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P r e F A C e

You may be a Catholic parent who 
has had not much to do with the 

Church for some time, or a parent 
who is an active member of your 
local parish … or, you may not have 
much idea of Catholic tradition at all, 
or not even be christened yourself. 

In any case, if your child is 
already attending a Catholic 
school—or you intend to enquire 
about enrolling your child in such a 
school—this book has been written 
to help you appreciate the particular 
culture in which these schools exist. 
It has been written as plainly as 
possible, to give you some idea of 
important issues and developments 
within this ancient tradition.

In Australia, there is a little 
fewer than 700 000 students in 

Catholic schools, with around 60 
000 teachers and administrators 
dedicated to maintaining an 
educational excellence of which we 
are very proud.

The Catholic tradition discussed 
in this book has come from a 
long and colourful history, being 
influenced by the stories and 
traditions and religious practices of a 
huge variety of peoples from around 
the world. This small book in no way 
attempts to cover completely the 
extraordinary richness and depth 
of Catholic belief; there are libraries 
of books which have been written 
about such questions as: who is 
Jesus? what is the mystery of the 
Church? how do we make healthy 
moral choices today? … and dozens 

of other central questions of faith.
Instead, So You’re Sending 

Your Child to a Catholic School is 
designed to be a friendly and gentle 
introduction to a few of the beliefs 
and values which make Catholics 
tick. It is a modest overview for 
people coming in touch with the 
Church, perhaps for the first time, 
or refreshing their acquaintance. 
for a significant and more in-depth 
summary of Catholic teachings, see 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
(1994).

Our hope with this book is that it 
may pique your interest, spark your 
curiosity, and help you find in this, 
your Catholic school, a satisfying and 
enriching environment for your child 
to learn and grow.

But Catholic is my langauge;

Catholic is the coat i wear,

Catholic is the house in which i live.

it is a house that needs cleaning,

a house in which savagery and cowardice thrived,

where evil has a room with a view,

where foolishness and greed have prominent places at the table.

But it is also a house where hope lives, and hope is the greatest of mercies, 

the most enduring of gifts, the most nutritious of foods.

hope is what we drink from the odd story of the carpenter’s odd stepson.

When we eat his body in the ludicrous miracle of the mass,

we hope in him, and with him,

forever and ever,

world without end,

amen, amen, amen.

Brian Doyle: Leaping, Revelations and Epiphanies, Loyola Press, Chicago, 2003
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In my boyhood I was conscious of very clear 
distinctions: fish on Fridays, Mass on Sundays and 

going to a particular school. But, forty years after the 
spirit of renewal of a Vatican Council and the changes 
that followed, plus forty years of conversations with 
people struggling to make sense of fractured lives, 
some of those past distinctions have disappeared. 
They are replaced by other images, other stories, other 
values, that attempt to capture this distinctive genius.

five decades ago, in a seminary for training priests, 
learned theologians opened up centuries of Catholic 
thinking, often disguised in arcane Latin, to a mixed 
bag of students. This was our foundation: Aquinas, 
Augustine, the Gospels, the councils of the Church, the 
ever-so-careful distinctions of Christian moral behaviour. 
Often they were words 
without music.

The music began 
quietly, however. happily 
it has continued to 
grow. It came from the 
lives and stories of the 
people I met in those first 
years of ministry. In the 
crowded wards of a large 
metropolitan hospital, 
with all its tragedy and 
drama, the supposedly 
clear categories of 
Protestant, Jew, agnostic, 
Catholic (whether ‘lapsed’ 
or ‘devout’) melted away 
before the deeply anxious 
human beings facing 
life-threatening illness. 
Being sensitive to the fear 
of those facing cardiac 
surgery or struggling with 
terminal cancer of the lung 
required a delicate touch. 
where do you find the 
words from the Gospel or 
any other spiritual source 
on earth, to say to a young mother holding her dying 
six-month-old child? 
                                                      :
working as a hospital chaplain was followed by 
something entirely different ... but just as testing: 
supporting and teaching volunteer teachers of religion 
going into government schools. how was I best to 

support these generous volunteers, mostly women, 
taking on the task of sharing the Gospel with young 
people? how was I to extract from the vast store of 
Christian orthodoxy images and language that would 
communicate with restless adolescents in hot, jam-
packed classrooms?

I honestly must admit I learned more from those 
women about the genuine Catholic spirit and tradition 
and the reality of the Gospel than I ever was able to 
teach them.

They were simply my best teachers. hundreds 
followed, with the easy warmth of their friendship, the 
biting grief of their lives, the addictions they struggled 
with, the complexities of their marriages and family 
relationships, their life-giving humour — most of all their 

humour — all on a search 
of one kind or another, 
simply trying to make 
sense of it all and live a 
full and satisfying human 
life. A gentle melody came 
whispering through the 
lives of the people to 
whom I was supposed to 
be the minister: a melody 
which enriched the 
language of this Catholic 
tradition immeasurably.  

The questions of life’s 
complex journey continue 
to surface. The issues of 
life and death embedded 
in the Gospel account of 
Jesus didn’t necessarily 
become clearer. But 
they did become more 
stimulating.

what does it really 
mean to be a Catholic 
Christian? how do I break 
open the timeless words 
of the Gospel and allow 
them to be appreciated 

anew by the women and men gripped by daily challenges 
of simply surviving? for that is the world, I quickly came 
to realise, that most people inhabit. 

The words of the Gospels are powerful. But how 
do I make the connect with a young woman working a 
60-hour week in a legal firm, or a single father concerned 
about childcare and raising his two children, or countless 

i n t r o d u C t i o n

in the word ‘question’. 
there is the beautiful word 

‘quest’. i love that word. 
we are all partners in the 

quest. the essential questions 
have no answers. you are 

my question and  
i am yours—and then  
there is dialogue. the 

moment we have answers, 
there is no dialogue. 

Questions unite people.  
Answers divide them.

 
elie Weisel
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i n t r o d u C t i o n

others trying to negotiate the pressure of contemporary 
culture.

One of the first things I learnt is that you can’t 
speak to people in a foreign language. It must be their 
language, their words. It must be about their concerns 
and their stories. To learn a person’s language requires a 
great investment in listening—simply paying attention,  
making the effort to hear what is being said—and the 
even more demanding skill of discerning what is not 
being said. You have to find ways to hear somebody’s 
story before you can even find the vocabulary to start 
the conversation.

‘Sharing the Christian faith with others,’ a wise 
African missioner once claimed, ‘is the process of 
bringing the Gospel to people where they are, not where 
we would like them to be.’ But how do I do that? how do 
I answer the questions of adults searching for meaning? 
It is like catching sunlight in a bottle.

I offer the following pages as an introduction to 
those seeking to understand more about the Catholic 
Church, in the hope they will also catch some of that 
sunlight. 
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A SenSe oF BelonGinG

I have always loved and felt really comfortable with 
being in a Catholic school and have always felt a 

sense of belonging: being in community. I value the 
tradition, scripture, religious education, celebration 
and sacrament that are part of being in a Catholic 
School. To be involved in the mission of teaching the 
knowledge component of our faith, as well as being part 
of students’—and their families’—faith formation in 
today’s social climate is very rewarding. 

when I was six years old, my teacher was a very 
young woman in her first year of teaching. I believe she 
was about nineteen years old. She was clever, creative, 
kind, inspirational and pretty; and far more interesting 
to me than the nuns that were still dressed in quite 
traditional habits. I adored her and decided at age six 
I wanted to be a teacher just like her. I never changed 
my mind. Over the years I often ran into her: she was 
classroom teaching and I had become a principal. I made 
sure that she knew that 
her positive influence 
was the reason I was 
there.   

Being a principal is 
exciting in one sense 
because it’s almost a 
whole career change. 
You go from teaching 
in the classroom to 
becoming a financial 
manager; an expert 
on building, repairs 
and maintenance; a 
family law consultant; 
counsellor; technology 
guru; careers advisor 
and wh&S officer;  
religious/pastoral leader; 
etc… I would most 
liken it to becoming a parent for the first time: a great 
responsibility where the buck stops with you and the 
decisions you make can impact on a whole community and 
its growth/success. But there is also the delight of great 
hopes, dreams, aspirations and a vision for learning and 
creating a community that’s almost like family.

The children remain a great joy: seeing them learn 
and grow and then leaving us for high school and being 
really proud of a job well done! 

Of course, there are difficulties; on any given day 
a whole range of issues arise and need to be resolved. 
Dealing with parents/families and all the relational issues 
impact heavily on your time when, ideally, you would like 
to be spending that time on educational and learning-
focussed issues. Compliance requirements can become 
problematic. Technology has also had an impact on both 

maintenance and everyone’s expectations of immediate 
response and action to problems. 

I think prioritising and managing time—as well 
taking responsibility for children, staff and families—can 
sometimes become a real circus juggling act; it’s up to 
me to keep all the balls in the air while staying sane and 
smiling all the while!

Gera Guilhaus: Catholic School Principal

Why a Catholic School?

We made the choice (and the financial sacrifice) to 
send our children to Catholic schools. Why? Upon 

reflection, I have come up with three reasons: inertia, 
spirituality and community. 

I must admit, it was a confusing time when we were 
new parents. Deciding on something as momentous as 
where to send your child to school is difficult for many 

reasons, not the least of 
which is how hard it is to 
decipher the marketing 
hyperbole and how hard 
it is to know your child’s 
learning style—and 
even personality—when 
he is a baby or toddler! 
So we narrowed the 
field by falling back on 
our family’s tradition 
of Catholic schooling: 
inertia. Catholic 
schooling, we felt, 
instilled in us a love 
of learning, but it also 
equipped us to handle 
life’s many curve balls. 

well, that’s why 
we chose Catholic 

schooling for our children in the first place, but the more 
interesting question, I think, is: why did we stick with it? 

There is so much talk today about educating the 
‘whole child’ and we felt that this was impossible to do 
without including his spiritual side. Our school beautifully 
integrates spirituality into their everyday life, and it does 
so in subtle ways across all areas of the curriculum: on 
the sporting fields, in the disciplinary policies, in the 
social justice programs, in school liturgies, and in daily 
prayers and meditation time. Children are given time 
and space to reflect on what Christ’s message means 
to them. This Catholicism in school reinforces our 
family values: compassion, respect, love, humility and 
forgiveness ... among many others. 

In so many ways, Jesus’ message of love is lived out 
at Catholic schools. 

An unexpected side effect of choosing a Catholic 

t h e  r e W A r d S  o F  S e n d i n G  y o u r  C h i l d  
t o  A  C A t h o l i C  S C h o o l

SY Sending_NEW.indd   6 21/7/13   2:15:57 PM

SAMPLE



school for our children is that I have had the opportunity 
to reconsider where I am on my spiritual journey. 
Through the school I have heard talks, panel discussions, 
sermons, prayers, and have had discussions with my 
children and other parents that have called into question 
my old-fashioned religious notions. for the first time in 
my adult life, I have actively engaged in developing and 
deepening my own spiritual side. Like my children, I have 
grown in this spirit of love.  

 finally, the community that we have found 
through our school has dramatically enriched our lives. 
Teachers, administrators, parents and students drawn to 
Catholic schools share a special bond and commitment. 
Each member of our family has experienced love and 
support from our school community. I think that, 
again, this is our shared belief in the teachings of Jesus 
that connects us in a profound way to each other. 
Not everyone in our community is Catholic, in fact our 
community includes non-Catholic Christians, Jewish 
families, Muslim families, and Atheists; but the universal 
message of Christ’s love binds us to each other.  

Jeanne Bridgers:  
Catholic School Parent

the decision

Mike and I wanted 
a Christian 

education for our 
children. We wanted 
the added support 
it would offer us in 
passing on our faith, 
and the continuity it 
would provide in the 
practice of our faith: 
that what was instilled 
in the kids at home 
would be reinforced by the schools.

we were hopeful that the Christian values—
especially respect for elders and others—would be 
deeply embedded in the teachings and in the Catholic 
system as a whole.

we also felt that Catholic schools had a high general 
quality of teachers and more effective methods. There 
was also the care and support of the Church, and the 
sense of belonging to the Catholic community.

My memory of the experience

I felt proud that I was supported by Mike and about 
the financial sacrifice we undertook in order to give our 
children what we saw was a better education.

Looking back now, I feel that there could have been 
a deeper quality of education in the faith and the rituals. 

from my perception, I believe that religious education 
was not on par with the other subjects and was of lesser 
importance. 

There were distinct differences between our two 
boys and our two girls, who were some ten years 
younger. The boys seemed to have been led towards a 
stronger sense of faith.

My memory of my own Catholic school

having gone to numerous Catholic schools in the 
Philippines, the students were heavily involved in various 
rituals and teachings, such as weekly Masses, family 
Masses, monthly confessions, annual retreats, and 
various other prayers and gatherings during the liturgical 
seasons, even doing catechism classes alongside public 
school students and the poor.  

faith education was on top of the list of any Catholic 
schooling.  Attendance was compulsory.

The faith was so instilled in all of us that I guess it was 
easier then: the majority 
of the population was 
Catholic (some 90%). 
Attending Church 
services and following 
its teachings were a 
part of growing up.

The difference 
between being 
a student and a 
parent

Student: Obedience 
and respect … we did 
not dare question! we 
followed and did what 
we were told to do. we 

still have the faith. It was a different generation. That 
faith has grown into a more mature faith, and a deeper 
sense of God.

Parent: You hope to see the children accept the faith 
handed down from generation to generation within 
the family. You hope for the children to have a deeper 
understanding, a sense and presence of God’s love 
in their lives, and to head towards a more adult faith. 
You hope for the children to experience and witness 
the faith that we witnessed through our parents and 
grandparents

Mari Palomares: Former Catholic School Parent 

t h e  r e W A r d S  o F  S e n d i n G  y o u r  C h i l d  
t o  A  C A t h o l i C  S C h o o l
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W h A t  d o  C A t h o l i C S  B e l i e v e ? A  B e l i e F t h A t
B e G i n S W i t h  J e S u S

What Catholics believe is summed up in a series of short 
formal statements called creeds, taken from the Latin 

word credere meaning ‘to believe’.
There are a number of these statements dating back to 

the earliest centuries of  Christianity when they were used as 
statements of faith by those being initiated into the Church. 
When an infant is baptised, his or her godparents and all those 
gathered, recite the Creed (called the ‘Apostles Creed’) as  
a sign of accepting the beliefs of this particular community  
of faith on the infant’s behalf.

 The Apostle’s Creed

I believe in God,  

the Father almighty,  

Creator of heaven and earth,  

and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,  

who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,  

born of the Virgin Mary,  

suffered under Pontius Pilate,  

was crucified, died and was buried;  

he descended into hell;  

on the third day he rose again 

from the dead;  

he ascended into heaven,  

and is seated at the right hand of God  

the Father almighty;  

from there he will come to judge 

 the living and the dead.  

I believe in the Holy Spirit,  

the holy catholic Church,  

the communion of saints,  

the forgiveness of sins,  

the resurrection of the body,  

and life everlasting.  

Amen.
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