SOME GLIMPSES OF ST J .B. DE LA SALLE'S UNDERSTANDING

OF CHRISTIAN EDUCATION

extracts from his Meditations for Sundays and Feasts which highlight certain attitudes and values he looks for in Christian teachers selected by Damian Lundy FSC (from the translation by W. J. Battersby)

1. Since those who teach are but the voice of God, it is from God that their words must proceed to make him known to those whom they instruct. It is God who is heard through those who speak of him and of what relates to him . . . it is by the movement of the Holy Spirit that all those who announce God's kingdom speak even today. (Med 3)

2. So long as you have a sincere love for poverty and for all that is humiliating, you will produce fruit in souls. The angels of God will make you known and will inspire parents to send you their children to teach. By your instructions you will touch the hearts of these poor boys, and the majority of them will become good Christians. But if you do not resemble Christ at his birth by these two outstanding virtues, you will be little known and appreciated by the poor, and you will never be for them a saviour, as your profession requires, for you can attract them to God only in so far as you resemble Jesus at his birth. (Med 86)

3. You should learn to recognise Jesus beneath the rags of the poor children whom you have to teach. Adore him in their person. Cherish poverty and honour the 

poor, after the example of the Magi . . . Faith should lead you to acquit yourself of this task with zeal and affection, since the poor are the members of Christ. By this means our divine Saviour will take pleasure in being with you, and you will find him, for he always loved poverty and the poor. (Med 96)

4. In today's gospel, Jesus compares those who have care of souls to a good shepherd who is very careful of his sheep. One of the qualities which our Lord says distinguishes him is that he knows them all individually. This is also one of the essential qualities required of those who instruct others, for they must get to know their pupils, and discern the manner in which to act towards them. Some require great mildness, while others need to be corrected with firmness. Some require much patience; others need to be goaded on. It is necessary to punish and reprehend some, in order to correct their defects, whereas others need to be continually watched lest they should wander and perish. This varied conduct must depend upon knowledge and discernment of character, and this grace you must beg of God most earnestly, as being one of the most essential for you in the direction of those over whom you have charge. (Med 33) 

5. It is your daily duty to teach the children confided to your care. They must hear your voice, that is to say, you must give them instructions suited to their capacity, otherwise your labour would be in vain. You must study to word the questions and answers of the catechism lesson in so clear a manner that they will be easily understood. (Med 33) 

6. The children sent to you either have no instruction or have learnt bad things. If perchance some have been taught properly, bad companions and bad habits have prevented them from profiting thereby. God sends them to you, therefore, that you may instill in them the Christian spirit, and bring them up in accordance with the teaching of the gospel. But you must begin with yourself, or you will be put to shame by having either to teach what you do not know, or to preach what you do not practise. Ask God, therefore, to supply what you lack, so that he may give you abundantly what you require, that is to say, the Christian spirit and a solid religious foundation. (Med 37) 

7. You sometimes have to instruct children who know nothing about God because they have been brought up by parents who are ignorant of religion. Endeavour to acquire such a knowledge of God by reading and meditation as to be able to make him known to others and loved by all those to whom you have made him known. (Med 4 1)

8. You are engaged in a ministry wherein you have to touch hearts. But you cannot possible do this without the assistance of the Holy Spirit. Beseech God to confer on you today the same grace as he gave the Apostles, so that after filling you with his Spirit for your sanctification, he may confer it on you for the salvation of others also. (Med 43) 

9. You should pray fervently for those whom you find are least inclined to piety, that God may make them feel the importance of salvation. You act as mediator in their regard, God making use of you to teach them the means of salvation. (Med 56)

10. Do not therefore be so lacking in sense, so unreasonable and so unchristian as to pretend that you should not have to suffer anything from your brothers. This would truly be asking a most unheard of and extraordinary miracle. Do not expect to see any such thing during the whole of your life. (Med 73) 

11. You are called like the apostles to make God known, and for that purpose you need a great zeal... Strive indefatigably to make Christ and his holy maxims known. To this end you should seek to learn them of Jesus by being frequently in his company. It is in his company that, after shouldering the obligation of instructing others, you should labour unsparingly for the glory of God. (Med 78) 

12. You are under the obligation to instruct the poor. You should therefore have a great tenderness towards them and supply their spiritual needs to the best of your ability, looking upon these children as members of Jesus Christ and as his much loved ones. The faith which animates you should lead you to respect Jesus Christ in their person, and should make you prefer them to the rich ones of earth since they are the living images of Jesus Christ our divine Master. Make it appear, by the care you take of your pupils, that you have a real love for them, and ask St Nicholas, their patron, to obtain from God for you some part of his affection for the poor, and especially an ardent zeal to preserve their innocence, a virtue so difficult to guard in a time as corrupt as ours. (Med 80) 

13. It is your happiness to have been chosen by God to make known Jesus Christ and to announce his coming. This being so, admire the goodness of God, but remember that you must be true to your faith, grounded in it, firmly established in it . . . It is for this end that God has called you to your present vocation. Do not become unworthy of it by voluntary neglect. (Med 87) 

14. It is your duty to teach your pupils their religion. Have you applied yourself zealously to this during the past year? Have you looked upon it as your chief duty? Do the children know their religion? If they are ignorant of it, or if they know the Christian doctrine only imperfectly, is it not the result of your negligence? Have you been careful to teach them the gospel maxims and to see that they practise them~ Have you furnished them with the means of doing so in proportion to their age and ability? All these subjects should often have formed matter for reflection for you during the past year, and you should have taken the means to succeed. (Med 91) 

15. You have to inspire piety in the children you teach. Is a glance at you sufficient to induce them to act wisely? Does your conduct lead them to love virtue? Does all that you say impregnate them with a spirit of piety and religion? This is the chief benefit you can confer on them. It is the best gift they can take with them when they leave you. (Med 98) 

16. You have been called by Jesus Christ to accomplish his ministry, to teach the poor. Are you as faithful to the divine call as St Paul was? Do you correspond as promptly with the inspirations of grace? Are you as zealous in the accomplishment of the duties of your state? Do you often say like St Paul: 'Lord, what will you have me do?' and are you docile in accomplishing all he asks of you? (Med 99) 

17. Have you sentiments of charity and tenderness towards the poor children whom you have to instruct? Do you avail yourself of the affection the children have for you to attract them to God? If you show the firmness of a father in withdrawing them from evil, you should also show the tenderness of a mother in gathering them together and in doing them all the good in your power. (Med 10 I) 

18. It is true that your mission does not require of you to preach the gospel to infidels, but you are expected to teach the children the truths of religion and to impregnate them with the spirit of Christianity, which is no less important than to labour for the conversion of pagans. (Med 109) 

19. Since all your efforts should be directed towards instilling in your pupils a truly Christian spirit, you should esteem it an obligation on your part to win their hearts, because this is one of the best ways of inducing them to live a Christian life. Often reflect that, if you fail in this, then instead of leading souls to God you will drive them from him. (Med 115) 

20. By your state you are required to teach the poor. Have you a real love for them? Do you honour Jesus Christ in their person? With this in mind, do you prefer the poor to those who are better off? Have you more regard for them than for the latter? St Margaret gives you the example, and shows you how you ought to look upon the poor. (Med 133) 

21. Strive to manifest as much kindness and love for the children whom you instruct as St Barnabas showed for those whom he sought to convert. The greater the tenderness you show for the members of Jesus Christ and of the Church, the more wonderful will be the effects of grace which God will produce in them. (Med 134) 

22. Are you as solicitous about the salvation of your pupils as you are about your own? You should not only devote all your care to this task, but your life and your person completely. (Med 137) 

23. Is your faith such as to enable you to touch the hearts of your pupils and to inspire them with the Christian spirit. This is the greatest miracle you can perform, and one which God expects of you since it corresponds with the purpose of your state. (Med 139) 

24. It is God who, in his infinite goodness and power, has called you to impart the knowledge of the gospel to those who have not yet received it. Look upon yourself, therefore, as the minister of God, and acquit yourself of your duties with the greatest possible zeal as having to render an account to the Lord. (Med 140) 

25. You have been chosen by God to succeed the Apostles in the work of teaching the doctrine of Jesus Christ, and in imprinting his holy law on the mind and heart of children. This you should do by teaching catechism, which is your chief function. (Med 145) 

26. God has chosen you to make him known to others. (Med 146) 

27. The more ardently you apply yourself to prayer for the good of the souls confided to you, the more facility God will grant you for touching them. (Med 148) 

28. The aim of your Institute is continual labour for the Christian Education of youth. Apply yourself to this mission with all possible care. If you do so, who can say how many souls you will win to God, and make truly Christian? (Med 150) 

29. You must strive to attain a perfect knowledge of the truths of religion by study, because ignorance in such matters would be criminal since it would cause ignorance in those whom you should instruct. Mental prayer and mortfication are no less necessary in order to draw down the blessings of God on yourself and on those who are confided to your care. (Med 153) 

30. If St Joachim was chosen to be father of the Most Blessed Virgin, you are called to engender children in Christ, and also to make Jesus live anew in their hearts. Can it be said that you have fully entered into the designs of God upon you? (Med 157) 

31. You must love your pupils only in order to lead them to God, and to fill them with his Holy Spirit. You must regard only their piety, and not what may be agreeable or otherwise in their external appearance. (Med 157) 

32. Carry the New Testament, for it is from this sacred book that you must draw the knowledge which you should daily offer to your pupils. Thus they will imbibe the true Christian spirit. But it is necessary that you, in the first place, should nourish your soul with the holy truths contained in this precious book, and that you should let them sink into your mind by frequently meditating on them. (Med 159) 

33. It is your duty daily to instruct the poor. Love them as St Cyprian did, and thus follow the example of our divine Lord. Prefer the poor to those who are not so, for our Saviour did not say the gospel is preached to the rich but 'the poor have the gospel preached to them' (Matthew 11, 5). It is the poor whom God has confided to you, and to whom you are obliged to announce his word. It was they who ordinarily followed Jesus, and who showed themselves most disposed to receive his doctrine, for in them it encountered fewer obstacles. (Med 166) 

34. Attach yourself to Jesus Christ alone; occupy yourself with his doctrine and with the holy truths he has taught us, since he has chosen you in preference to many others to announce these truths to your pupils, who are his beloved ones. (Med 167) 

35. If you wish to be filled with God's Holy Spirit, and fully competent in your employment, let your chief study be the Scriptures and especially the New Testament, that it may be the guiding rule of your life, and of those whom you have to teach. (Med 170) 

36. You too can perform miracles both with regard to yourself and with regard to your employment. As regards yourself, by entire fidelity to grace not allowing any inspiration to pass without corresponding with it fully. As regards your employment, by touching the hearts of the children entrusted to your care; by rendering your pupils obedient to and faithful in the practice of the maxims of the gospel; by making them pious and recollected in church and during prayers; and finally by urging them to be industrious in school and at home. These are the miracles which God gives you the power to perform, and which he expects of you. (Med 180) 

A BRIEF COMMENTARY ON THESE EXTRACTS 

1. De La Salle's dates: 1651-1719. 

Eldest son of a bourgeois family and destined for ecclesiastical office, the young Canon De La Salle became involved in a charitable effort to educate poor children in Reims. This led to a radical change in his situation and his status. His involvement with the first 'teachers' led him to found communities which eventually became the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools. He wrote many practical educational books, as well as a series of' Meditations' for the use of his Brothers, which offer a valuable insight into his vision of Christian education. De La Salle was canonised in 1900 and was declared Patron of Christian Teachers in 1950. 

2. The Meditations use as a starting-point the subject (often expressed in the gospel reading) of a particular Sunday or Feast and proceed to apply this to some aspect of the Brothers' life. Many passages refer directly to the educational mission of the Institute and offer a picture of the hardships and challenges of the work, together with exhortations to encourage the teachers, many of whom had received little professional training. The Brothers made meditation together in the morning and evening of each day, and De La Salle wanted to motivate them to reflect on and to handle the many practical difficulties of their work. Hence the short three- point reflections express both visionary ideals and very practical ways of applying these to everyday life.

3. De La Salle continually returns to certain themes, inspired either by his reflections on the New Testament or on the lives of various saints, as well as on the practical situation of the schools established by the Brothers. Examples are: 

i. -God's use of men and women to announce the good news; 

ii. -the faith which enables believers to recognise Jesus Christ in everyday life; iii -what contemporary theologians call 'a preferential option for the poor'; iv -the teacher as' 'good shepherd' who 'knows' each sheep individually; 

v -the dangers of ignorance, poverty and neglect, and the key role of education in overcoming these problems; 

vi -the central importance of love, zeal and regular prayer in the life of a Christian teacher; 

vii -consistency in the words, actions and example of a teacher (no gap between 'rhetoric' and 'reality', between one's professional duties and one's personal life ); 

viii -the 'miracles' which a good teacher can perform as a 'minister' of God; 

ix- the inspiration of the Scriptures and of the active presence of the Holy Spirit in the daily life of a mature Christian; 

x -the importance of 'touching the hearts' of pupils; 

xi -the vocation of a Christian teacher to make God known and loved. 

4. Religious instruction was given daily in the Brothers' schools. The teacher used a catechism, and the questions and answers were explained simply and illustrated by stories and by constant application to everyday life. There were no specialist RE departments. The RE lesson was closely linked with regular prayer (especially the frequent recalling of the presence of God) and with the general ethos of the Christian school. De La Salle makes no distinction between what we would 'evangelisation' and 'religious education'; cf. 'God has chosen you to make him known to others.' (Med 146) 

5. As a twentieth-century teacher, you are invited to read the extracts reflectively and to apply them to your own contemporary situation, adapting, where necessary, unfamiliar and occasionally 'dated' language and imagery.

