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THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year A 
Zeph 2:3; 3:12-13; Ps 146:6-7,8-9,9-10; 1 Cor 1:26-31; Mt 5:1-12 

 

CATHOLIC SCHOOLS WEEK 2017 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, January 28, 2017, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

Sunday, January 29, 2017, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

This weekend is the kick-off for Catholic Schools Week, 

  and I always look forward to this week. 

 

Catholic Schools are near and dear to my heart. 

I’m a “Catholic school guy.” 

I attended Catholic schools all the way: 

  K-8, high school, undergraduate, graduate school. 

 

We have many important ministries here at St. Bartholomew’s: 

  the music ministry; 

  lay liturgical ministry, like Communion ministers and ushers; 

  or sacramental ministry, like Baptisms or Confirmations. 

Our parish Catholic school is at the heart of our parish ministries. 

 

Every Catholic parish is built on two pillars, 

  worship and liturgy, like what we are doing at this Mass; 

  and education and formation, exemplified so well in our Catholic school. 

Worship is prayer and adoration directed toward Jesus. 

The primary subject in a Catholic school is to learn about Jesus. 

 

We couldn’t have a better gospel for Catholic Schools Week. 

It is the Beatitudes (Mt 5:1-12). 

The Beatitudes are the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, 

  and the Sermon on the Mount was Jesus’ first lesson. 

Jesus used traditional and non-traditional teaching methods. 

Jesus sat down on a chair to teach, 

  and his disciples and all of the other learners gathered around him, 

    seated on the ground (see Mt 5:1). 

Jesus’ posture was traditional. 

  The very best teachers of his day, the elite scribes and rabbis, 

    did not teach standing up, but seated on a chair. 

Jesus’ classroom was on a grassy hillside along the Sea of Galilee (see Mt 5:1).. 

  This is very non-traditional. 

  Rabbis taught indoors in the synagogue, or on the plaza at the Temple. 

  Jesus liked to teach in synagogues, but he took his classes outside, too. 

    It was like a field trip. 

  Teaching was in the fabric of his being. 

  Jesus taught constantly, everywhere and anywhere. 
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Teaching was at the heart of Jesus’ ministry, 

  and our Catholic School is at the heart of our parish ministries. 

 

Jesus was focused on teaching because his disciples had a lot to learn, 

  and our parish is focused on teaching because our children have a lot to learn. 

 

Jesus did not teach reading or math or geography; he taught the gospel. 

  This is not to say that academic subjects are not important. 

  But, Jesus shows us that teaching about the faith is most important of all. 

 

This is what is distinctive about a Catholic school, its greatest selling point: 

  when it comes to learning, learning about Jesus comes first. 

 

I have the good fortune of visiting with our parents often in preparation for the sacraments: 

  particularly First Reconciliation and First Eucharist. 

And I remind them over and over again, 

  “Do you remember the day when you presented your child for Baptism? 

    On that wonderful day, you promised to raise your child in the Catholic faith.” 

Parents are the primary teachers of their children, 

  and the primary classroom and laboratory is the home. 

The most important obligation and privilege of parents  

  is to pass on the gift of faith to their children. 

It is a daunting task, particularly in an increasingly secular society, 

  that downplays the importance of God and religion, 

  the marginalizes the key role of faith in human life. 

Parents need help and support in passing on the gift of faith to their children, 

  like a good, holy, alive parish community, which I hope we are. 

One of the main reasons we exist as a parish 

  is to help moms and dads live out their faith with their children at home. 

Catholic parents who are serious about passing on the gift of faith to their children 

  look for a school that will help them teach the faith to their children, 

  and frankly, there is no better place to do this, than in a parish Catholic school. 

 

I shudder at the rationale that is used so often to select a school. 

Sometimes it works its way all the way down to kindergarten. 

The thinking goes something like this: 

  “We have to get our child off to a great start so they will do well in elementary school. 

  Our child has to excel in elementary school  

    so our child will have the best learning experience in high school. 

  Our child needs to excel in high school so our child will get into the best possible college, 

    and it is important to get into the best possible college  

    so our child will get a great job and be successful.” 

And, successful means making a lot of money. 

Already at kindergarten the motivation is career, success, money, and standard of living, 

  and a house built on these values is a house built on sand (see Mt 7:24-27). 
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Sometimes I hear parents say, particularly when their children get a little older, 

  “We’re going to let our child decide where to go to school.” 

When kids decide, the decision is almost always made on the basis of friends and sports, 

  and as important as friends and activities may be, 

  there are other priorities that rank far higher, 

  and parents need to guide their children in the right direction. 

 

We are so blessed to have our parish Catholic school. 

 

St. Bartholomew School has such special features. 

Every school day begins with a prayer over the speakers piped into every classroom. 

There is a crucifix and the picture of a saint in every classroom. 

The school celebrates Christmas and Easter and the religious feasts. 

The entire school comes together for Mass every Wednesday morning, 

  and the students take such prominent roles in the Masses, 

    as lectors, cantors, reading petitions, greeters; 

  and the students actively participate at Mass, 

    singing, responding to the prayers, being involved with the homily. 

The climate or atmosphere of the school, student behavior and attitude, 

  is set and guided by the gospel. 

Older students mentor younger students; 

  an older student is paired up with a younger student as a prayer buddy. 

The music programs – like at Christmas – always have religious themes. 

The sports teams pray before games. 

Every teacher at every grade level teaches the Catholic faith to their students. 

When I drop into classrooms and visit with the students about what they have learned, 

  they volunteer information about Jesus, gospel stories, the saints, feast days, 

  and it is clear to me that the faith is being passed on to them. 

I would think for our parents, 

  that it would bring our moms and dads great joy when their children come home after school 

  and report spiritual things that they learned or did in school. 

 

Our Catholic school is about training in discipleship. 

It is about laying a firm foundation in the Catholic faith. 

 

Learning the Catholic faith is like learning a foreign language. 

When I was a kid, teaching foreign languages, like French, German, or Spanish, 

  language classes began in high school. 

Educators found that kids learned foreign languages more easily at an earlier age. 

Foreign language was moved down to middle school, 

  and then educators moved the language curriculum down to elementary school. 

Children who learn a foreign language at an early age can speak it without an accent. 

As we get older, particularly as young adults,  

  our neural pathways, after repeated use, they “freeze” or “lock,” 

  and for many, at that point it is impossible to make certain new sounds. 
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Adults are able to learn a foreign language, 

  but the person will speak with an accent 

    and never do it quite as well as if they learned it as a child. 

It is like this with our Catholic faith. 

  Our faith is a special “spiritual language.” 

A person can learn the Catholic faith as an adult, but it is easier as a child. 

The place to start is at home when the child is one, two, and three. 

The next best place to learn the language of the Catholic faith is a Catholic school 

  because we want our children to be fluent in their Catholic faith. 

 

If you are a parent who has your child enrolled at St. Bartholomew School, 

  thank you for being here. 

If you are a parent with small children, or children of elementary school age, 

  and your children are not enrolled at St. Bart’s, 

  please give a Catholic education at your parish school your serious consideration. 

If you are a grandparent,  

  I invite you to spread the good word about Catholic education to your adult children. 

If you are a neighbor or friend to a family with small children, 

  please let them know about our school,  

  and maybe invite them to make a visit, to take a tour, 

  because word-of-moth advertising is the best. 

 

All of us can pray for our parents, and support our parents, 

  as they serve as the spiritual leaders for the smallest unit of the Church, the home, 

  and fulfill the promise they made at the time of their child’s baptism, 

  to pass on the gift of faith to their child. 

 

It is a matter of utmost importance that we build our homes on solid rock (see Mt 7:24-27). 

  on Jesus and his teaching. 

 

Jesus is the Master Teacher (Mt 7:28). 

Jesus taught with authority, and not like the scribes (Mt 7:29). 

Jesus began his teaching with the Beatitudes (Mt 5:3-12). 

Jesus very well might have a special Beatitude for Catholic Schools Week: 

  “Blessed is the parish with a school that teaches about me and my gospel.” 


