
Let me begin with a bit of trivia.  Ever since the list has been kept, there have been 114 Number One songs with the word “love” in their title.  Some are still very popular; others have been forgotten.  But what can’t be forgotten is the emphasis ordinary people put on “love.”


There’s a problem, though.  “Love” has so many different meanings.  Haven’t we all heard phrases like: “I love that color.”  “I love ice cream.”  “I love my dog.”  And then there are the different people we say we love: friends, relatives, boyfriend, girlfriend, sister, brother, mother, father, wife, husband, son, daughter, and so many more.  And don’t forget, “I love God.”  There are so many different types of “love,” so many different meanings – everything from “puppy love” to “tough love,” and a multitude of meanings in-between. 


We don’t often analyze what we mean by “love;” we often take the meaning for granted.  That’s not what Saint Paul does in today’s second reading.  He describes true love in detail in one of the most famous passages in scripture.


Love is patient; love is kind. 


It is not jealous, it is not pompous, 



it is not inflated, it is not rude, 



it does not seek its own interests, 



it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, 



it does not rejoice over wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth.


It bears all things, believes all things, 



hopes all things, endures all things.


Love never fails….


So faith, hope, and love remain, these three; 



but the greatest of these is love.


That’s a fairly lengthy introduction to a very special observance that begins with today’s Mass.  As you heard at the beginning of this Mass, this marks the opening of Catholic Schools Week throughout the United States.  If, as one of those 114 songs tells us: “Love makes the world go round;” then, it’s undoubtedly love of God and love of neighbor that are at the heart of Catholic education.  The purpose of any Catholic school was summed up in a document the Bishops of the United States issued in 2005:   Renewing Our Commitment to Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools in the Third Millennium.  


“Catholic schools collaborate with parents and guardians in raising and forming their children as families struggle with the changing and challenging cultural and moral contexts in which they find themselves. Catholic schools provide young people with sound Church teaching through a broad-based curriculum, where faith and culture are intertwined in all areas of a school’s life. By equipping our young people with a sound education, rooted in the Gospel message, the Person of Jesus Christ, and rich in the cherished traditions and liturgical practices of our faith, we ensure that they have the foundation to live morally and uprightly in our complex modern world. This unique Catholic identity makes our Catholic elementary and secondary schools ‘schools for the human person’ and allows them to fill a critical role in the future life of our Church, our country, and our world.”


To put it another way as the theme of the 2010 Catholic Schools Week proclaims: Catholic Schools: Dividends for Life.  And what are those dividends?   Faith, knowledge, discipline and morals are four key components of a Catholic School education, components that have life-long influence on the individual and on society.


Our Catholic faith is taught not just in the classroom, but in the way school life is organized.  Mass and prayer services open up the beauty of liturgy and help students grow in love of God.  Outreach activities to help the poor and needy manifest love of neighbor throughout the school year as witness the participation of our schools in current Haitian relief efforts.  And, of course, principals and teachers know that by their witness to Christ they are role models for students of what faith is about.


If faith is the first component of Catholic education, knowledge stands 
with it.  Catholic schools expect their students to be just that, students – people who study, people who learn.  In the multiple fields of study that the twenty-first century requires, students in Catholic schools excel – as testing shows.


A reason for that is found in the third component: discipline.  I know the word can conjure negative images.  That’s not what I mean.  I’m speaking of structure.  Catholic education is structured education: it helps students to focus, providing an environment that is both physically and emotionally safe so that learning can thrive.


That ties in with the fourth component: morals.  Students learn the difference between right and wrong, between what is helpful to the individual and the community, and what tears us down.  Life has its temptations, but a strong moral foundation, built by home and school together, enables students to navigate life’s shoals and pitfalls.


Here in the twenty-first century, in business, in industry, in the law and judiciary, in politics, in telecommunications, in the media, in civil service, in public safety, in all aspects of everyday life, the boys and girls who are the products of a Catholic school education have become men and women who make their mark in society.  Catholic school graduates continue to be leaders in our business, civil and church communities.   They continue to make a difference.  The values on which Catholic education is based become the foundation which helps graduates, generation after generation, to build a better society. Catholic schools have made, are making, and will continue to make a difference in the lives of their students. And today that Catholic school education is needed more than ever.

As you may guess, I love Catholic schools – in the sense Saint Paul used the word.  I love the parents, so many of whom struggle to ensure their children receive the benefits of a Catholic education.  I love the teachers and the staff who dedicate themselves as living witnesses to what Catholic education is all about.  I love the students who are growing in wisdom, age and grace.  I wish it were possible for all Catholic children to benefit from a Catholic school education.  But I know that in my lifetime that’s an impossible dream.  So, as I open this 2010 Catholic Schools Week, I also commit to providing positive and effective Religious Education for all Catholic young people in the Diocese of Springfield.


My prayer is that the numbers of those formed in the faith by both Catholic schools and vital Religious Education programs may continue and grow, showing day in and day out what it truly means to love God and to love neighbor.
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