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(As a cover for this ñSilverò issue of our quarterly magazine (NÁ25) 
focusing on education, we chose this drawing of the Annunciation of 

Archangel Gabriel to the Most Holy Virgin Mary. It is the work of a 

6-year-old artist named Edith. She explained that Our Lady puts her 

hand against her chest as she ï Edith ï was taught to do when 
expecting a blessing during Holy Mass. Our Lady is standing against 

the end of her bed, upon which her book with the Holy Scriptures 

lies open. At her feet are a jar of water and a basket with a loaf of 

bread. The square frame in between her and Archangel Gabriel is 
actually a window showing the town of Nazareth, with one house on 

the left and four on the right, on either side of the main access to the 

town centre. 

This is a very fitting reminder of the fact that the most intimate event of 
the Annunciation is not meant to remain private, but rather starts the 

process of the Redemption of the whole world, on behalf of which Mary 

gives herself to God. Our Lady looks deeply recollected, her features 

and general posture expressing humility and abandonment to the holy 
will of God. Archangel Gabriel kneels before the Woman who is about 

to become the Mother of his God, and thus his own Queen. He presents 

her with a beautiful lily, symbol of the virginal conception of Our Lord 

through the power of the Holy Ghost, depicted as a dove radiating light 
above Our Lady. May all children in our country be granted to learn, 

love and share their precious Catholic faith as little Edith did for us all 

through this drawing. Ave Maria!) 

 

 Dowry N° XXV  ÖSilver× issue  

Special  EDUCATION  
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God hath translated us 

into the kingdom of  

the Son of His love. 

Editorial: Education, from darkness to light

hat is education about? Who can educate, and to 

what end? In this 25
th
 issue of Dowry, we offer a 

series of articles on this most important question. It 

is obvious to all that education is in crisis. With the immense 

majority of pupils in Catholic schools stopping to practice their 

religion on reaching adolescence, no one can deny that 

Catholic education today is a failure. Secular education in State 

schools is no more successful, as it forms citizens who prove 

totally incapable of understanding natural law and of 

promoting it. 

Let us look first at the etymology. To ñe-ducateò literally 

means to ñbring outò, or ñlead forthò, from ñex-ò ñoutò and 

ñducereò ñto leadò. Thus, education is about someone assisting 

someone else in a transit from one place to another. Put simply: 

Johnny lies in his cradle and Mummy carries him to the 

kitchen. More deeply, the transit is from one condition to 

another; or from one stage of lesser development to a stage of 

greater development. Thus, children are educated to become 

adults. One assumes that the transit is for the better. Education 

must improve the person, not degrade or pervert him. 

Education should assist the person in his development, as 

called for by his human nature and by his divine vocation. 

The process is sometimes painful, as Plato explains in his 

famous Allegory of the Cavern, where men are likened to 

prisoners facing the back of a cave, until a 

philosopher leads them towards the real 

world outside: ñSee what will naturally 

follow if the prisoners are released and 

disabused of their error. At first, when any 

of them is liberated and compelled suddenly 

to stand up and turn his head round and walk 

and look towards the light, he will suffer 

sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and 

he will be unable to see the realities of which, in his former 

state, he had seen the shadowsò (cf The Republic, Book VII).  

We donôt need to know whether St Paul had read Plato, when 

writing to the Colossians that God: ñhath delivered us from the 

power of darkness, and hath translated us into the kingdom of 

the Son of his love, in whom we have redemption through his 

blood, the remission of sinsò (1:13-14). Rather, we can admire 

that divine Providence allowed the natural wisdom of Plato, a 

pagan, to forebode four centuries in advance the rising of 

Christ, the true Sun of Justice. Our Blessed Lord Jesus is the 

true Educator of mankind. He is the divine Teacher Who leads 

the human race out of sinfulness towards fulfilment, that is, to 

the contemplation of the Most Holy Trinity. In its deepest 

meaning, education is imitation of Christ the Truth Incarnate, 

pedagogically unbinding souls from the snares of the devil, the 

ñFather of liesò (John 8:44), and introducing them to the 

Kingdom of the ñFather of lightsò (James 1:17). 

After Christ their Model, educators must know that their 

mission may expose them to persecution from the evil one, 

who hates to see his prey snatched from his claws. In Platoôs 

allegory, the wise man is put to death by those who prefer 

darkness ï a reference to the sentencing of Platoôs master, 

Socrates, accused by the State authorities of corrupting youth 

through his impiety and his undemocratic views. It can be 

noted that, similarly, at Pilateôs tribunal, the Jews charged 

Christ with perverting the people and with threatening the 

political status quo: ñAnd they began to accuse him, saying: 

We have found this man perverting our nation, and forbidding 

to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he is Christ the kingò 

(Luke 23:2). More than once in human history, 

the State has prosecuted genuine educators for 

undermining the official creed and threatening 

civil order ï when in reality that ñcreedò was 

itself a perversion of the natural law, and that civil 

ñorderò a tyrannical oppression of consciences. 

Such violence can be inflicted in the name of religion, when 

even basic education is feared as an obstacle to despotic 

control over the population. This was tragically manifested 11 

months ago when the Muslim terrorist group Boko Haram 

abducted hundreds of schoolgirls in Nigeria. Their leader said 

that ñthe girls should not have been in school and instead 

should have been married, since girls as young as nine are 

suitable for marriageò. Similarly in Pakistan, in 2012, the 

Taliban shot in the head the teenage girl, Malala Yousafzai, in 

retaliation for her activism for childrenôs rights to education. 

Referring to God to justify such crimes is unacceptable. But 

worse violence has been inflicted against educators and 

children in the name of the State. In 1937, within 5 days, Pope 

Pius XI issued two encyclicals condemning the twin 

totalitarian regimes of National Socialism and of Communism. 

On 14 March, Mit Brennender Sorge warned German parents 

thus: ñan education, hostile to Christ, is to profane the temple 

of the childôs soul consecrated by baptism, and extinguish the 

eternal light of the faith in Christ for the 

sake of counterfeit light alien to the Cross. 

[...] Yet do not forget this: none can free you 

from the responsibility God has placed on 

you over your children. None of your 

oppressors, who pretend to relieve you of 

your duties can answer for you to the eternal 

Judge, when he will ask: ñWhere are those I 

confided to you?ò May every one of you be 

able to answer: ñOf them whom thou hast given me, I have not 

lost any oneò (John 18:9)ò. On 19 March, Divini Redemptoris 

denounced the fact that in USSR: ñthe right of education is 

denied to parents, for it is conceived as the exclusive 

prerogative of the community, in whose name and by whose 

mandate alone parents may exercise this rightò. 

In 2015, many Western governments profess ñvaluesò which 

are as disconnected from natural and religious laws as the two 

regimes denounced by Pope Pius XI. In fact, they implement 

ña dictatorship of relativism that does not recognize anything 

as definitive and whose ultimate standard consists solely of 

oneôs own ego and desires. We, however, have a different goal: 

the Son of God, the true man. He is the measure of true 

humanismò (Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, Homily before the 

2005 Conclave). 

Dear Friends, this provides a rather bleak prospect for all of us 

involved as parents, teachers or clergy in the beautiful mission 

of education in contemporary Britain! But since God has 

endowed mankind with the dignity of procreation, there is no 

doubt that He wants all of us adults to cooperate in raising His 

children as saints through genuine Catholic education. 

Arduousness must not deter us, if we trust in His grace, in the 

long experience of His Church and in the intercession of His 

witnesses: ñThe expense is reckoned, the enterprise is begun; it 

is of God; it cannot be withstood.ò 

I wish you a grace-filled Lent and Easter.  

Fr Armand de Malleray, FSSP  

Superior of the English FSSP Apostolate,  

St John Fisher House, Reading, 12 March 2015 Ǐ 

W 
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Virgin and Child , Claus de Werve, French (Burgundy), ca. 1415-1417, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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Plainly assessing Catholic education in England 

A couple of young Catholic parents offer their reflexions on education: choices, compromises and some green shoots 

  

ive me the child, and I will mould the manò, said 

St. Francis Xavier. If that is the case, then parents 

of young children have some urgent questions to 

ask themselves. To whom are we giving our children? What 

sort of men will be returned to us? What can we do about it? 

And should we even be using such a misogynistic, gender-

specific quotation? 

That last question wasnôt entirely serious, but the great Jesuitôs 

words have a clarity and sense of purpose that is completely at 

odds with the Orwellian jargon that pervades todayôs 

educational establishment. Even allowing for the somewhat 

pessimistic view of the modern world to which Catholics ï 

particularly those of a traditional bent ï are prone, the decline 

in educational institutions has been catastrophic, and there is 

no prospect of an improvement in the foreseeable future. As a 

result, Catholic parents of young children are presented with a 

narrow set of choices when deciding how, and where, to 

educate their children. All of these choices involve significant 

compromises. Below is a basic overview of these choices 

(based mainly on personal experience, and only taking into 

account the UK) and a plan to retake 

some of the lost ground. 

In the state sector, Catholic schools 

are subject to the increasingly 

intolerant rules and regulations that 

the government and their various 

agencies impose. Most recently, the 

óTrojan Horseô scandal (whereby 

extremist Islamist views were allowed 

to flourish in certain Muslim schools) 

has given government inspectors 

license to impose their version of 

óBritish valuesô in all faith schools. A 

quick glance at the news shows us that 

the governmentôs version of óBritish 

valuesô is not something that we can 

feel comfortable tolerating. Even worse, Catholic schools are 

often more than happy to dilute the Faith in search of more 

funding or a better OFSTED rating. In practice, this means that 

pupils at Catholic state schools are increasingly exposed to 

exactly the ideas from which parents are trying to shield their 

children ï and under the guise of a ñCatholic educationò. 

Indeed, some parents prefer to send their children to non-

Catholic schools, so that they can draw the line between 

secular education at school, and religious education at home.  

Independent Catholic schools are more autonomous and so can 

avoid the worst of the stateôs zeal, but they must make a 

different set of compromises. There is demand from around the 

world for a British education, and so schools perceive a need to 

offer every possible bell and whistle to their óproductô. 

Consequently, independent Catholic schools have raised fees to 

eye watering levels ï well beyond the reach of a typical family, 

let alone a typical Catholic family! And the need to find 

parents to pay these fees has driven Catholic schools to make 

other compromises ï only one Catholic boysô boarding school 

is still single sex, and many actively encourage applications 

from non-Catholics. So, the makeup of todayôs independent 

Catholic school is significantly different from twenty or thirty 

years ago; a much wealthier set of friends for the child, and a 

diluted Catholic identity.  As for St. Michaelsô, the SSPX 

school: despite all its undoubted merits, parents must consider 

the compromise regarding the SSPX's canonical status. 

The Free School initiative initially gave rise to a great deal of 

hope for Catholic education. The ability for a group of parents 

to set up a school, funded by the state but bypassing the local 

authority, seems ideal. However, all that glitters is not gold. 

Only 50% of pupils can be required to be of a certain religion 

and, since these schools are funded by the state, they need to 

promote the infamous ñBritish Valuesò. Indeed, the education 

authorities seem particularly keen to target Free Schools ï 

Grindon Hall and the Durham Free School (two Christian free 

schools) have in the last month effectively been shut down due 

to a lack of óunderstandingô and ódiversityô. 

With the choices above, itôs no surprise that so many families 

choose to home school. But, heroic as those parents are, home 

schooling cannot be the only way; there is too rich a history of 

Catholic education in this country to simply abandon schools to 

their fate.  

The solution must therefore be to start a new school. That is 

easy to write, less easy to do! But the situation outlined above 

gives some starting points: a) It must be 

fee paying; that doesnôt guarantee 

complete insulation from the stateôs 

interference, but it gives the school the 

greatest chance of the autonomy it 

needs. b) The fees, however, must be 

reasonable, so the school can be as 

accessible as possible. Initially, at least, 

this precludes a boarding school, where 

the costs are going to be significantly 

higher. c) It should start with a primary 

school.  Parents are more likely to take 

'a risk' at primary level, and classes can 

be very small; they will fill up as the 

school grows and perhaps eventually 

feed through to a secondary school. 

Some brave groups of parents have shown us a way forward in 

the past few years, adopting exactly this strategy and starting 

independent day schools with a strong Catholic identity, in and 

around London. So we know this is possible; but parents need 

an option outside London! For this, the following three are 

needed: a) A small group of people who are willing to help 

spearhead this project.  They donôt need to be teachers, 

although the head teacher is crucial to the schoolôs success. 

Those who donôt teach can be part of an educational trust for 

fundraising and governance, where a wide range of expertise 

will be needed - from property, to law, to accounting and 

finance. b) A building. As well as a venue for classes, this will 

provide a geographic focal point for the initiative, and bring the 

project out of the realms of the theoretical. Bedfordshire, as an 

affordable county with good road and rail links to London, is a 

prime candidate for consideration.  There may also be a 

particular location already available there. c) A religious 

organisation, to give spiritual direction to the project, 

administer the sacraments, and provide institutional strength to 

the initiative.   

We have put this project under the patronage of St Joseph. If 

anyone reading this is interested in such a school, or knows 

someone who might, then please email: 

stjosepheducation@gmail.com. Ǐ 

ñG 

(Pupils from FSSP boarding school visit 

the Reading Oratory School.) 
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St Anne teaching the Virgin Mary to read 

 

       

Author: Nottingham workshop 

England, 15
th
 century 

Polychrome alabaster 

91 x 35 x 14 cm 

Lisbon Museum of Ancient Art 

Mediaeval English alabaster.  

Mass produced by the workshops of the  Midlands, a 

region that had Nottingham at its centre, these images 

were imported in significant quantities, in a cultural 

context that saw Portugal drawing closer to England, a 

tendency that was rendered official by the marriage 

between Dom João I and Philippa of Lancaster in 

1387. 

 

One of the most familiar images of St. Anne is as 

Maryôs teacher.  In spite of writings such as the 

Golden Legend and the tradition based on them, i.e., 

that Mary spent the years between age 3 and puberty 

in the temple, there is an equally strong tradition that 

she spent those years at home, under the instruction of 

her mother.  

 

From at least the 14th century, artists have shown St. 

Anne as the teacher of her daughter. That it should be 

thought necessary that Mary should be literate is 

interesting in itself. The Gospel of Luke tells us that 

Jesus read from the Book of Isaiah in the synagogue at 

Nazareth (Luke 4:16-17). Therefore, it is apparently 

assumed that Mary can read also. Indeed, she is 

frequently pictured as teaching the Infant Jesus to read 

in many works of medieval arts, such as a lovely early 

15th-century statue in the Metropolitan 

Museum collection. If Mary can read, then it is a 

logical assumption that she was taught to read by her 

mother, St. Anne.  

  

So far, the earliest images of St. Anne as teacher 

appear to come from 14th-England. Due to the 

destruction of most English religious art during the 

Reformation and the later Republican period, the 

surviving images are few and frequently in bad shape. 

However, a number of wall paintings have emerged 

from the layers of whitewash and plaster that covered 

them and there are occasional survivals elsewhere. For 

example, the Cluny Museum in Paris owns a painted 

wooden altar frontal from the parish church from 

Thetford in Suffolk that is dated to about 1335.  

 

Through the medium of illuminated manuscripts, the 

image of St. Anne as teacher spread to the Continent. 

It is found in manuscripts from France and Spain and 

from the Low Countries, as well as in sculpture.  

 

[http://imaginemdei.blogspot.co.uk/] 
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Freedom and education in Europe 

Anne Coffinier has been living in the UK for several years with her husband, the French Consul in Edinburgh, and their children. 

A committed Catholic and a high ranking civil servant and diplomat in her own right, Anne Coffinier chose to put her career on 

hold and invest her energy in helping foster reliable education for all. She started and still runs Fondation pour lôEcole, a private 

institutional umbrella promoting independent schools. In 2013, 50 000 French pupils attended schools linked with Fondation pour 

lôEcole. This represents 601 schools, offering education to pupils of 5 to 18 years of age. Anne Coffinier regularly speaks at 

international conferences and meets with government representatives. Website: http://www.fondationpourlecole.org/.  

Below is a series of excerpts from the conference she gave on 20
th
 September 2014 in Madrid, as part of an international seminar 

on ñChristian Faith and the Future of Europeò. Space prevented us from quoting the full text, which we encourage you to read 

here: http://www.catholicdays.eu/images/speeches/Anne_Coffinier.pdf. Emphasis ours. 

 

hat are the limits of educational 

freedom? 

Should Scientologists have the right 

to open private schools? Should Muslims have 

the right to establish schools where Sharia law 

is taught? Should secular schools have the right 

to inflict a Godless ideology on children? Is it 

not an act of violation to neglect a childôs 

spiritual needs, and a form of bullying to 

challenge a childôs beliefs at such a tender age?  

[...] 

It is through little responsibilities at a school 

level that future citizens learn to be reliable and 

responsible for the common good at a national 

level. 

From a practical point of view it is worth 

recalling the words of Condorcet, a philosopher 

of the French Revolution: State schools objectively need 

independent schools because these, by their very existence, 

promote competition and therefore quality.  

[...] 

The Catholic Church has a mandatory educational mission. She 

cannot choose not to educate. Jesus Christ himself stressed that 

his disciples had an educational mission with regard to all 

nations.  

[...] 

Governments are using their regulatory power and the State 

curricula to promote new órightsô like abortion, non-

scientifically proven theories and political correctness.  

[...] 

In no circumstances should the Church act as a proxy or tool 

for the State educational system. She is not a public service 

provider. She invented the University, and gave birth to 

modern science. She inspired the greatest artists who have ever 

lived. The first State high schools were modelled on the 

schools of the Jesuits, and the first State 

primary schools in France were inspired 

by the schools of the Christian Brothers. 

The Church has to maintain her own 

educational path. And this will benefit 

even the Stateôs nondenominational 

schools. Canon Law on this is clear: 

Can 794-1 The Church has in a special 

way the duty and the right of educating, 

for it has a divine mission of helping all 

to arrive at the fullness of Christian life. 

-2 Pastors of souls have the duty of 

making all possible arrangements so that 

all the faithful may avail themselves of a 

Catholic education. 

 [...] 

While the Church has a long and 

illustrious tradition of educating Muslims, Muslims themselves 

have almost no teaching tradition, so the Church should not 

fear competition from Muslim schools. Unfortunately, because 

of an overriding atmosphere of political correctness, this is not 

discussed openly, and so the issue of public funding of schools 

of choice is just swept under the carpet. 

[...] 

Nevertheless, after the Second World War, Europeans showed 

the same concern as the Church for the need to protect children 

and families from anti-religious persecution by the State. The 

first European Declarations bear the mark of the dreadful 

experience of the National Socialist or Communist 

persecutions of religious families and schools. We knew that 

expelling God from schools was in no way neutral or harmless. 

For the State to deprive children of God in their fundamental 

intellectual and human formation is a violation against 

children. The State was cutting them off from their families, 

and from their historical and cultural roots, thereby deliberately 

creating spiritual orphans. The first 

post-war European and international 

declarations tried to prevent this 

injustice ever happening again and 

families saw their right to a plurality of 

educational options acknowledged. 

[...] 

This is a contradiction because, 

according to the Convention, in a 

democracy the variety of education on 

offer has to be pluralistic (from a 

religious and pedagogical point of 

view). This does not mean that the 

education itself has to be pluralistic. 

In requiring that the environment and 

the content had to be pluralistic, the 

second section of the Court concluded 

W 
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that the crucifix had to be removed [from Italian 

schools]. Paradoxically, this conception of plurality 

leads to the monopoly of secularism. The reasoning 

seems to be the following: democracy means 

educational pluralism, which means religious 

neutrality and therefore no religious signs in State 

schools. In the minds of the judges, true pluralism can 

only flourish in a relativist environment and a secular 

and public framework. 

[...] 

From this new perspective, the resolution of the 

Council of Europe dares to give a new definition of 

the guardianship of parents. Parents are free to give 

their children an education consistent with their 

religious and philosophical beliefs ï ñin as much as 

they are compatible with the fundamental values of the 

Council of Europeò. This resolution gives the power to 

the judges to deem whether the parentsô values are 

agreeable with those of the Council of Europe. This 

will undoubtedly lead to new case law. Will tomorrowôs 

parents continue to be able to give their children an education 

compatible with Catholic faith and morals? Or will it be 

assessed as a too óintolerantô and discriminatory education to 

be barred by the State? That is the question. 

[...] 

More generally, one feels in the resolution of the Council of 

Europe, a suspicion towards private schools; much more is 

required from them than from public schools. Why do the 

recommendations of quality control in the resolution target the 

private schools and not the public ones? Regarding the poor 

quality of State schools (in France for instance) wouldnôt such 

recommendations be superfluous? Why does the resolution not 

incite member States to put in place an independent quality 

control body to prevent the evaluation unit being both player 

and referee? Why should the suspicion on curricula and 

methods target only private schools? The same question arises 

about the physical and psychological integrity of children as 

well as the communitarian segregation. Have children never 

been abused in State schools? This suspicion against the values 

of civil society in relation to education prevails in a number of 

countries: there have been, for example, recent judicial 

decisions against home educators in Germany and Ireland. 

[...] 

The crucifix case [a European ruling against crucifixes in 

Italian schools] revealed to the world the danger of the 

prevailing ideological tendencies held by these judges. It 

aroused strong opposition and raised a strong awareness of the 

problem. Ten countries asked to step in as ñamici curiaeò along 

with Italy. Eleven countries declared publically that this 

decision was not acceptable. Several countries stated that the 

Christian faith was the root of European identity and values, 

and that there was no consensus on the religious neutrality of 

education. This issue was an opportunity to reiterate that 

secularism is not a general principle agreed upon in the 

European Convention. The neutrality of a State with regard 

to education should not be assimilated to secularism, which 

is a political position that is anything but neutral. 
[...] 

One idea which is widespread is that a school should ensure 

equal opportunities for all. This idea began to spread only 

around ten years ago but it is now everywhere. It has 

superseded other concepts such as meritocracy and the concept 

inherited from the parable of the Talents in the Bible that one 

should develop oneôs full potential. The idea of the 

performance of a school system is totally absent from universal 

or European instruments. Member States do not recognise any 

obligation to allow students to excel, that is to say to develop 

all their capacities. This creates a huge waste of competencies 

at school and in society. 

[...] 

Another new characteristic which prevails in Europe is the 

devaluation of the traditional mission of the school, which is to 

transmit knowledge. This mission is often overlooked in favour 

of the importance of transmitting values or shaping behaviours. 

This is the case in the resolution of the parliamentary assembly 

of the Council of Europe which stresses ñthe transmission of 

values that favour the protection and promotion of the 

fundamental rights, the democratic citizenship and social 

cohesion.ò What is stressed are political and economic 

objectives. The importance of transmitting 

fundamental knowledge, the formation of reasoning, 

on culture besides its political dimension, is neglected. 

[...] 

Our school system is becoming intellectually weaker 

and weaker and more moralising and intrusive in the 

conscience of students than it has ever been. The 

stress on a moralising approach (which requires that 

students conform to the values of the Council of 

Europe), united with a weaker formation of the mind, 

leads to an approach more akin to the conditioning of 

minds than to anything else. Ǐ 

(Pictures anticlockwise, 2-pages:  
Mrs Anne Coffinier. Judges at the European Court of 

Human Rights. The Prime Ministerôs wife Samantha 

Cameron reads to children as part of a Save The 

Children event. Crucifix in a classroom.) 
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Value of Classics in education today 

By Seminarian Seth, FSSP. Before entering our international seminary in Nebraska five years ago, Seth completed a doctorate in 

Classics in Oxford. He discusses for Dowry the wisdom of the Ancients, as experienced in his formation.  

 

efore entering seminary, I did a degree in Latin and 

Greek language and literature. Throughout my studies, 

people would constantly ask me, óWhat are you going 

to do with that?ô The incredulous look on their faces indicated 

they had already decided the answer to the question: learning 

dead languages was a complete waste of time and money. 

I would always bristle somewhat at the suggestion that the 

point of a university education is exclusively practical, as if the 

only reason for learning anything was to put it to use in the 

workplace. All the same, when I finally embarked on formation 

for the priesthood at a traditional seminary, I took a certain 

mischievous pride in pointing out that I would be using my 

Latin and Greek every day throughout my ócareerô! 

Readers will hardly be surprised to hear that Latin has a 

prominent place at the FSSP seminaries. First-year 

seminarians, who otherwise have relatively few academic 

demands since the emphasis is more on building good habits of 

prayer and community 

life, are nonetheless put 

through their paces with 

intense Latin classes. 

Relentless drills in 

grammar and vocabulary 

in the earlier stages 

prepare them for later 

reading original Latin 

texts, whether from the 

Vulgate Bible or St 

Thomas Aquinas. Once 

students have a reached a 

high level of competence, 

they may attend the 

óLatin seminarô in which 

we read more challenging 

works and practise 

translating from English to Latin. For the braver souls, there 

are even opportunities for Latin conversation over Saturday 

lunch or recreational walks. 

This may seem like a lot, and no doubt for the less 

linguistically-minded seminarians, it can be a cross to bear. But 

the importance of Latin in our formation is hardly to be 

underestimated. At the very minimum, a cleric must have a 

basic grasp of the Missal and Divine Office which he prays 

daily. On the other hand, a cleric versed in Latin will find he 

has access to the Churchôs immensely rich heritage of writings 

that can only be understood to their fullest sense in the original 

language. 

In fact, so important is Latin for seminarians that in the 

Apostolic Constitution, Veterum Sapientia (óthe wisdom of the 

ancientsô, February 22, 1962) Pope St John XXIII mandated 

that óno one is to be admitted to the study of philosophy or 

theology except he be thoroughly grounded in this language 

and capable of using itô (Æ3). Indeed, theology is supposed to 

be taught in Latin and using Latin textbooks. Greek, too, is 

required at seminaries (at Denton, seminarians must take at 

least one year of Greek, with more available). 

This document points to the broader óformative and 

educational valueô of the classics in education besides the 

practical. St John XXIII noted: 

It is a most effective training for the pliant minds of youth. It 

exercises, matures and perfects the principal faculties of mind 

and spirit. It sharpens the wits and gives keenness of judgment. 

It helps the young mind to grasp things accurately and develop 

a true sense of values. It is also a means for teaching highly 

intelligent thought and speech (Veterum Sapientia ¶2). 

In the documentôs accompanying instruction, the pope included 

an extensive syllabus of ancient texts with which the 

seminarian should be familiar in the original language, and 

extended this recommendation to other institutions of Catholic 

education. For an example of the sort of thing that was 

envisioned, one might look at the traditional Jesuit formation 

programme, which included two years of classics before any 

philosophy or theology (see, for instance, the entertaining 

account of Fr McGloin, SJ, Iôll Die Laughing, Bruce 

Publishing, Milwaukee, 1955). 

Perhaps today such a syllabus will seem to many more like a 

pious aspiration than a 

genuine possibility. Yet 

what it does is emphasise 

the intrinsic value not 

only of studying the 

languages but also of 

reading even non 

Christian literature in the 

original Latin and Greek. 

Such studies are deemed 

to be formative in 

themselves, and not only 

for those training for the 

sacred priesthood, but 

indeed in a secular 

education as well. In what 

follows, I will briefly 

sketch out what I see as 

the main educational benefits of classics. 

Firstly, everyone admits that learning ancient languages helps 

us to understand and improve the use of our native language. 

Grammar is very seldom, if at all, taught in schools today, with 

the result that anyone entering higher education or even the 

workplace must often undergo a certain remedial training if 

they are to write at the required standard. But it is much easier, 

and certainly far more enjoyable, to understand our own 

grammar through studying that of a different language; and if 

this is true of studying any language, it is all the more true of 

languages like Latin or Greek which place a high demand on 

the comprehension of morphology and syntax. In addition, 

there is great benefit (and fascination) in tracing the roots of 

modern languages. Oneôs native vocabulary increases manifold 

through studying classical languages: I can remember as a 

sixteen-year-old taking great delight in using all kinds of long 

and (to me) impressive words such as ósesquipedalianô or 

ópolyptotonô that I would never have discovered had I not been 

exposed to Latin and Greek. 

Secondly, as the passage from Veterum Sapientia quoted above 

indicates, the study of these languages ósharpens the mindô. 

Reading a Latin or Greek sentence can be a little like puzzle-

solving, requiring and developing mental organisation. It is for 

this reason that many employers are in fact very keen to have 

B 
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classicists in their company, despite the perceived óirrelevanceô 

of the subject. For example, in recent years GCHQ has had an 

entry-scheme specifically for classics graduates. 

Thirdly, an ability to read texts in Latin and Greek opens up an 

unparalleled cultural heritage which can only be truly 

appreciated in the languages in which they were written. I have 

already mentioned the ecclesiastical writings that belong to the 

Churchôs incomparable tradition. But Homer, Sophocles, Plato, 

Aristotle, Cicero, Vergil, Horace (to but a few)... these writers 

are the bedrock of our civilisation, whose great works were 

seminal for centuries of literary achievements since.  

Incidentally, since the Church Fathers were themselves 

immersed in these pagan writers, there is an indirect sense in 

which we can claim them as part of our Christian background 

too. When St Jerome and St Augustine trade blows in their 

letters, for example, they do so via subtle allusions to writers 

like Vergil that the modern reader can easily miss. The Fathers, 

it is true, often wrestled with how much the Christian ought to 

use pagan literature and philosophy, but a popular image was 

that of the Israelites taking the precious jewellery from the 

Egyptians: sourcing the best to be at the service of the holy. 

They often saw these writings and the mythologies they 

enshrined as a sort of preparation for the gentiles before the 

coming of Christ; in the same way, the pagan classics can serve 

as a stepping stone for the Christian on his way to the true 

wisdom of the Gospel. 

As St John the XXIII writes 

at the beginning of Veterum 

Sapientia: 

The wisdom of the ancient 

world, enshrined in Greek 

and Roman literature, and 

the truly memorable 

teaching of ancient peoples, 

served, surely, to herald the 

dawn of the Gospel which 

Godôs Son, "the judge and 

teacher of grace and truth, 

the light and guide of the 

human race," proclaimed on 

earth. Such was the view of 

the Church Fathers and 

Doctors. In these outstanding literary monuments of antiquity, 

they recognized man's spiritual preparation for the supernatural 

riches which Jesus Christ communicated to mankind "to give 

history its fulfilment." Thus the inauguration of Christianity did 

not mean the obliteration of man's past achievements. Nothing 

was lost that was in any way true, just, noble and beautiful 

(¶1). 

It is true that one can read many of the greatest works in 

translation, and I strongly recommend it. But anyone who 

embarks upon learning the ancient languages does not take 

long to discover how utterly remote those translations often are 

from the force of the original. Even the beginner in Greek, for 

example, must grapple with those little words called óparticlesô 

that are utterly untranslatable but express such rich strands of 

thought. Or who can adequately express the distinction in 

Aristotleôs metaphysics between the various nouns derived 

from the verb óto beô that simply do not exist in our language? 

In Latin poetry, how do we find a way to bring out the puns of 

Ovid, or the subtle nuances of Horace? 

Engaging with ancient languages and texts moreover brings 

enjoyment and rewards in its own right. The mind is 

transported across boundaries of time and place in a way no 

textbook can ever capture. Nothing quite expresses the 

dimensions of the Greek mind at Athensô pinnacle as her 

drama, whether it be the intense horror and raw power of 

tragedy or the blend of sophistication and bawdiness in 

comedy; we will never altogether grasp Roman thought until 

we place ourselves in the courtroom at one of Ciceroôs 

orations. The ódeadô languages become a vehicle for bringing 

alive the monuments of the past. 

In this interaction with the past, we inevitably find both a 

sameness and a difference. For example, the Iliad of Homer 

(probably composed c.750 BC) brings into stark relief the 

ongoing preoccupation of man with his own mortality by 

putting before our eyes Achilles, a hero faced with the unique 

choice of either inglorious immortality or a glorious but short 

life. We see him rage beyond reason at a slight by 

Agamemnon; we see him grieve terribly at the death of his 

friend Patroclus; we see in the midst of his thirst for revenge on 

Patroclusô killer, Hector, have compassion in a tender 

encounter with Hectorôs father, Priam. The tussle of human 

emotion and reason, sin and redemption, social obligations: it 

is all there. 

But we cannot escape the difference ï and this indeed is part of 

the very magic. For all that the authors capture the perennial 

concerns of the human race, ancient Greek and Roman society 

is still decidedly remote from our own, even more so than the 

England of Chaucer and Shakespeare. It is this difference as 

well as sameness that allows us to gain a new and, I think, 

deeper appreciation of our own world, just as travelling to a 

foreign continent gives new perspectives on where we grew up. 

Indeed, this must have been somewhat as the ancient Athenians 

themselves felt on watching tragedies: the moral dilemmas of 

the tragic hero or heroine would have spoken to the spectator 

concerning his own choices and behaviour, but they could do 

so precisely because they were conveyed through the ósafeô 

medium of myth set in the distant past (Oedipusôs 

responsibilities are all the greater for him being a king; but 

there were no kings in the audience at the first performance of 

Sophoclesô plays). 

One must work at any literary text to get the most out of it; but 

when you have poured out sweat over the confusing verb-

forms, have teased out the difficult grammatical constructions, 

have considered the effects of Latin or Greekôs much freer 

word-order, then you find very great rewards indeed that go far 

beyond mere practical application. Ǐ 

 
(Picture left: Words of Consecration in the Roman Missal. Above: 

Magna Carta. Salisbury Cathedralôs copy is one of four which survive 
from this original issue. It was written in Latin by hand, by an expert 

scribe, on vellum, in this case, sheepskin. Next June will be the 800th 

anniversary ï but who can still read the text?) 
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Liberal education and the conversion of England

By Justin Shaw, a trustee and former chairman of Civitas, the Institute for the Study of Civil Society. His novels, The Illumination 

of Merton Browne and Ten Weeks in Africa (Sceptre), examine the human impact of educational deprivation, corruption, and 

moral relativism.  

 

aken together, Liberal Education and the National 

Curriculum by Professor David Conway, and Robert 

Pealôs book Progressively Worse, tell the story of the 

expansion of liberal education in Britain from the mid-

nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, and its subsequent 

rapid retreat. It is a story that has profound significance for 

Catholics, not simply because the Church is still responsible 

for running many of the UKôs schools, but because Catholic 

apologists, most notably Blessed John Henry Newman, 

contributed enormously to the defence of classical humanist 

education in Victorian times, thereby helping to build a 

political and administrative consensus in its favour which was 

to last for almost a century. By contrast, it is unsurprising that 

the abandonment of traditional educational standards since the 

nineteen-sixties has gone hand-

in-hand with the collapse of the 

Churchôs moral and intellectual 

influence in British public life.  

Professor Conwayôs study 

analyses the confluence of ideas 

and personalities which exposed 

the poor state of English and 

Welsh parochial schools in 1850s 

and 1860s, and agitated for 

intelligent reform. Whereas 

Newman wrote in defence of 

liberal education at the 

university, Matthew Arnold ï 

son of Thomas Arnold, the 

famous headmaster of Rugby ï 

was the leading figure of the 

movement to improve 

elementary schooling. Arnold 

urged his contemporaries to 

address what he regarded as the 

morbid condition of English 

intellectual, artistic and moral 

culture, fearing that the narrow 

provincialism of so many 

teachers, and the óprison of 

Puritanism,ô which in his view 

had blighted even elite cultural 

life in England since the 

seventeenth century, would 

prevent the emergence of a 

culturally literate working-class, essential to the success of 

Britainôs gradually evolving democracy.  

While Arnoldôs objectives were different from Newmanôs, and 

certainly had nothing to do with Catholic evangelisation, the 

two men were in agreement about the importance of the 

classical liberal curriculum. For a cultural conservative like 

Arnold, such an education was an indispensible source of 

coherent, integrated knowledge about the world, its literature, 

thought and history. A literary and humanist education was 

also an unmatched means of cultivating the imagination, an 

essential guarantee of humanity in an age of utilitarianism, 

positivism and materialism. For Newman the emphasis on 

developing a well-informed imagination carried additional 

significance, since he regarded this as vital to a fruitful 

engagement with the truths of the Catholic faith. óThe heart is 

commonly reached,ô Newman wrote, ónot through reason, but 

through the imagination, by means of direct impressionsé by 

history, by description.ô Thus, what Arnold and other anti-

utilitarian intellectuals valued as a natural virtue of the mind, 

enabling óall men to live in an atmosphere of sweetness and 

lightô, Newman regarded as also necessary to the reception of 

supernatural grace.  

Arnoldôs practical recommendations for the curriculum were 

largely based on what he and his associates witnessed in 

schools in Prussia and France during their official visits as 

Parliamentary commissioners: a classical curriculum 

supplemented with more recent history and literature, modern 

languages, religious studies, 

mathematics and the 

sciences. As well as 

advocating what today would 

be called a óknowledge-

basedô or óknowledge-richô 

curriculum, Arnold also 

believed that the State must 

take charge of primary 

education in England, which 

otherwise would be left in the 

hands of the dreaded puritans. 

Arnoldôs view prevailed, and 

the Forster Act of 1870 

introduced the principle of 

universal, state-subsidised 

education for all children 

aged 5 to 13 ï a practice 

which became compulsory 

(with some exemptions) from 

1880.  

In Liberal Education and the 

National Curriculum, 

Professor Conway follows 

the development of the 

Arnoldian curriculum and its 

associated public exams, as 

they underwent various 

extensions and reforms under 

Edwardian, inter-war, and 

post-war governments. 

Conwayôs view is that the much-maligned National Curriculum 

introduced by the Conservative Education Secretary Kenneth 

Baker in 1988 was to all intents and purposes just another 

updated version of Arnoldôs approach, the substance of which 

would have been regarded at any time between 1870 and 1960 

as entirely unexceptionable, not only by the education 

establishment but by almost all teachers and parents.  

Indeed, looking back on that period from our own perspective, 

what is most striking is the solid consensus about the basic 

question of what children should be taught at school. It was not 

simply that Catholics and non-Catholics worked towards many 

of the same objectives. Just as importantly, egalitarians and 

socialists regarded the classical heritage as a means of 

T 
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liberating the working-class and enabling all men 

and women to achieve their potential.  

If a classical education had equipped the traditional 

ruling class to rule, so the argument went, then 

those seeking to replace or join them must begin by 

internalising the artistic excellence, psychological 

acuity, and penetrating philosophy which classical 

art and literature embodied. This view was shared 

by socialist revolutionaries, including Lenin 

himself, who upheld the primacy of ólandlordist and 

capitalistô literature, believing it to be manifestly 

superior to the óProlecultô material promoted by 

some Bolsheviks. In a similar vein, Gramsci, the father of the 

New Left, spoke of the need of the proletariat for a 

disinterested, classical humanism.  

By contrast, the principal theorist of Italian Fascism, Giovanni 

Gentile, who was also Mussoliniôs first Minister of Public 

Instruction, introduced reforms to the school curriculum in 

1923 which encouraged spontaneity, disdained intellectualism, 

and promoted ideas and beliefs over facts, figures, names and 

dates ï an approach summed up in Gentileôs slogan, ñTeaching 

is formative, not informative.ò  

Unfortunately for the children of the English-speaking 

democracies ï and by a curious twist in the history of radical 

thought ï it was Gentileôs attitude to education, not Gramsciôs, 

which was to dominate the post-war Leftôs approach to the 

curriculum, teaching methods and school discipline, and to 

bring an abrupt end to the consensus which had sustained the 

expansion of humanist education since the middle of the 

previous century.  

This cultural coup dô®tat ï the abandonment of education as it 

had been universally understood in previous eras, and its 

replacement with a child-centred process essentially 

unconnected with the mastery of traditional academic subjects 

ï is the subject of Robert Pealôs study, Progressively Worse. 

Peal summaries the educational ideology which has triumphed 

over the last half century in the UK as child-centred rather than 

teacher-led; opposed to the transmission of coherent bodies of 

complex knowledge, which are regarded as unimportant to 

childrenôs formation, if not actually oppressive; opposed to 

discipline and moral formation; and pessimistically committed 

to the view (historically associated with óreactionariesô) that 

the outcome of education is predetermined by the socio-

economic background of the child.  

In the field of education, as in that of family policy, the victory 

of radical anti-humanism has been extraordinarily rapid and 

complete. Pealôs vivid account shows how the defenders of 

liberal education were consistently hoodwinked and outflanked 

by the advocates of the anti-knowledge agenda, who drove 

their revolution forward with a remarkable 

combination of strategic consistency and tactical 

adroitness. Radicals gained ascendency, during the 

middle decades of the twentieth century, over 

teacher training colleges and university education 

departments, the Department of Education, the 

teaching unions and the broad mass of teachers, 

until by the 1980s the majority of parents, too, 

could be relied upon to acquiesce in the on-going 

reinvention of education.  

Those who defended the right of children to a 

liberal education were driven to the margins of 

public debate by a succession of official reports 

promoting the new orthodoxy which were 

supported enthusiastically by the press, by all 

óright-thinkingô intellectuals, and the education 

establishment. The increasingly impressive body of 

empirical evidence which grew up throughout this 

period, 

demonstrating that 

child-centred 

methods and the 

absence of 

knowledge were 

harming childrenôs 

development, was 

simply ignored.  

By the time Kenneth 

Baker tried to use the 

law to impose on 

schools the sort of curriculum that teachers in previous decades 

had regarded as obvious common-sense, the civil service was 

determined to make sure that his ideas would never see the 

light of day in a workable form. First his national curriculum 

was gutted of its academic content in a series of committees 

controlled by establishment figures; then its day-to-day 

implementation was sabotaged by an avalanche of paperwork.  

Thus, after a delay of about a century, the central plank of 

Arnoldôs reforms ï namely, the expectation that the civil 

service and the academy could be relied on to support his fight 

against the óenemies of promiseô ï was successfully subverted, 

and the philistine anti-intellectualism which Arnold and his 

contemporaries feared so much, had become entrenched within 

the apparatus of central power.  

By contrast with Arnold, Newman, if he were alive today, 

would hardly be surprised that the educational establishment, 

increasingly hostile towards religious or philosophical truth, 

had lost the will to ensure the transmission of complex and 

demanding forms of learning, or that the humanities had 

declined in lock-step with religious belief. Correspondingly, if 

he could advise todayôs Catholics how to respond to this 

situation, Newman would no doubt urge us to fix our sights 

once more on the long-term renaissance of classical humanism, 

as providing the cultural and imaginative framework most 

conducive to the restoration of Catholic catechesis and 

devotion. Ǐ 
 

Professor David Conway: Liberal Education and the National 

Curriculum (Civitas, 2010)  

Robert Peal: Progressively Worse: The Burden of Bad Ideas in 

British Schools (Civitas, 2014) 

 

(Pictures: Portrait of Cardinal Newman at the National Portrait 

Gallery in London, commented upon by Fr de Malleray during 

an art tour. Children learning Arabic and prayer at Crown Hills 

Community College in Leicester. Pope Benedict XVI meeting 

school children at Twickenham during his visit to Britain in 

September 2010.)  


