmonious school environment where teachers and pupils 
feel free to exercise to the full the intellectual, social and cultural 
competencies fostered by the school curriculum;
The educational goals being pursued should not be limited to •	
those most readily assessed and reported on. Experience shows that 
superior intellectual and cultural values and behaviours are among 
the results achievable in a fully professional learning-teaching 
environment;
Statements of educational aims run the risk of being little more •	
than rhetoric unless appropriate ongoing measures are implemented 
to help teachers check on pupils’ progress towards the attainment of 
stated goals;
In a number of respects superior benefits arising from the secular •	
curriculum support the religious education programme and help 
give impetus to a whole-of-school effort to highlight moral values 
and ethical attitudes and actions.

It has been well established that many of the factors tending to inhibit 
student achievement are readily overcome by quality teaching.24 Over 
recent years researchers in Australia have convincingly demonstrated that 
‘by far the most important source of variation in student achievement 
is teacher quality’.25 So the Congregation for Catholic Education is on 
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solid ground when it attributes to teachers – individually and as a whole 
– the prime responsibility for creating a school climate conducive to the 
acceptance of Catholic values and ethics.26 This may seem unrealistic at 
a time when a proportion of staff in Catholic schools may not be even 
nominally Catholic. However, many of such staff may well endorse most 
if not all the values promoted by the school. In any case, all of them, in the 
environment where they work, should be ready to demonstrate that they 
are at least aware, respectful and supportive of those values. Education, so 
it has been claimed, is what is left after you have forgotten most of the 
particular items of knowledge you have been taught. A deal of what stays 
with young people throughout their lives comes from school interactions 
that are spontaneous and informal. The basic attitudes of teachers 
arising from their professional and personal formation are therefore all 
the more important. These considerations have substantial implications 
for appropriate kinds of in-service programmes organised by school 
authorities for teachers. 

The mission of the teacher in a Catholic school can be conceived 
as starting with teachers in formation learning from two sources. First 
there is personal learning, resolving any disparities detected between their 
existing attitudes and values on the one hand and those appropriate to 
educators of catholic youth on the other. At the same time there is also 
mastery of the levels of cognitive and affective competencies relevant to 
the teaching they expect to undertake. ‘Learners’ then proceed to the 
‘teaching’ stage where they are engaged in pupil instruction, fostering in 
their young charges cognitive and affective competencies of the kinds 
they themselves have already mastered. Advancing to the ‘educator’ stage 
their endeavours focus on pupil formation, guiding the young towards 
superior intellectual, cultural, social and moral qualities. While there will 
be heartening exceptions to the rule, in most cases teachers and the 

We are not always confronted with  
clear-cut distinctions between right  
and wrong, but rather with choices  

the resolution of which draws on our  
entire value system
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school may achieve little more than set young people firmly on the road 
to having their living guided by Catholic values. Even when graduating 
from high school, many young people are, in varying degrees, a work in 
progress. As Dewey among other philosophers has emphasised, their 
in-depth education comes with the absorption and interpretation of adult 
life experience. However, that fact does not detract from the invaluable 
role of Catholic school educators. On them falls the challenging, but 
ultimately rewarding, responsibility of using the quality and integrity of 
their own learning to teach and especially to guide the young. n
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The simplicity of faith implies a synergy of truths

ian SMith

In the English translation of his Italian reply to a question of one of the 
youth of Rome, Pope Benedict XVI spoke of the ‘synergy’ involved in the 
collaboration of God and man in the production of Sacred Scripture.1 
Though he qualif ied his response, saying that it was something a ‘theologian’ 
was more likely to say, the idea of synergy goes to the heart of his teaching 
style as a theologian and pastor.

1. in t r o D u C t i o n

Behind the origin of the cosmos there lies a thought that is free, 
conscious and efficacious. Thus, being is not a random event, but 
is derived from the gift of a divine will. The expression of this 

will is a word, or logos, who gratuitously conceived human life, sustains 
our presence, maps our destiny, and is, according to Joseph Ratzinger, now 
Pope Benedict XVI, ‘the truth of all things’.2 This same logos, who in the 
beginning brought order out of chaos (Cf. Gen 1:1-2:4a), was with God 
from all eternity (Cf. Jn 1:1), who was born of a virgin, died on a cross and 
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rose again, prompted the pope to state emphatically during his pontifical 
inauguration homily: ‘We are not some casual and meaningless product 
of evolution. Each of us is the result of a thought of God. Each of us is 
willed, each of us is loved, each of us is necessary’.3 Benedict’s affirmation 
is not simply said in order to make us feel better about ourselves, but is 
the anthropological foundation of the Catholic doctrine of creation and 
redemption. None of us is the product of chance, but the fruit of a divine 
plan. The interpretation of reality through the creative meaning of the 
logos is the most important theme in the thought of Joseph Ratzinger/
Benedict XVI. Whilst it imbues his writings, there is no systematic 
presentation of his ideas. So how does he get his message out? What is 
his pedagogical method?

Ratzinger often addresses controversial issues by employing polemic 
dialogue in order to distinguish between right and wrong, good and 
evil, reasonable and unreasonable. For example, in his defence of theism, 
Ratzinger has demonstrated the uncertainty of atheism. The logic of 
atheism goes further than believing that God does not exist. It must hold 
that the question of God’s existence is an absurdity; that the existence of 
God is impossible. But no matter how strong the belief in God’s non-
existence, Ratzinger asserts that doubt persists to such an extent that ‘in 
the very act of rejection, (one) has to experience the unrejectablity of 
belief ’.4 Doubt renders the atheistic position untenable and thus believers 
and unbelievers share the belief that God could exist. 

In addition to polemic, Ratzinger is not averse to making warranted 
criticisms, though he is sparing in this regard and never dismissive. He 
has, for example, been critical of the Second Vatican Council’s treatment 
of free will in paragraph 17 of Gaudium et spes, referring to it as ‘down-
right Pelagian’5 in its purportedly excessive anthropological optimism.6 
In addition, and with the benefit of hindsight, Ratzinger modified his 
support for the inclusion of the Council’s Marian teaching in the final 
chapter of the document on the Church, Lumen gentium. Immediately 
after the Council had concluded, Ratzinger acclaimed the incorporation 
of Mariology into ecclesiology for highlighting the nature of the Church 
as a communion of saints.7 More recently, Ratzinger has attributed to the 
action of the Council responsibility for the postconciliar obliteration of 
Mariology. ‘In fact,’ he reflects, ‘the immediate outcome of the victory of 
ecclesiocentric Mariology was the collapse of Mariology altogether.’8
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In any case, it is not polemic nor criticisms that form Ratzinger’s 
fundamental pedagogical pattern, but the use of dialectic, in which he 
seeks to show what is true and good by the holding of two or more 
principles in a fruitful tension. Why does he favour this method? 
Ratzinger’s approach presupposes the mutual necessity of goods that, 
through their interrelation, constitute a unified vision of reality; goods 
that are often treated by modernity as if they were mutually exclusive. No 
theology is produced in a moral or cultural vacuum. Dialectic rehabilitates 
those aspects of being which have fallen out of harmony, so to speak, with 
modernity. 9 

In what follows, the method of dialectic will be explored more fully, 
Ratzinger’s thought will be situated in the context of modernity, and an 
analysis of the dialectical perichoreses (interior unities) of faith and reason, 
being and history, and freedom and truth will be presented, with a view 
to penetrating the pope’s understanding of the primordial truth of the 
logos.

2. rat z i n g e r’s  p e Dag o g i Ca l pat t e r n

An authentic sense of the dramatic attracts and nourishes the tens of 
thousands who attend the Wednesday audiences of Pope Benedict 

XVI. Though a few scholars and highly-placed churchmen may be 
present, his hearers predominantly consist of the lay faithful who atten-
tively sit at the feet of Peter’s successor. This would please Benedict for 
no other reason than his desire to spend time with the humble and pure 
of heart. 

At the end of his reflections on the achievements of Vatican II, 
published within a year of its conclusion, after the seemingly endless 
debates, both enthralling and banal, the commissions, schemas, ballots, 
promulgations and pompous ceremonies, the Council peritus10 proffered 
this timely reality check: ‘In the final analysis the Church lives, in sad as 
well as joyful times, from the faith of those who are simple of heart’.11 
Ratzinger recalls the names of Zechariah, Elizabeth, Joseph and Mary 
who exemplified this simplicity and who marked the completion of the 
‘old People of God’ and ushered in the new.12 ‘The faith of those who 
are simple of heart’, Ratzinger concludes, ‘is the most precious treasure 
of the Church’.13 As a mark of the consistency of his attitude, Benedict 
XVI recounts in his first encyclical letter, Deus caritas est, the story of St 
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Lawrence, deacon and martyr, who presented the poor people of Rome 
to the ruling authority after he was ordered to produce the treasures of 
the Church.14 Ratzinger approaches the intellectus f idei with the simple 
attitude of the poor, not seeking to impose himself, but, in humble 
obedience, accepting what is true in the spirit of Jesus’ prayer: ‘I thank 
thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things 
from the wise and understanding and revealed them to babes; yea, Father, 
for such was thy gracious will’ (Matt 11:25).15 

Being simple is to be undivided and, in the case of a Christian, singular 
in the love of God and desire to serve him in his Church. Simplicity is to 
be fully integrated in the truth of one’s being. Reality, Ratzinger perceives, 
is a differentiated unity of being;16 a coming together of all that pertains 
to the dignity of being, and not just the fashionable bits. His writings 
draw together the various strands of the Church’s fabric, which he weaves 
together, knowing that they are derived from the one divine source. 
Ratzinger achieves this by identifying the dialectical correspondence of 
truths of being, appreciative that truth itself would be compromised if 
one of its aspects was overlooked or not seen in correct relation to the 
others. Not to be confused with being ‘balanced’, dialectical tensions are 
not arbitrary, but the application of the interior unity of being. 
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Ratzinger’s method is to illustrate the unity of being by holding 
together principles that exist in an intrinsically connected tension.17 For 
example, in his assessment of the correct form of sermons and homilies, 
Ratzinger refers to the ‘inner tension … connecting dogma, Scripture, the 
Church and the World of today. None of these pillars’, he asserts, ‘may 
be removed, except at the cost of the crumbling of the whole thing’.18 In 
another example, Ratzinger juxtaposes faith and praxis.19 Confronting 
the challenge of various political theologies,20 which tend to emphasise 
the latter, claiming that orthodoxy is no guarantee of justice, Ratzinger 
asserts the importance of faith as the measure of praxis.21 In Deus caritas 
est, Benedict XVI evaluates the modern “radicalisation” of eros and agape, 
which posits these two aspects of love as antithetical. The pope opines 
that, on the contrary, ‘the more the two, in their different aspects, find a 
proper unity in the one reality of love, the more the true nature of love in 
general is realised’.22 Elsewhere in the encyclical letter, Benedict considers 
the dialectic of worship and ethics, arriving at the same conclusion 
that the two comprise a unified reality, which also points beyond each 
other, to the divine logos. The pope writes, ‘Faith, worship and ethos are 
interwoven as a single reality which takes shape in our encounter with 
God’s agape’.23 

Dialectic seems to imply a certain antithesis, but this belies the 
singular reality its principles embody. Dialectical truths engage in 
a mutually illuminative dialogue, shedding light on the mystery of 
being.24 Dialectical perichoresis is a sign of the unity of being. It serves 
to reveal the Christian vision of reality, which, as Ratzinger states, is 
‘the self-manifestation of immutable divine truth’.25 This deeper essence, 
in which the truths elucidated by a dialectical correspondence share, 
point to their origin in the divine logos. They consequently possess a 
universal application. In this way dialectic speaks to both the style and 
the substance of Ratzinger’s message. Dialectic responds to the practice, 
identified by Cardinal Newman, of treating truth as if it were a buffet,26 
an approach that empties truth of its meaning because of the arbitrariness 
of its preferences.

And yet it is equally important not to overstate the value of dialectic. 
As Ratzinger points out, paraphrasing St Ambrose, ‘faith … was given 
into the keeping of fishermen and not dialecticians’.27 Dialectic may 
imply that the truth of being is equal to ‘the sum of its parts’. However, 
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the truth of being, toward which the use of dialectic is directed, is not 
itself dialectic, but organic. Ratzinger makes this qualification explicit 
in regard to the Church: ‘The Church is not structured dialectically, but 
organically’.28 Dialectical correspondence points to the unity, truth and 
meaning of being, which may be understood and appreciated by reflection 
on the integration of its aspects. In relation to the Godhead, for example, 
Ratzinger writes: ‘we correctly distinguish Christ and the Spirit only 
when their diversity helps us better understand their unity’.29 In the end, 
however, our attempts at a synthesis will always leave what Ratzinger 
characterises as, a ‘remnant that remains always to be explained’.30 
Dialectic is a useful teaching tool and should not be seen as the ‘last 
word’ on any matter of the Faith, since we never attain to the whole of the 
Mystery. There will always be ‘more’. Through dialectic, notwithstanding 
the above qualifications, we can come, along with Joseph Ratzinger, to a 
correct, if partial, understanding of the mystery of Absolute Being.

3. th e C h a l l e n g e o f m o D e r n i t y

It is said that there are no new heresies. Cardinal Ratzinger appreciated 
the wisdom of this notion when he quoted St Paul in his homily at the 

opening of the papal conclave on 18 April 2005. Warning of a looming 
‘dictatorship of relativism’,31 the then Dean of Cardinals spoke of the lack 
of Christian maturity that leaves one vulnerable to being ‘tossed by waves 
and swept along by every wind of teaching arising from human trickery’ 
(Eph 4:14).32 Ratzinger can see this folly in modern culture.

How many winds of doctrine we have known in recent decades, how 
many ideological currents, how many ways of thinking. The small boat of 
thought of many Christians has often been tossed about by these waves – 
thrown from one extreme to the other: from Marxism to liberalism, even 
to libertinism; from collectivism to radical individualism; from atheism 
to a vague religious mysticism; from agnosticism to syncretism and so 
forth.33

By modernity’s absolutising of an aspect of reality, and thereby reducing, 
ignoring or eliminating others, reality in fact escapes modernity’s grasp. 
Paradoxically, this ‘pure relativity’ asserts itself as another kind of 
dogmatism, Ratzinger observes.34 While modernity sees its rejection 
of the absolute (read embrace of positivism, the law of personal 
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preference, as absolute) to be a broadening of its vision, Ratzinger knows 
it to be a precarious narrowing. The culture of modernity is formed, 
according to Ratzinger, in two phases, the first being the religious 
movement of the Protestant Reformation, which resulted in an excessive 
anthropocentrism and, second, the philosophical series of movements 
known as the Enlightenment, which resulted in a hyper-rationalisation 
of reality. Through an analysis of Ratzinger’s approach to the dialectical 
correspondence of faith and reason, being and history, and freedom and 
truth, we will attempt to appreciate the truth, freedom and meaning of 
being, as well as its distortion in the culture of modernity.

3.1.  fa i t h a n D re a s o n

Early Christianity, Ratzinger notes, regarded itself as a philosophy, 
rather than a theology, per se; the philosophy, in fact, since it pos-

sessed the answer to the problem of death.35 Christ is presented as the 
philosopher par excellence, who addresses life’s fundamental questions 
and provides meaning, especially in the face of human mortality.36 ‘Since 
being a Christian means to live according to the Logos who is Christ, 
it follows that Christians are true philosophers and Christianity the 
true philosophy’, Ratzinger reasons.37 Faith and philosophy were identi-
cal, and even the notion of their dialectical relation would have seemed 
unnecessarily contrived. It really was much more straightforward.

Faith in Christ did more than ease natural human anxiety about 
one’s origin and destiny. It produced in many Christians a fearless self-
abandonment during times of persecution, after the manner of Christ 
on the Cross. ‘In martyrdom’, Ratzinger states, ‘it becomes clear that a 
good exists that is worth even dying for. In reality, a life that no longer 
recognises a good that gives it value is no longer a true life’.38 It is the 
logos, the person of Christ, who gives such meaning to life. Philosophy is 
more than just thinking, therefore; it is also a movement of the will and 
the heart of a person.

If faith and reason can be distinguished at all in this early period of the 
Church, they are seen to operate as do the will and the intellect, respectively. 
Of these, Ratzinger asserts that the affect of the will predisposes in the 
intellect a certain sympathy, without which understanding would be 
impossible.39 He cites St Thomas Aquinas quoting St Augustine, ‘Man 
can do everything else against his will, but he can believe only of his 
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free will’.40 In this way faith is understood to be prior to reason, being a 
reflection of ‘the inmost heart of the human will … for happiness’.41 The 
movement of the heart, or will, is an act of love that ‘lights the way for 
the understanding and draws it with it into assent’.42 

In the modern era, the ‘sense of security’, as Ratzinger puts it, drawn 
from the ‘philosophy’ of Christianity ‘has been shattered’.43 Nonetheless, 
the thirst for happiness and the desire for answers to the questions of 
human origin, destiny and right living are as pertinent today as they 
ever were or will be. Ratzinger traces the secularisation of Christian 
philosophy back to the Schoolmen, and Aquinas in particular, who 
distinguished between knowledge that could be gained from reason alone 
and knowledge that is derived wholly from divine revelation.44 

Philosophy was concerned with the former and theology, the latter. 
However, the assertion of a strict division, not intended by scholasticism, 
has gained a new stridency in modernity, Ratzinger observes.45 Heidegger, 
for example, stresses that philosophy is pure questioning. Anyone in 
possession of the answers is by definition not a philosopher. A believer 
is ipso facto excluded from the pursuit of philosophy, according to the 
Heideggerian approach.46 

In between times, the figure of Martin Luther represented a definitive 
rupture in the unity of faith and reason in Christendom. Philosophy 
was as useless to theology as good works were to grace and tradition 
was to Scripture, according to Luther, since it imposed something ‘man-
made’ on the Gospel.47 More recently the Swiss protestant theologian 
Karl Barth took up the defence of Christianity, as he saw it, against the 
Catholic acceptance of the analogia entis. He tenaciously repudiated use 
of the analogy of being as setting divine revelation in direct competition 
with human experience, thereby replacing the true knowledge of God 
with human fantasy.48 

Barth was convinced that there can be no analogy between human 
experience and the divine being that can speak authoritatively about the 
nature and will of God. Nevertheless, Ratzinger argues that the use of 
philosophical method is unavoidable in the construction of the apologia 
of the hope Christ gives us (Cf. 1 Pet 3:15).49 Neither Luther nor Barth 
could resist using philosophical categories, Ratzinger charges.50 The 
locus of the disagreement is not with philosophy in general, but with the 
rejection of metaphysics, in particular.51
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3.2.  Be i n g a n D hi s to ry 

3.2.1.  th e f i r s t  ph a s e

The astute reader will have already noticed that Ratzinger thinks 
‘metaphysically’. Metaphysics is the branch of philosophy which 

assumes that there is meaning to be found in the universe which tran-
scends what can be known only through science. It is the study of primary 
causes, rather than the empirical study of secondary causes. Metaphysical 
enquiry reflects Ratzinger’s weltanschauung, or worldview, in which the 
fundamental questions related to human origin, destiny and happiness 
are accessible ultimately only outside of one’s self, in the logos of creation. 
One cannot ‘self-transcend’, as such. 

The metaphysical approach has been challenged by the historico-
centrism of Luther, which posits salvation history alone as the answer 
to human longing.52 According to the Protestant worldview, salvation 
history involves a radical juncture, or discontinuity, in the movement of 
history.53 Metaphysics, on the other hand, represents for Protestantism 
continuity, as well as the invidious Hellenisation of the Gospel, which 
was considered by Barth to be an ‘anti-Christ’.54 Whilst Benedict 
considers all theology to be a ‘theology of Resurrection’,55 acknowledging 
the centrality of the Incarnation in history and for eschatology, he does 
not want to distinguish as sharply as Luther between the order of creation 
and the order of redemption, since behind both is the one and the same 
‘thought of God’, the logos.56 The kenosis, or divine self-emptying, of the 
Incarnation, and subsequent passion and crucifixion of Christ, was not 
an after-thought or contingency plan should the created order fail to 
work out. The gift of the divine self was ‘built in’ to the original plan, 
since the logos has no need to create, or, for that matter, to redeem. Being 
is the supreme gift because it is a participation in the life of the Giver. 
Ratzinger confirms that ‘the highest possibility of Being no longer seems 
to be detachment of him who exists in himself and needs only himself ’.57 
Absolute Being has given of himself in a supreme condescension. ‘The 
logos of the whole world, the creative original thought’, Ratzinger attests, 
‘is at the same time love; in fact this thought is creative because, as 
thought, it is love, and, as love it is thought.’58 Recalling the interrelation 
of faith and reason in the understanding of early Christianity, just as the 
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heart predisposes the mind to truth, the creative thought of the logos was 
predisposed to the work of creation from a superabundance of love. The 
act of being is an act of self-giving love. From this vantage point, belief 
is also a metaphysical act, and not just prey for the vicissitudes of history. 
Ratzinger confirms: 

Saying ‘I believe that God exists’ also implies opting for the view that 
the logos – that is, the idea, freedom, love – stands not merely at the end 
but also at the beginning; that is, it is the originating and encompassing 
power of all being.59

3.2.2.  th e se C o n D ph a s e 

Metaphysics was pronounced dead to the culture of the West by 
Ratzinger in 1999,60 but was mortally wounded from the outset of 

the Age of Enlightenment, as early as the fifteenth century.61 Ratzinger 
characterises the aggiornamento of the arts and sciences, known as 
the Renaissance, as ‘relinquishing the Christian’,62 when the classical 
approach to metaphysical first causes was usurped by a strictly ‘objective’ 
approach to truth, eclipsing all that could not be proven empirically, and 
relegating it to the ‘subjective’ and, by definition, untrue.63 

Giving voice to this new, ‘scientific’ movement was Giordano Bruno, to 
whom Ratzinger attributes the disintegration of the doctrine of creation 
from the worldview of modernity. Whilst Bruno initiated a new aesthetic 
appreciation of the cosmos, his logic caused him to reject the idea of a 
contingent world, dependent on a divine benefactor.64 Ratzinger sums up 
Bruno’s intellectual position: 

the dependence implied by faith in creation is unacceptable. It 
is seen as a real barrier to human freedom, the basis of all other 
restrictions, the first thing needing to be eliminated if humankind 
is to be effectively liberated.65 

In a new kind of dependence, freedom pivots on the absence of God, 
according to Bruno. As the deist position gained a foothold, God’s 
effective absence as an aloof ‘first cause’ becomes as meaningless to 
human reality as his presence became to Bruno’s rationalisation of a 
cosmos that now apparently orbits individual autonomy. History, now 
divorced from being, comes to dominate the interpretation of reality, 
Ratzinger observes.66 In contrast to the metaphysical worldview, which 
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posited all thought as a ‘rethinking of being’,67 since the logos had already 
implanted his own rationale in the cosmos and ‘speaks within being’,68 
modernity interprets reality as a process of ‘continual expansion’,69 where 
human progress is evaluated according to technical innovation, often at 
the expense of human dignity.70 True knowledge, according to modernity, 
is derived only from what we ourselves make.71 

A contradictory situation has now developed. ‘At the very moment 
when radical anthropocentrism set in and man could know only his own 
work, he had to learn to accept himself as merely a chance occurrence, 
just another ‘fact’.72 Whereas being had previously been understood as the 
gift of the supreme Giver, it had now been reduced to a fact among other 
meaningless facts. Modernity inverts the meaning of human contingency 
with the assertion that dependence amounts to bondage. However, the 
necessity of cosmic chance not only suppresses freedom, but snuffs it 
out of all possible existences. As Ratzinger asks: ‘Does matter create 
reason? Does pure chance produce meaning? Or do the intellect, logos, 
and reason come first, so that reason, freedom and the good are already 
part of the principles that construct reality?’.73 If there is such a thing as 
human freedom, then it is derived from the same thought that brought 
the cosmos into being. Ratzinger explains:

But if the logos of all being, the being that upholds and encompasses 
everything, is consciousness, freedom, and love, then it follows 
automatically that the supreme factor in the world is not cosmic necessity 
but freedom.74

3.3.  fr e e D o m a n D tr u t h

In one of his assessments of the post-conciliar period, Ratzinger pro-
poses Cervantes’ character Don Quixote as a metaphorical prescription 

for what is needed in the Church and, indeed, the world. The novel opens 
with the chivalry of the middle ages being mockingly jettisoned in favour 
of a more ‘enlightened’, modern age. Nonetheless, the author apparently 
discovers in his protagonist what Ratzinger describes as a ‘noble foolish-
ness’.75 Don Quixote’s vocation is, Cervantes explains, ‘to be pure in his 
thoughts, modest in his words, sincere in his actions, patient in adversity, 
merciful toward those in need and, finally, a crusader for truth even if the 
defense of it should cost him his life’.76 
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In spite of the need for the defence of truth, freedom, Ratzinger 
observes, is the defining aspiration of modern culture.77 Modernity 
considers truth to be a threat, ‘a means of suppressing freedom’.78 
In contrast, Ratzinger understands freedom to be derived from the 
creative freedom of the logos, rather than from a ‘cosmic necessity’, 
as modernity would interpret it.79 Human freedom is at the service 
of this truth, since truth embraces humanity long before freedom 
begins to wonder at its purpose and meaning.80 Human contingency, 
or lack of self-subsistence, is in this case no meaningful lack at all, but 
is recast as potency actualised by virtue of the generosity of the logos. 
Human being is pure gift. As St Paul attests, ‘What have you that you 
did not receive?’ (1 Cor 4:7). Our givenness is the sign of the Giver-
Gift being received, and certainly not a random evolutionary twist.  
Modernity, in contrast, regards freedom from truth to be true freedom, so 
to speak.81 Marx expressed modernity’s view of freedom as the capacity ‘to 
do one thing today and another thing tomorrow; to hunt in the morning, 
fish in the afternoon, breed cattle in the evening and criticise after dinner, 
just as I please …’.82 While this view has some appeal, it possesses less 
merit, because it means ‘that our own will is the sole norm of our action’.83 
If freedom implies doing anything one desires, it becomes disconnected 
from reason and the common good.84 In the case of Marxism, freedom is 
inextricably linked to equality, and so individual freedom is conditional, 
and thereby dispensable and readily sacrificed, when the goal of freedom 
for all is threatened.85 

Ratzinger posits the view of J.P. Sartre as the most radical version of 
anarchic freedom produced in the 20th century.86 With the total absence 
of any governing principle, Sartre considered freedom to be an absurdity, 
condemning humanity to a radical positivism, unlike other visible realities 
that possessed a definite ‘nature’.87 Freedom ordered humanity not to any 
truth of being, but to a perpetually indeterminate and chaotic void.88 The 
meaninglessness of such an existence, a pitifully lived state for Sartre, 
leads Ratzinger to conclude that ‘liberation from truth does not produce 
freedom, but abolishes it’.89 By isolating freedom from truth, modernity 
has falsified its meaning. If freedom is to be authentic then it must be 
seen in the context of ‘the totality of man’, Ratzinger explains.90 ‘Freedom 
is a good, but only within a network of other goods together with which 
it forms an indissoluble unity’.91 Acts of the will must, therefore, be 
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reasonable and implicitly oriented to truth.92 As Ratzinger confirms, 
‘Right is not an obstacle to freedom, but constitutes it’.93 

Intriguingly, Ratzinger’s answer to questions about the nature of the 
freedom/truth dialectic is to be found in his personalistic anthropology.94 
In order to illustrate his position, Ratzinger refers to the ‘right’ to 

abortion as a concrete example of the absurd logic of radicalised freedom. 
He asks: ‘exactly what sort of freedom has even the right to annul 
another’s freedom as soon as it begins?’.95 Though radically dependent 
on the mother before and, indeed, after birth, the infant is nevertheless 
‘an independent self ’.96 Ratzinger characterises the unborn infant as a 
‘being-from’ and ‘being-with’ vis-à-vis its mother.97 The ‘being-from’ 
and ‘ being-with’ of the infant demand of its mother a ‘being-for’ the 
dependent life. At this moment, when the mother’s freedom seems to 
have been entirely usurped, the true meaning of freedom is revealed to be 
the gift of self. Just as being is a gift, so too the freedom of being demands 
reciprocity. Contrary to the inverted, modern meaning of transcendence, 
whereby I am drawn in to myself, authentic freedom sends me out, in this 
case, into the womb. As Ratzinger states, ‘The primacy of the Logos and 
the primacy of love proved to be identical’.98 

The beauty of the movement of freedom and truth to love replies to 
the kind of ‘I’m okay, you’re okay’ reading of freedom sometimes advanced 
as a minor corrective to libertine versions of freedom. According to this 
view, which was formulated by Ratzinger’s collaborator at Vatican II, Karl 
Rahner, freedom is simply ‘to be oneself ’.99 In response to this notion of 
the so-called ‘anonymous Christian’, Ratzinger is scathing: ‘Just to accept 
one’s humanity as it is … that is not redemption; it is damnation’.100 
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Far from being content with any status quo, human freedom demands ‘a 
spirituality of conversion, of ec-stasy [Ek-stase], of self-transcendence’.101 
The logos of freedom is kenotic love, the essence of which is seen in the 
Cross of Christ. As Ratzinger states, ‘freedom always has to do with love, 
and love with redemption’.102 Echoing our Lord, Ratzinger concludes 
that ‘the liberation of man consists in his being freed from himself and, 
in relinquishing himself, truly finding himself ’ (Cf. Matt 16:25).103 

4. Co n C l u s i o n

If metaphysics gives witness to an all-encompassing truth which I am 
called to embrace, then its clutches serve only to usurp my freedom, 

according to the orthodoxy of modernity. On the one hand, modernity’s 
account of the cosmos seeks to assert individual freedom as absolute, but 
at the same time, its historicist approach results in one entity being indis-
tinguishable from another. An undifferentiated sameness empties human 
life of both present and ultimate meaning, and renders illegitimate the 
fundamental metaphysical question, why is there something, rather than 
nothing? Joseph Ratzinger, on the other hand, presents an integrated 
vision of the human person, in keeping with the differentiated unity of 
being. Human origin and destiny are to be found in the creative love of 
the divine logos, rather than the meaninglessness of cosmic chance and 
radical positivism. 

Dialectic has proved to be Ratzinger’s way of maintaining the truth 
of being against the ‘waves’ of modernity. As G.K. Chesterton would 
approvingly affirm, ‘It [Catholicism] is the only thing that frees a man 
from the degrading slavery of being a child of his age’.104 Recalling Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s call for a new St Benedict, David L. Schindler proposes Pope 
Benedict XVI as a possible answer to the crisis of relativism.105 Perhaps, 
in the light of Ratzinger’s defence of truth, he may also be acclaimed the 
Don Quixote of contemporary Catholicism. n 
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10 Songs that Changed the World. 
June Skinner Sawyers. London: 
Pier 9/Murdoch Books. 295 pp

What do ‘Amazing 
Grace’, ‘Strange Fruit’, 
‘Imagine’ and ‘Rapper’s 

Delight’ have in common? These 
are just a few of the Sawyers 
describes as songs that changed 
the world: 

Great songs can crystallise a moment 
in time. They can define lives and 
create – or at least shape collective 
identities … popular music reflects 
our personal history but also our 
collective history
In their own way, each of the ten 

songs she has selected epitomised 
a change taking place in society 
around them. ‘Amazing Grace’ 
(written by former slave trader John 

Newton in 1772) recalls his conver-
sion to Christianity. Newton wasn’t 
a musician, and it’s unlikely that 
he provided a musical accompani-
ment; congregations used a variety 

Changing tunes

MaDeleine laMing
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of well-known hymns and there 
were numerous arrangements until 
1900 when Edwin Excel wrote the 
current arrangement. Despite the 
variety of musical accompaniments, 
or perhaps because of them, the 
song became popular very quickly 
and was used by Methodist and 
Congregationalist communities 
throughout the English-speaking 
world. ‘Strange Fruit’ also recalls 
the dreadful effects of slavery in 
the United States. 

Abel Meeropol taught English 
in the Bronx, with a strong 
commitment to political activism. 
Shocked and appalled by a 
photograph of a lynching, he found 
it hard to forget what he had 
seen. ‘Strange Fruit’ was originally 
written as a poem and published in 
a teachers’ union journal; later he 
set the words to music. The song 
was performed by Billie Holiday 
in 1938; it launched her career and 
became her biggest hit, but it also 
raised awareness of the precarious 
position of African-Americans in 
the South and helped to create 
conditions for the Civil Rights 
movement a generation later.

The songs ‘Hound-Dog’, 
‘Imagine’, ‘Anarchy in the UK’ and 
‘Rapper’s Delight’ all reflect the 
times in which they were written. 
A young, rebellious Elvis Presley 
entranced and inspired restless 

teenagers across America; John 
Lennon dared to dream of a better 
world even though it was clear that 
the flower power revolution had 
failed. In stark contrast, the Sex 
Pistols’ debut single ‘Anarchy in 
the UK’ encapsulated the rage and 
despair of thousands of disaffected 
young people in the 1970s who 
truly saw no future.  In fact, their 
biggest hit was a punk version 
of ‘God Save the Queen’ which 
poured scorn on the Silver Jubilee 
celebrations in 1977. 

A decade later, in the United 
States, rap played a similar role, 
and like punk it affected dance, 
fashion and film as well as music.  
Created out of Afro-Caribbean 
and Latin-American culture, it not 
only reflected the attitudes of many 
young African-Americans disap-
pointed by the failure of the Civil 
Rights movement to deliver a bet-
ter way of life, it celebrated their 
contempt for mainstream society, 
both black and white.

Sawyers provides an in-depth 
history of each song and draws 
connections between them, noting 
that John Lennon was adamant 
that he would never have given up 
his studies at Liverpool College 
of Art and turned to music – if 
Radio Luxemburg had not played 
records by a little-known promising 
American singer called Elvis. n
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Outliers: The story of success  
by Malcolm Gladwell  
Little, Brown and Company, 2008

Outlier’ is a scientific 
term that describes 
the improbable – the 

phenomena that occur outside of 
‘normal’ experience. In his book 
Outliers, cultural commentator 
Malcolm Gladwell profiles those 
among us (the software billionaires, 
the empire builders) who have 
achieved freakish success. However, 
this is not a normal ‘success’ book, 
along the lines of The Secret or The 
7 Habits of Highly Successful People, 
for Gladwell contends that the only 

extraordinary thing about outliers 
are the external circumstances that 
help them achieve that success. 

The combination of fortuitous 
cultural factors – the timing, the 
supposed obstacles and of course, 
the raw talent that conspire to 
make some successful and others 
not – is often forgotten, according 
to Gladwell: we’re often so focused 
on the individual character traits of 
the successful, that we forget what 
a group project success is. 

In a series of fascinating case 
studies, Gladwell attempts to dis-
pel the American myth of the 
self-made man. It’s a tough call, 
for our own Australian culture also 
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romanticises the ‘pulled up by the 
bootstraps’ hero. 

Instead, Gladwell asks us not 
to idolise the rags-to-riches story, 
saying instead that no-one does 
it on his or her own. But neither 
is this a book about fate – that if 
you’re simply born at the right time 
to the right parents you can’t help 
but make it. 

So are Asians particularly good 
at maths? Do pilots from certain 
cultures have a higher rate of 
crashing their planes than others? 
Are Jewish lawyers more successful? 
If these cultural stereotypes have 
any factual basis, why on earth is it 
so? And what are the circumstances 
that give rise to a rush of software 
billionaires?

Clearly, talent and passion are a 
given for Gladwell’s success stories, 
but as he demonstrates, sometimes 
heartbreakingly, they’re nowhere 
near enough. In his chapter ‘The 
trouble with geniuses’, Gladwell 
discusses the limited role of IQ, and 
how, after a certain number of IQ 
points above average intelligence, a 
higher IQ doesn’t necessarily make 
a difference. 

To illustrate this he compares 
Robert Oppenheimer (the physicist 
who led the American effort to 
develop the first nuclear bomb) 
with Chris Langan, a man with an 
IQ of 195 (Einstein’s was 150). 

Whereas Oppenheimer (who 
once tried to poison his tutor) was 
able to charm his way into a job 
he was perhaps not qualified for, 
Langan was kicked out of university 
because he had car trouble one day 
and couldn’t get to class on time. 

There was a cultural difference 
between the two. In a study 
following the families of children 
with high IQs, it was found that 
the middle-class children were 
taught to question authority, to 
feel comfortable articulating their 
needs and, above all, to feel a sense 
of entitlement. 

On the other hand, although 
children from working-class 
families were not necessarily 
taught to respect authority, they 
were taught not to question it. 
They were not taught that they 
could argue with superiors and 
make a case for their needs. They 
were not taught to bend the world 
to their wishes. 

The lack of such skills has 
left someone like Chris Langan 
(according to Gladwell, ‘possibly 
the smartest man in the world 
today’) working as a security guard 
for most of his adult life. 

In the examples of the software 
billionaires and Jewish lawyers, 
Gladwell puts a precise number to 
success: 10,000 hours of work. The 
successful don’t just work much 
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harder than their contemporaries, 
he says, they work much, much 
harder. When this preparation 
meets opportunity, the world 
opens up. 

So in the case of the lawyers, 
it actually helped to be a poverty-
stricken child of Jewish immigrant 
garment workers, a culture 
that taught children qualities 
of autonomy, complexity and a 
connection between effort and 
reward. Further, being refused 
work in the successful law firms 
of the day, (because of your Jewish 
heritage) meant that you had to 
accept whatever work came in, 
which in those days was the ‘dirty-
work’ of litigation: so that when 
the hostile takeovers of the 1980s 
came around, suddenly the Jewish 
law firms were more in demand 
than any other. 

Part Two of Outliers looks more 
closely at the cultural factors that 
shape success, using a chilling 
account of the circumstances that 
led to a plane crash as a case 
study in how authoritarian cultures 
can be more likely to produce 
unreliable pilots than cultures that 
nurture individual freedom and 
responsibility. 

Gladwell is a seasoned trend-
spotter, and his previous books, 
Tipping Point and Blink: the power 
of thinking without thinking have 

both been best-sellers. And while 
in Outliers Gladwell’s thesis leaves 
many things unaccounted for – 
how and why siblings can have 
vastly different levels of success, for 
example – his research is thorough 
and his storytelling skills make this 
an enjoyable experience for even 
the most skeptical reader. n
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T he eclipse, directed by 
Conor McPherson, is a bizarre 

and yet moving Irish horror/ love 
story. Set against the picturesque 
and sheltered seaport town of 
Cobh on the south coast of Ireland, 
it follows the tale of Michael 
Farr (Ciarán Hinds) a woodwork 
teacher, who volunteers at a local 
literary festival each year. Michael, 
a father of two, has recently lost his 
wife, Eleanor. 

At this literary festival he meets 
Lena Morelle (Iben Hjejle), who is 
at the festival promoting her book 
about ghosts – The Eclipse – the 

movie’s namesake. Michael turns 
to Lena because he believes he is 
being haunted.

The film explores the grief-
stricken Michael’s plight as he 
seeks some semblance of closure. 
Adapted by McPherson and Billy 
Roche, it’s loosely based on one 
of Roche’s short stories and has 
translated well to the screen. 
Underpinned by Fionnuala Ní 
Chiosáin’s ethereal musical score, 
the film goes from okay to eerie 
in a heartbeat. The use of sound is 
masterly: for while silence in the 
film is foreboding, the seductive 

Ghost writers

aMelia hugheS-lobeRt
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music score often misleads you 
into thinking that everything is 
trotting along nicely.

This is no ordinary drama 
romance: the feeling of normality 
is conveyed in deluxe documentary 
style, so when you first see a glimpse 
of the supernatural, you jump. 

It ’s well-paced, however: 
Nicholas Holden (Aidan Quinn), 
an obnoxious bestselling author 
who is also attending the festival, 
provides some comic relief; Quinn’s 
performance and drunken antics 
are very funny. The characters don’t 
talk much: it’s refreshing to watch 
the story unfold without too much 
chatter. 

One of the ghosts haunting 
Michael is still alive, though in 
desperate state, taking the form of 

Michael's father-in-law, Malachy, 
residing at the nursing home. The 
pain of losing his daughter is too 
much for him: he says, ‘When you 
lose a child, you think there can't 
be a God’. Such grief, unable to 
be assuaged, so powerful that it 
manifests into hauntings, is made 

understandable even as it confronts 
us with mystery. 

After such shocks, one might 
expect a bone-chilling ending, but 
it is handled movingly. There is 
compassion at the denouement as 
Michael is finally allowed to let 
go (providing utter relief for the 
viewer as well). You leave the film 
still caught by the ending, still 
thinking of it: a rare thing in film-
making these days. n
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Accidents Happen
Director Andrew Lancaster  
Andrew Lancaster’s directorial 
debut is about a forlorn family, 
doomed to repeat its past accidents. 
More of a teen melodrama and 
coming of age story than anything 
else, this film fails to transmit its 
message, though what this message 
is, is not made entirely clear.

The Conway family has had a 
lot of tragedy: losing two children 
in an accident has hardened the 

feisty and blunt Gloria Conway 
(Geena Davis). Unable to deal with 
the sadness, her husband Ray ( Joel 
Tobeck) wants a divorce, and Larry 
(Harry Cook) and Billy (Harrison 
Gilbertson) are left with their 
struggling mother. At the start of 
the film, Billy narrowly misses his 
burning (literally) neighbour and 
as a consequence smashes into a 
flag pole, starting the chapter of 
accidents waiting to happen. Eight 
years later a testosterone-fuelled 

F I L m   R E v I E w
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Billy and his friend Douglas go 
on a rebellious rampage, with fatal 
consequences. Like The Eclipse, 
also reviewed in this issue, Accidents 
Happen is exploring the effects and 
complexities of grief.  

Set in early 1980s suburban 
America but filmed in Sydney, 
there is a strange mix of Australian 
actors with American accents and 
at times this was quite distracting. 
But as a counter-balance there is 
the stunning cinematography by 
Ben Nott. The opening of the 
film is visually spectacular, with 
rich colours and slow motion. But 
the clichéd musings of the voice-

over cheapen the effect:‘Very bad 
accidents have a charming way 
of not seeming real’. Inevitably 
this sets the film on its course. 
Anthony Partos’ choices of music 
are pleasant, yet Empire of the 
Sun’s ‘Walking on a Dream’ seems 
oddly anachronistic for a film set 
in the 1980s.  

Gilbertson’s performance 
is refreshing, enacting a naïve 
honesty. Davis on the other hand 
overshadows the younger cast, 
coming across as overdone. She 
does add some finesse to this 
film, lightening some dark scenes, 
but her colourful wisecracks 
and flippant one-liners become 
exhausting. These lines barely pass 
as funny and make some scenes 
excruciatingly awkward; whether 
this can all be blamed on the 
director is moot.  But perhaps it 
could be Lancaster’s handling: 
the sad scenes are fleeting and 
somewhat flat, with Davis coming 
across as unsympathetic, blurting 
out random strings of expletives 
and profanities.  

Brian Carbee’s screenplay has 
its merits: at the core, Accidents 
Happen is a good-hearted film, 
darkly humorous with some tragic 
elements. For a first-time director 
Lancaster has made a mark in the 
sand at least. n�

� AH-L 
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During late May and 
early June the ABC’s 
acclaimed Compass 

program has been showing a  four-
part series that gives us much to 
think about. The Mission, cleverly 
written and excellently directed by 
Varcha Sidwell, starts to play with 
our frames of reference from the 
start: the sound track is cunningly 
reminiscent of the 1986 film of 
the same name. In that movie, the 
most moving scene is when Robert 
de Niro’s character lets go of his 
baggage, literally and figuratively. 

In the Compass program we 
see lots of baggage and only some 

of it is let go. Sidwell does not 
preach: she shows and tells. First 
person accounts abound. Fr Mark 
Freeman: ‘I think that sometimes 
we take people too easily from 
another country, another culture, 
and we don’t face up to that question 
of what is it about ourselves that 
there’s no-one coming forth from 
that community to be priests.’

Fr John Gildauskas says ‘I’m not 
convinced of the argument that 
this is the solution: the church ... 
is radically different here to their 
experience of church’.

Fr Brian Nichols: ‘In many ways 
it’s not the ideal situation’. Later he 

Another country

Juliette hugheS

Dining room at Onitsha Seminary Nigeria
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says that sending missionary priests 
isn’t a good idea: that it’s too late 
once they have been ordained and 
working a few years in their own 
culture. A much better idea, he 
thinks, would be for countries such 
as Nigeria to send us seminarians to 
train here. At the end of the series 
he says the experiment is only a 
‘stopgap measure’; he fears it could 
obscure the need for home-grown 
priests. It’s a misgiving shared by 
John Gildauskas and Hobart’s 
Vicar General Mark Freeman.

The three young priests are having 
to acclimatise to more than the 
cold Tasmanian weather: Fr Brian 
Nicholls (mentor to Christopher 
Igboanuah at Hobart’s cathedral) 
says  ‘It’s a huge learning curve for 

him because we’re still worlds apart 
culturally.’ He contrasts his own 
formation with that of Fr Chris’, 
noting how he himself worked 
for a year after uni and went to 
the seminary at 21, whereas the 
Nigerian priests received their 
formation in a vast crowded 
seminary from childhood. 

In Onitsha seminary alone 
there are 485 students. They 
arrive at 12 and stay for 17 years. 
Priesthood is a highly desirable 
career: fierce competition 893 sat 
the exam in 2009 for 90 places. 20 
a year become priests. Discipline 
is severe, verging on abusive: Fr 
Chris speaks of ‘manual labour’  – 
but  Onitsha Rector Fr Leo speaks 
also of ‘strokes of the cane’. Such 
experiences leave Fr Chris puzzled 
about the rights given to children 
in Australian law. 

Fr Felix Ekeh shares Mersey 
Leven parish with Fr John 
Girdauskas who says he’s come out 
of a ‘very clerical, very hierarchical 
style of church.’ 

‘In this diocese we’re far more 
collaborative. Sometimes priests 
can be quite chauvinist really, 
and we’ve had to learn and to 
work in partnership with women. 
Those sorts of things would be 
confronting, I’m sure, to Felix.’ The 
parish secretary tells of her own 
experience with Felix’s attitude to 

Fr Kene Onwukwe
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Australian ways. She tells how he 
once got ‘heated’ – angry with her. 
She grabbed him by the arms and 
told him to take a deep breath, and 
to realise that this was our culture. 
She is tolerant, amused, strong. She 
seems to have optimism that he 
will learn. 

Fr Kene Onwukwe, in the north 
of Tasmania, worries about family 
expression of religion – how many 
have family prayer, go to church 
with their children? He speaks 
to school children in Launceston 
about Jesus’ command that we love 
one another. 

In the end they all settle down 
a bit: by the last episode: Fr John 
says he’s not sure what the future 
holds whether this adventure will 
work. Fr Brian says that three years 
are hardly long enough: ‘nothing in 
the whole scheme of things’.  

Twelve months into their stint 
here, Fr Kene goes to Flinders 
Island for Easter mass. He is 
refreshingly humble, relishing 
the opportunity to be an ordinary 
person that being in Tasmania 
offers him. The honours heaped 
on priests back in Nigeria can be 
stifling to those who do not enjoy 
pomp or grandiosity. He goes to 
Big Dog Island to meet the some 
of the First Tasmanian people. 
He feels a bond with them even 
though he shyly points out that he 

expected them to look ‘more like 
me’. He visits Wybalenna Island, 
whose history shames all white 
missionaries. (See http://www.utas.
edu.au/library/companion_to_

tasmanian_history/W/Wybalenna.
htm)

Kene reflects on the mystifying 
hardness of some people’s hearts 
as he sits in the Wybalenna chapel 
that valorised and glossed over 
the destruction of Tasmania’s First 
People’s culture. But something 
has rubbed off on this gentle 
soul: when he is introduced to 
the Maynard mob, he says simply  
‘I am Kene’. n

Fr Kene on a muttonbird hunt  
with the Maynard mob
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