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CHALLENGE FEATURE

The Catholic Teacher, Teaching
and Canon Law

By Msgr. Vincent Foy

““The first stimulus to learning is the nobility of the teacher.”

any Catholics were profoundly

disturbed when a public dissenter
was recently reinstated as teacher in a
Catholic school and promoted to head the
religion department.

The details have been many times told.
In 1992 Joanna Manning was removed
from teaching religion and assigned to
teaching history and English. On August
29, 1994, a labour arbitration board ruled
that she should be reinstated and promot-
ed. On September 12, 1994, the Toronto
Metropolitan Separate School Board
decided not to request a judicial review.

This case is a sign and symbol of a
school system which to a notable degree
has lost its identity. Joanna Manning has
publicly attacked essential Church teach-
ings. She is co-founder of a dissenting
group called the Coalition of Concerned
Canadian Catholics. Here is a sample of
her rhetoric, where she calls for a new
model of the Church, “inclusive and
pluralistic, not exclusive and monolithic.
Patriarchical, androcentric, eurocentric
theology is bankrupt spiritually and in-
tellectually and has become sterile and
desiccated. The life, energy and dynamism
has passed to theologies which speak from
the vantage point of the victims: the poor,
women and the earth — We who are
Church have to tell the truth to one
another as well as in our own staff rooms,
our boardrooms and our OECTA meet-
ings. The party line will no longer do.”
(The Reporter, Dec. 1990)

Joanna Manning has many supporters,
including the Ontario English Catholic
Teachers’ Association. When she was first
removed, the Association’s spokesman
Neil Doherty said: “I believe that the
majority of her opinions are in the main-
stream of Catholic thinking today.” (cf.
The Toronto Star, Dec. 25, 1992).

Questions and Answers
The Joanna Manning episode raises many
questions. Does not public dissent under-
mine the effectiveness of any and all
teaching authority in the Church? How
can dissident teachers and trustees expect
support from Catholic taxpayers? How

has an anti-papal, anti-clerical, anti-
magisterial spirit been able to infiltrate
some Catholic schools? How could Joan-
na Manning and other dissenters get a
sounding board in the magazine (The
Reporter) of the Ontario English Catholic
Teachers’ Association? One must finally
ask: Why does the Church seem so impo-
tent in what is primarily a spiritual
matter?

Although the answers are complex, es-
sentially there is a disregard of the
Church’s law governing our Catholic
schools. This law covers the qualification
of the teacher and the aims and content
and method of teaching. It also covers the
absolutely essential governance of reli-
gious education by the Church’s triad of
Bishop, Director of Catechetics, and par-
ish priest.

The Teacher and Canon Law
Canon Law on the teaching vocation is
rooted in a long history of legislation and
guidance. A valuable source book is
““Education: Papal Teachings’’ (Daugh-
ters of St. Paul, 1979). It is a compendi-
um of magisterial teaching from the time
of Pope Pius VII to and including Pope
John XXIII. With numerous references it
sums up the role of the Catholic teacher
by saying: ‘“The teaching vocation is one
of the noblest: it is a genuine spiritual
paternity and a genuine collaboration in
God’s word and that of Christ the
Redeemer: and the Catholic hierarchy: (p.
624). Vatican II says of teachers: ‘‘Bound
by charity to one another and penetrated
by an apostolic spirit, let them give wit-
ness to Christ, the unique teacher, by their
lives as well as their teaching.”” (Declara-
tion on Christian Education, 8.)

Magisterial teaching is unanimous in
speaking of the nobility of the teaching
vocation. This nobility demands two es-
sential qualifications: orthodoxy and or-
thopraxis. The teacher must be not only
true to the teaching of the Faith but be
living that Faith.

The new Code states: ‘‘Formation and
education in a Catholic school must be
based on the principles of Catholic doc-

St. Augustine

trine, and the teachers must be outstand-
ing in true doctrine and uprightness of
life” (c. 803, 2). We find a pastoral ap-
plication of this in a letter of Bishop John
Moyers of Peoria, Illinois. He says: ‘‘Just
as it would be inappropriate for someone
who is not trying to live the faith to be
teaching the faith so too those who are un-
able to embrace fully the Church’s teach-
ing office should not act as teachers in the
Church.”” (quoted from ‘‘Teaching the
Faith’’ Fr. Leonard Kennedy, C.S.B.,
Catholic Insight, Nov. 1994).

The Bishop and the Law

No school is properly called Catholic un-
less it comes under the supervision of the
Bishop. By Christ’s will the Bishop
teaches and governs. Canon 375 reads:
“By divine institution, Bishops succeed
the Apostles through the Holy Spirit who
is given to them. They are constituted Pas-
tors in the Church to be the teachers of
doctrine, the priests of sacred worship and
the ministers of governance.”” This teach-
ing and governing power is affirmed in all
the particular legislation in Canada’s his-
tory. e.g., The Provincial Councils of Que-
bec, the Plenary Council of Quebec of
1909 and the Provincial Councils of
Toronto of 1875 and 1938.

In the new Code of 1983 the rights and
duties of Bishops are specified. A Cathol-
ic school is defined as one which is under
the control of the competent ecclesiasti-
cal authority, i.e., the Bishop (cf. ¢.803).
A school may not bear the title ‘Cathol-
ic”” without his consent (ibid.). He is to
be careful that teachers are outstanding
in true doctrine, in the witness of their
Christian life, and in their teaching abili-
ty”” (cf. c.804). The local Bishop has the
right to appoint or approve teachers of
religion and, when required, to remove
them (cf. ¢.805). He has the right to watch
over and inspect the Catholic schools in
his territory and to issue directives to regu-
late them (cf. ¢.806). So the golden link
is preserved through the Bishop to Peter
to Christ.
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The Catechetical Office

To assist the Bishop the Church has es-
tablished the Catechetical Office. The
decree ‘“Provido sane: (cf. AAS, 1935, pp
151 ff) required a Catechetical Office in
every Diocese. Its function was to assist
the Bishop in the whole field of Catholic
education. Locally, in conformity with
this decree, the Toronto Provincial Coun-
cil of 1938 required that a Catechetical
Director be appointed in each Diocese,
under the authority of the Bishop, to pro-
mote and direct catechetical teaching in
every school, college and university under
the jurisdiction of the Bishop’’ (cf. Decree
14). The General Catechetical Directory
of 1971, still in force, states: ‘“The
Catechetical Office, therefore, which is
part of the diocesan curia, is the means
that the Bishop as head of the communi-
ty and teacher of doctrine utilizes o direct
and moderate all the catechetical activi-
ties of the diocese (emphasis added). No
diocese can be without its own Catechet-
ical Office (cf. no.126).

One must go back to the fifties and ear-
ly sixties in Ontario to observe the decree
“‘Provido sane’’ in action. I give an ab-
breviated description of the duties of the
Director of Catechetics of Toronto Arch-
diocese in the fifties from personal
recollection:

He approved all curricula in religious
studies in primary and secondary schools
including all texts and programs. He in-
terviewed publishers and authors of new
texts being considered. In consultation
with the Archbishop priests were designat-
ed to lecture on Catechetics to all Catholic
teachers. With the full cooperation of all
principals annual uniform tests were held
throughout the Archdiocese for pupils of
Grades 7 through 13. Top papers in every
class were forwarded for evaluation to the
Catechetical Office. Every fall a Catechet-
ical Day was celebrated in St. Michael’s
Cathedral in the presence of Cardinal
McGuigan. Representatives from every
school were present and awards were
presented to top students. Throughout the
Archdiocese summer schools were or-
ganized for pupils attending public
schools.

The Pastor and Catholic Schools
Almost disregarded in most Canadian
Catholic schools today is the supervisory

role of the Catholic priest. Before the
universal advent of the Catechetical Office
the pastor took the place of the Bishop
in school supervision, both by office and
delegation. The first Provincial Council
of Toronto (1875) decreed that pastors
were to visit frequently the schools in their
parishes and to submit an annual report
on their condition, with any necessary
recommendations (Decree 9). The Plenary
Council of Quebec (1909) gave the respon-
sibility of teaching religion to pastors.
When they delegated this it was to be to
teachers of pious practice who had a
sound knowledge of doctrine (n.314). By
the second Toronto Provincial Council
(1938), pastors were to visit their schools
frequently and inspect every part of the
school at least twice a month. The Bishop
and parish priest were to supervise the
books and curricula to ensure that there
was nothing in them contrary to faith and
morals (Decree 20).

At présent the role of the pastor is
greatly diminished. In many places he has
been reduced from supervisor and teacher
to resource person infrequently consult-
ed. Sometimes he is more tolerated than
welcome. Yet by law he remains the super-
visor of religious instruction in all schools
under his jurisdiction. He participates in
the ministry of the Bishop and under him
exercises the role of teaching, sanctifying
and governing in his own territory (cf.
c.519).

Drift and Shift

Since Vatican II most Catholic schools in
Canada have been set adrift from the
three-tiered control and supervision
demanded by the Church. In general,
Bishops no longer issue rules and regula-
tions. The Catechetical Office has become
a vestige of its former self, a resource
source rather than supervisor. Pastors are
largely irrelevant in the areas of supervi-
sion and teaching. A considerable num-
ber of teachers do not practise their faith
and this by their own admission. Dedicat-
ed teachers are victims of a system gone
awry. The Ontario English Catholic
Teachers’ Association does not hesitate to
invite dissident speakers to address its
members and write in its magazine and
defend teachers who reject essential doc-
trines.

Coupled with the drift from authority

is the shift from doctrinal integrity. While
methodology is often greatly improved,
the diminished and distorted content
leaves it largely fruitless.

Most graduates of our Catholic school
system are religiously illiterate. They do
not know their Faith, cannot defend it, do
not realize it is their most precious pos-
session and are not motivated to explore
it more deeply or even to go to Mass or
frequent the Sacraments. A study
“Catholic Education in the Separate
School System of Ontario” published in
June, 1990, was commissioned by the In-
stitute for Catholic Education. There was
a sampling of grade 12 students on
knowledge of practices and beliefs. For
only 28 per cent was religion very impor-
tant. Over 42 per cent thought that each
individual decides the content of his or
her beliefs.

Saving Our Catholic Schools
After over a hundred years of struggle and
sacrifice, our Catholic school system is
collapsing, not from external persecution,
but from internal rot. If it can be saved
its salvation will come from the Church,
our ‘““Mater et Magistra,” our Mother and
Teacher. The blueprint for reform has
been given us in the General Catechetical
Directory, the Apostolic Exhortation ‘“‘On
Catechesis in Our Time” and in the Code
of Canon Law. In these we find the law
to be observed and the methodology to
be followed. For content we have as source
The Catechism of the Catholic Church.

The desperately needed reform will find
the Bishop in full charge of the teaching
of religion in his Diocese. He will super-
vise and set curricula and texts and
teacher requirements through his
Catechetical Office. The pastor will be the
local spiritual director and guide and
sometimes teacher in the parochial school.
Teachers, School Boards and Teachers’
Associations will find their true nobility,
freedom and fulfillment in being *“in me-
dio ecclesiae,’ in and with and under
Christ’s Church. In the end reform will
be precisely as fruitful as our schools are
faithful to the Church.

Monsignor Foy is a retired priest, a
former Director of Catechetics in the
Archdiocese of Toronto.
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