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Speaking of Catholic Education in
Alberta, Northwest Territories and Yukon

If you look for Me at Christmas
you won’t need a special star –

I’m no longer just in Bethlehem,
I’m right there where you are.
You may not be aware of Me

amid the celebrations –
You’ll have to look beyond the stores

and all the decorations.
But if you take a moment

from your list of things to do
And listen to your heart, you’ll find

I’m waiting there for you.
You’re the one I want to be with,

you’re the reason that I came,
And you’ll find Me in the stillness

as I’m whispering your name.

Love Jesus
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The Alberta Catholic School Trustees’ Association represents 
Catholic trustees in Alberta, Northwest Territories and Yukon.

Serena Shaw, President Cheryl Low, Vice-President

Did you
know?

ACSTA has 
24 member boards

There are 
450 Catholic Schools in 
Alberta, NWT and Yukon

There are over 
183,500 students 
receiving a Catholic 
Education in Alberta, 
NWT and Yukon

Catholic Schools 
continue to grow at a 
rate of 9.53%

Catholic education is Christ centered education. The 
development of the child is rooted within the context 
of a deepening relationship with Jesus Christ. Within 
the Catholic school students learn Jesus’ message of 
love, faith, and hope.  Jesus Christ, as role model for all 
members of the school community, inspires relationships 
rooted in tenets of the faith.

We Believe...

Catholic education recognizes that parents have the 
primary right to educate their children in conformity with 
the family’s moral and religious conviction.  Catholic schools 
are an extension of the home and work in cooperation with 
the Catholic church to provide an integrated approach to 
faith and learning. 

That all have access
to a publicly funded
Catholic education.

Vision

We are committed
to a unified voice
providing spiritual
and political leadership
for publicly-funded
Catholic education.

Core Purpose
Mission

Celebrate, 
preserve,
promote,
and enhance Catholic education.

@ACSTANews
Follow us

www.acsta.ab.ca
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Taking 
a Closer 

Look

Catholic schools are distinct 
because they integrate faith and learning 
in a fully permeated 
Catholic culture. Catholic schools 
cultivate a culture where growth in faith 
formation is a communal journey.

Catholic schools work 
collaboratively 
with stakeholders 
and partners as 
prudent stewards 
of resources. 
Through a variety of 
partnerships such 
as co-operative 
school financing, 
joint purchasing, 
transportation, 
energy management, and other shared 
services, taxpayers save millions of 
dollars. 
 
Catholic schools celebrate 
diversity and inclusion rooted 
in tenants of hospitality, tradition, 
justice, sacramentality, and spirituality.  
Catholic education contributes to 
celebrating Canada’s mosaic of citizens.  
Non - Catholic parents have the 
opportunity to choose a faith based 
education for their children. Choice 
remains an important distinguishing 
attribute of a democratic society.

Catholic schools cultivate 
a  welcoming, safe, caring, 
and respectful learning 
environments where love of the 
Father, faith in Jesus Christ, and hope 
from the Holy Spirit give witness to the 
faith.

Catholic schools are authentically 
“Catholic” based on the teachings of the Church.  
This permeation of faith is recognized by the courts, 
the Charter, and the Constitution.

Catholic education gives witness of the 
faith through its’ Catholic educators. The Catholic 
worldview permeates all aspects of the curriculum 

and culture of a Catholic school. Thus 
teachers understand their role to be 
ministry in the service of others and 
vocation in the answering to God’s call.

Catholic education is rooted in 
the unwavering understanding 
that all children are God’s 
children, created in his likeness and 

image, deserving of unconditional love and inherent 
dignity. The student is seen as a person whose 
intellectual growth is harmonized with spiritual, 
religious, emotional, physical, and social well-being. 

Catholic schools have been 
operating in Alberta since the 
1840’s - well before Alberta 
became a province

ACSTA was formed in 1966 to 
support Separate School Trustees 
and to provide opportunities for 
Trustees to discuss issues important 
to Catholic education.

Catholic schools are all-inclusive, 
welcoming school communities 
where all students are unique 
creations of God and are cherished 
as gifts from God.



Catholic Dimension Winter 2019  Page 4

APOSTOLIC LETTER

ADMIRABILE SIGNUM

OF THE HOLY FATHER
FRANCIS

ON THE MEANING AND IMPORTANCE
OF THE NATIVITY SCENE

1. The enchanting image of the 
Christmas crèche, so dear to the 
Christian people, never ceases to 
arouse amazement and wonder. 
The depiction of Jesus’ birth is 
itself a simple and joyful 
proclamation of the mystery of the 
Incarnation of the Son of God. The 
nativity scene is like a living 
Gospel rising up from the pages of 
sacred Scripture. As we 
contemplate the Christmas story, 
we are invited to set out on a 
spiritual journey, drawn by the 
humility of the God who became 
man in order to encounter every 
man and woman. We come to 
realize that so great is his love for 
us that he became one of us, so that 
we in turn might become one with 
him.

With this Letter, I wish to 
encourage the beautiful family 
tradition of preparing the nativity 
scene in the days before Christmas, 
but also the custom of setting it up 
in the workplace, in schools, 
hospitals, prisons and town 
squares. Great imagination and 
creativity is always shown in 
employing the most diverse 
materials to create small 
masterpieces of beauty. As 

children, we learn from our parents 
and grandparents to carry on this 
joyful tradition, which 
encapsulates a wealth of popular 
piety. It is my hope that this 
custom will never be lost and that, 
wherever it has fallen into disuse, 
it can be rediscovered and revived.

2. The origin of the Christmas 
crèche is found above all in certain 
details of Jesus’ birth in 
Bethlehem, as related in the 
Gospels. The evangelist Luke says 
simply that Mary “gave birth to her 
firstborn son and wrapped him in 
swaddling cloths, and laid him in a 
manger, because there was no 
place for them in the inn” (2:7). 
Because Jesus was laid in a 
manger, the nativity scene is 
known in Italian as a presepe, from 
the Latin word praesepium,
meaning “manger”.

Coming into this world, the Son of 
God was laid in the place where 
animals feed. Hay became the first 
bed of the One who would reveal 
himself as “the bread come down 
from heaven” (Jn 6:41). Saint 
Augustine, with other Church 
Fathers, was impressed by this 
symbolism: “Laid in a manger, he 

became our food” (Sermon 189, 4). 
Indeed, the nativity scene evokes a 
number of the mysteries of Jesus’ 
life and brings them close to our 
own daily lives.

But let us go back to the origins of 
the Christmas crèche so familiar to 
us. We need to imagine ourselves 
in the little Italian town of Greccio, 
near Rieti. Saint Francis stopped 
there, most likely on his way back 
from Rome where on 29 
November 1223 he had received 
the confirmation of his Rule from 
Pope Honorius III. Francis had 
earlier visited the Holy Land, and 
the caves in Greccio reminded him 
of the countryside of Bethlehem. It 
may also be that the “Poor Man of 
Assisi” had been struck by the 
mosaics in the Roman Basilica of 
Saint Mary Major depicting the 
birth of Jesus, close to the place 
where, according to an ancient
tradition, the wooden panels of the 
manger are preserved.

The Franciscan Sources describe 
in detail what then took place in 
Greccio. Fifteen days before 
Christmas, Francis asked a local 
man named John to help him 
realize his desire “to bring to life 
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ON THE MEANING AND IMPORTANCE

OF THE NATIVITY SCENE
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the memory of that babe born in 
Bethlehem, to see as much as 
possible with my own bodily eyes 
the discomfort of his infant needs, 
how he lay in a manger, and how, 
with an ox and an ass standing by, 
he was laid upon a bed of hay”.[1] 
At this, his faithful friend went 
immediately to prepare all that the 
Saint had asked. On 25 December, 
friars came to Greccio from 
various parts, together with people 
from the farmsteads in the area, 
who brought flowers and torches to 
light up that holy night. When 
Francis arrived, he found a manger 
full of hay, an ox and a donkey. 
All those present experienced a 
new and indescribable joy in the 
presence of the Christmas scene. 
The priest then solemnly 
celebrated the Eucharist over the 
manger, showing the bond between 
the Incarnation of the Son of God 
and the Eucharist. At Greccio there 
were no statues; the nativity scene 
was enacted and experienced by all 
who were present.[2]

This is how our tradition began: 
with everyone gathered in joy 
around the cave, with no distance 
between the original event and 
those sharing in its mystery.

Thomas of Celano, the first 
biographer of Saint Francis, notes 
that this simple and moving scene 
was accompanied by the gift of a 
marvellous vision: one of those 
present saw the Baby Jesus himself 
lying in the manger. From the 
nativity scene of that Christmas in 
1223, “everyone went home with 
joy”.[3]

3. With the simplicity of that sign, 
Saint Francis carried out a great 
work of evangelization. His 
teaching touched the hearts of 
Christians and continues today to 
offer a simple yet authentic means 
of portraying the beauty of our 
faith. Indeed, the place where this 
first nativity scene was enacted 

expresses and evokes these 
sentiments. Greccio has become a 
refuge for the soul, a mountain 
fastness wrapped in silence.

Why does the Christmas crèche 
arouse such wonder and move us 
so deeply? First, because it shows 
God’s tender love: the Creator of 
the universe lowered himself to 
take up our littleness. The gift of 
life, in all its mystery, becomes all 
the more wondrous as we realize 
that the Son of Mary is the source 
and sustenance of all life. In Jesus, 
the Father has given us a brother 
who comes to seek us out 
whenever we are confused or lost, 
a loyal friend ever at our side. He 
gave us his Son who forgives us 
and frees us from our sins.

Setting up the Christmas crèche in 
our homes helps us to relive the 
history of what took place in 
Bethlehem. Naturally, the Gospels 
remain our source for 
understanding and reflecting on 
that event. At the same time, its 
portrayal in the crèche helps us to 
imagine the scene. It touches our 
hearts and makes us enter into 
salvation history as contemporaries 
of an event that is living and real in 
a broad gamut of historical and 
cultural contexts.

In a particular way, from the time 
of its Franciscan origins, the 
nativity scene has invited us to 
“feel” and “touch” the poverty that 
God’s Son took upon himself in 
the Incarnation. Implicitly, it 
summons us to follow him along 
the path of humility, poverty and 
self-denial that leads from the 
manger of Bethlehem to the cross. 
It asks us to meet him and serve 
him by showing mercy to those of 
our brothers and sisters in greatest 
need (cf. Mt 25:31-46).

4. I would like now to reflect on 
the various elements of the nativity 
scene in order to appreciate their 

deeper meaning. First, there is the 
background of a starry sky 
wrapped in the darkness and 
silence of night. We represent this 
not only out of fidelity to the 
Gospel accounts, but also for its 
symbolic value. We can think of 
all those times in our lives when 
we have experienced the darkness 
of night. Yet even then, God does 
not abandon us, but is there to 
answer our crucial questions about 
the meaning of life. Who am I? 
Where do I come from? Why was I 
born at this time in history? Why 
do I love? Why do I suffer? Why 
will I die? It was to answer these 
questions that God became man. 
His closeness brings light where 
there is darkness and shows the 
way to those dwelling in the 
shadow of suffering (cf. Lk 1:79).

The landscapes that are part of the 
nativity scene also deserve some 
mention. Frequently they include 
the ruins of ancient houses or 
buildings, which in some instances 
replace the cave of Bethlehem and 
become a home for the Holy 
Family. These ruins appear to be 
inspired by the thirteenth-century 
Golden Legend of the Dominican 
Jacobus de Varagine, which relates 
a pagan belief that the Temple of 
Peace in Rome would collapse 
when a Virgin gave birth. More 
than anything, the ruins are the 
visible sign of fallen humanity, of 
everything that inevitably falls into 
ruin, decays and disappoints. This 
scenic setting tells us that Jesus is 
newness in the midst of an aging 
world, that he has come to heal and 
rebuild, to restore the world and 
our lives to their original 
splendour.

5. With what emotion should we 
arrange the mountains, streams, 
sheep and shepherds in the nativity 
scene! As we do so, we are 
reminded that, as the prophets had 
foretold, all creation rejoices in the 
coming of the Messiah. The angels 
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and the guiding star are a sign that 
we too are called to set out for the 
cave and to worship the Lord.

“Let us go over to Bethlehem and 
see this thing that has happened, 
which the Lord has made known to 
us” (Lk 2:15). So the shepherds tell 
one another after the proclamation 
of the angels. A beautiful lesson 
emerges from these simple words. 
Unlike so many other people, busy 
about many things, the shepherds 
become the first to see the most 
essential thing of all: the gift of 
salvation. It is the humble and the 
poor who greet the event of the 
Incarnation. The shepherds 
respond to God who comes to meet 
us in the Infant Jesus by setting out 
to meet him with love, gratitude 
and awe. Thanks to Jesus, this 
encounter between God and his 
children gives birth to our religion 
and accounts for its unique beauty, 
so wonderfully evident in the 
nativity scene.

6. It is customary to add many 
symbolic figures to our nativity 
scenes. First, there are the beggars 
and the others who know only the 
wealth of the heart. They too have 
every right to draw near to the 
Infant Jesus; no one can evict them 
or send them away from a crib so 
makeshift that the poor seem 
entirely at home. Indeed, the poor 
are a privileged part of this 
mystery; often they are the first to 
recognize God’s presence in our 
midst.

The presence of the poor and the 
lowly in the nativity scene remind 
us that God became man for the 
sake of those who feel most in 
need of his love and who ask him 
to draw near to them. Jesus, 
“gentle and humble in heart” (Mt
11:29), was born in poverty and 
led a simple life in order to teach 
us to recognize what is essential 
and to act accordingly. The 
nativity scene clearly teaches that 

we cannot let ourselves be fooled 
by wealth and fleeting promises of 
happiness. We see Herod’s palace 
in the background, closed and deaf 
to the tidings of joy. By being born 
in a manger, God himself launches 
the only true revolution that can 
give hope and dignity to the 
disinherited and the outcast: the 
revolution of love, the revolution 
of tenderness. From the manger, 
Jesus proclaims, in a meek yet 
powerful way, the need for sharing 
with the poor as the path to a more 
human and fraternal world in 
which no one is excluded or 
marginalized.

Children – but adults too! – often 
love to add to the nativity scene 
other figures that have no apparent 
connection with the Gospel 
accounts. Yet, each in its own way, 
these fanciful additions show that 
in the new world inaugurated by 
Jesus there is room for whatever is 
truly human and for all God’s 
creatures. From the shepherd to the 
blacksmith, from the baker to the 
musicians, from the women 
carrying jugs of water to the 
children at play: all this speaks of 
the everyday holiness, the joy of 
doing ordinary things in an 
extraordinary way, born whenever 
Jesus shares his divine life with us.

7. Gradually, we come to the cave, 
where we find the figures of Mary 
and Joseph. Mary is a mother who 
contemplates her child and shows 
him to every visitor. The figure of 
Mary makes us reflect on the great 
mystery that surrounded this young 
woman when God knocked on the 
door of her immaculate heart. 
Mary responded in complete 
obedience to the message of the 
angel who asked her to become the 
Mother of God. Her words, 
“Behold I am the handmaid of the 
Lord; let it be to me according to 
your word” (Lk 1:38), show all of 
us how to abandon ourselves in 
faith to God’s will. By her “fiat”, 

Mary became the mother of God’s 
Son, not losing but, thanks to him, 
consecrating her virginity. In her, 
we see the Mother of God who 
does not keep her Son only to 
herself, but invites everyone to 
obey his word and to put it into 
practice (cf. Jn 2:5).

At Mary’s side, shown protecting 
the Child and his Mother, stands 
Saint Joseph. He is usually 
depicted with staff in hand, or 
holding up a lamp. Saint Joseph 
plays an important role in the life 
of Jesus and Mary. He is the 
guardian who tirelessly protects his 
family. When God warned him of 
Herod’s threat, he did not hesitate 
to set out and flee to Egypt (cf. Mt
2:13-15). And once the danger had 
passed, he brought the family back 
to Nazareth, where he was to be 
the first teacher of Jesus as a boy 
and then as a young man. Joseph 
treasured in his heart the great 
mystery surrounding Jesus and 
Mary his spouse; as a just man, he 
entrusted himself always to God’s 
will, and put it into practice.

8. When, at Christmas, we place 
the statue of the Infant Jesus in the 
manger, the nativity scene 
suddenly comes alive. God appears 
as a child, for us to take into our 
arms. Beneath weakness and 
frailty, he conceals his power that 
creates and transforms all things. It 
seems impossible, yet it is true: in 
Jesus, God was a child, and in this 
way he wished to reveal the 
greatness of his love: by smiling 
and opening his arms to all.

The birth of a child awakens joy 
and wonder; it sets before us the 
great mystery of life. Seeing the 
bright eyes of a young couple 
gazing at their newborn child, we 
can understand the feelings of 
Mary and Joseph who, as they 
looked at the Infant Jesus, sensed 
God’s presence in their lives.
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“Life was made manifest” (1 Jn
1:2). In these words, the Apostle 
John sums up the mystery of the 
Incarnation. The crèche allows us 
to see and touch this unique and 
unparalleled event that changed the 
course of history, so that time 
would thereafter be reckoned 
either before or after the birth of 
Christ.

God’s ways are astonishing, for it 
seems impossible that he should 
forsake his glory to become a man 
like us. To our astonishment, we 
see God acting exactly as we do: 
he sleeps, takes milk from his 
mother, cries and plays like every 
other child! As always, God 
baffles us. He is unpredictable, 
constantly doing what we least 
expect. The nativity scene shows 
God as he came into our world, but 
it also makes us reflect on how our 
life is part of God’s own life. It 
invites us to become his disciples 
if we want to attain ultimate 
meaning in life.

9. As the feast of Epiphany 
approaches, we place the statues of 
the Three Kings in the Christmas 
crèche. Observing the star, those 
wise men from the East set out for 
Bethlehem, in order to find Jesus 
and to offer him their gifts of gold, 
frankincense and myrrh. These 
costly gifts have an allegorical 
meaning: gold honours Jesus’ 
kingship, incense his divinity, 

myrrh his sacred humanity that 
was to experience death and burial.

As we contemplate this aspect of 
the nativity scene, we are called to 
reflect on the responsibility of 
every Christian to spread the 
Gospel. Each of us is called to bear 
glad tidings to all, testifying by our 
practical works of mercy to the joy 
of knowing Jesus and his love.

The Magi teach us that people can 
come to Christ by a very long 
route. Men of wealth, sages from 
afar, athirst for the infinite, they set 
out on the long and perilous 
journey that would lead them to 
Bethlehem (cf. Mt 2:1-12). Great 
joy comes over them in the 
presence of the Infant King. They 
are not scandalized by the poor 
surroundings, but immediately fall 
to their knees to worship him. 
Kneeling before him, they 
understand that the God who with 
sovereign wisdom guides the 
course of the stars also guides the 
course of history, casting down the 
mighty and raising up the lowly. 
Upon their return home, they 
would certainly have told others of 
this amazing encounter with the 
Messiah, thus initiating the spread 
of the Gospel among the nations.

10. Standing before the Christmas 
crèche, we are reminded of the 
time when we were children, 
eagerly waiting to set it up. These 
memories make us all the more 

conscious of the precious gift 
received from those who passed on 
the faith to us. At the same time, 
they remind us of our duty to share 
this same experience with our 
children and our grandchildren. It 
does not matter how the nativity 
scene is arranged: it can always be 
the same or it can change from 
year to year. What matters is that it 
speaks to our lives. Wherever it is, 
and whatever form it takes, the 
Christmas crèche speaks to us of 
the love of God, the God who 
became a child in order to make us 
know how close he is to every 
man, woman and child, regardless 
of their condition.

Dear brothers and sisters, the 
Christmas crèche is part of the 
precious yet demanding process of 
passing on the faith. Beginning in 
childhood, and at every stage of 
our lives, it teaches us to 
contemplate Jesus, to experience 
God’s love for us, to feel and 
believe that God is with us and that 
we are with him, his children,
brothers and sisters all, thanks to 
that Child who is the Son of God 
and the Son of the Virgin Mary. 
And to realize that in that 
knowledge we find true happiness. 
Like Saint Francis, may we open 
our hearts to this simple grace, so 
that from our wonderment a 
humble prayer may arise: a prayer 
of thanksgiving to God, who 
wished to share with us his all, and 
thus never to leave us alone.

FRANCISCUS

Given in Greccio, at the Shrine of the Nativity, on 1 December in the year 2019, the seventh of my 
Pontificate.

[1] Cf. Thomas of Celano, First Life, 84; Franciscan Sources, 469.

[2] Ibid., 85; Franciscan Sources, 469.

[3] Ibid., 86: Franciscan Sources, 470. 



Blessed Advent to each one of you.

In the poem The Four Candles, Aino Makoto describes 
a scene in which the flames of peace, faith and love 

diminish and go out completely.  
Within this despairing picture, a child 
enters and begins to cry, “Why are you not burning?  You are supposed to stay lit until 
the end!”  The fourth candle responds and says to the little child, “Don’t be afraid, for I 
Am Hope, and while I still burn, we can re-light the other candles.”  

Hope overflows in our Catholic Schools.  Immersed in this season of Advent, Catholic 
schools resonate with peace, faith, love and hope.  Works of charity, generosity and 
kindness permeate our schools.  Prayers, liturgies, masses and worship are central.  
Visible and physical signs of faith are everywhere and are reflected in the décor of 
each school.  Joy is evident.  Concerts and singing celebrate the coming birth of Jesus, 
Emmanuel. 
 

As the Grateful Advocates for Catholic Education (GrACE) look back on this past year, 
a spirit of hope is pervasive.  We see hope in the joyous conversations that have 
occurred with the more than 2000 participants in GrACE engagement sessions.  We 
see hope in the enthusiastic response of each of our Catholic districts and the 22 local 
GrACE groups.  We see hope in our priests and clergy who have embraced GrACE 
with excitement and solidarity.  We see hope in the unity of voice declaring without 
hesitation that Catholic Education is essential.

We live in a world that is challenging to those who choose lives of faith; to those 
who choose Christ.  Catholic schools are counter-cultural.  Yet just as Makoto’s poem 
suggests, we do not despair, for God has plans; plans to give us “hope and a future” 

(Jeremiah 29:11).  There can be no doubt that Alberta’s 
Catholic Schools are part of that plan.  As sacred spaces 
of faith, love, and peace, they bring hope to generations 
of children and their families.  Catholic schools are 
places where Christ is present and encountered---and 
through Christ hope springs eternal.

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as 
you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope 

by the power of the Holy Spirit.
Romans 15:13
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Overflowing with Hope

Submitted by:  
Bonnie Annicchiarico, Ph.D
GrACE, Executive Director



Catholic Dimension Winter 2019  Page 9

Submitted by :  Dr. Matt Hoven
Associate Professor of Religious Education
Peter and Doris Kule Lecturer in Catholic 
Religious Education - St. Joseph’s College, 
University of  Alberta

“That 
Catholic 
Thing”: 

                                                it said 
that Catholic schools have one more 
responsibility than their public school 
counterparts: that Catholic thing.  We 
teach religion, we have faith days and 
liturgies, we discuss our Catholic identity, 
we need to consider our connection to 
local parishes, etc.  There are many extras 
required of Catholic schools.  

This additional thing can feel like a 
burden, no doubt.  Adding a further 
responsibility asks a lot of many teachers 
and administrators.  For instance, 
think about teachers.  Teachers are 
professionals. Historically speaking, it’s 
taken time for teachers to be understood 
as professionals in society.  However, 
today teachers meet a standard of 
qualifications before entering the 
profession and follow annual professional 
growth plans to show continued 
accountability and competence.  This 
results in public recognition of their work, 
greater autonomy in their classrooms, 
and considerable salaries and benefits.  
Professional standards make the work of 
teaching more demanding and also more 

accountable to the public.  
But for the Catholic educator—here comes 
that extra thing—teaching isn’t simply a 
profession.  As writers like Parker Palmer 
and Gloria Durka remind us, teaching 
is something that emerges from within 
us—not simply from outside standards.  
Palmer tells us that teaching is a mirror 
into the soul, where educators gain self-
knowledge and meet their inner life (and 
not merely curricular outcomes).  It’s not 
that teaching, as Durka attests, is ascetical 
or a work of self-denial.  Instead, she claims 
that it can be an act of faith in the future, 
a hope in the students taught.  It is an act 
of creativity, engagement and hopefully 
transformation.  Of course, seeing teaching 
as a vocation, too, isn’t just for Catholic 
schoolteachers, but is a calling that comes 
from the Creator—an asking to help out 
the next generation’s development and 
to guide them to something more than 
along the lines of provincial guidelines.  
Developing the soul isn’t just the work of 
the Catholic schoolteacher, but requires the 
effort of every human being. Yet Catholic 
schools are obligated to make space for this 
development in their schools and amongst 
their staff.

Is it an extra burden?  Yes. It is recognition 
of what people need in order to become 
more fully human—that is, more 
like Jesus. The ultimate aim of these 
extras is, as traditionally taught in the 
Catholic tradition, the flourishing of 
the human person.  Teaching religion 
should remind us that we are infinitely 
loved by God rather than unquenchable 
consumers or something attached to our 
smartphones.  Faith days and liturgies 
should re-center us and give quiet to a 
world that is increasingly busy.  Outreach 
to parents can remind that they are the 
primary educators of children and, like 
connections to parishes, call to mind that 
we must not accept living a silo existence. 
Yes, this does take more effort. It is more 
demanding than simply professional 
standards. However, among human 
beings, it’s an awfully valuable thing to do 
in our world today.

I’ve heard  

That Extra Responsibility of Catholic Educators
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2019 ACSTA AGM & 
Convention
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  Church on Sunday, followed by family brunch. We’d walk 
in and see the same familiar faces, taking our seat and 

exchanging pleasantries. Sunday School for my sister and I, 
and then eventually it was our turn to be the “older” kids 
teaching Sunday School classes. This weekly ritual was 
how we grew up, and now that I have a family of my own, 
I am looking forward to creating our own Sunday ritual. 
I want my children to grow up with faith and exposure to 

the lessons and stories that will help guide them to lead 
a life devoted to helping others. I am grateful to have been 

brought up in the Catholic school system, especially for the 
values that it instilled. I have been blessed with a wonderful life, 

where I was encouraged to help those in need, be kind to others, 
and show thanks and appreciation for what I have. I believe having received an education in the 
Catholic system has shaped who I am today, and as I enter the teaching profession, I feel strongly 
about pursuing my career as a Catholic educator. 

 After completing my first two practicum placements in a Catholic elementary school, it was 
a beautiful reminder of the innocence of children, of their love for Jesus, and their keen interest 
in learning about God and the Bible. It is the role of their teacher and whole school community 
to nourish this love and share the stories of Jesus and his love for us. We show this by infusing 
ethics, Catholic social teaching and Catholic values into our teaching and our relationships with 
our students, their families and our colleagues. Understanding the themes of Catholic social 
teaching and values sets the stage for how we approach our role as teachers and see our students. 
As Catholic elementary school teachers, we must recognize the importance of community and 
solidarity, protection of human rights and the dignity of human life; the important role of family 
life, and the impact a broken home-life can have on our students; and to commit ourselves to 
the common good - leading by example that we are “one human family” that must love our 
neighbours. By creating a safe space for students to feel encouraged to participate, inquire and 
celebrate their intellectual curiosity, talents and differences, we as Catholic educators are fulfilling 
our Catholic responsibility to improve society wherever possible. 

Rachel Gregory 
Justice Feehan Award Winner 

 ...2
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 When I was really young, my parents were immersed in the Church community. I have 
memories of Sunday School, the buzz of the Church basement after mass where the adults would 
drink their coffee and us kids would play and eat our cookies. However, the most defining moments 
were when my parents would lead Baptism preparation at our parish, and most sessions they 
would bring my sister and I along. We sat off to the side colouring and doing homework. Each 
session, I was given the opportunity to read a story to the group: “Three Letters from Teddy,” 
by Elizabeth Silance Ballard. I was in second grade at the time, and still remember the story and 
how it made me feel. It was about an unloved child, whom a teacher originally did not like - he 
was dirty, performed poorly in school, was a loner. The teacher didn’t want to pass him and was 
looking for every reason to justify why he should be held back a grade. And then at Christmas, 
he gave her a gift: items that belonged to his mother who had passed away a couple of years 
before. She realized there were issues at home; absent father and a boy struggling as a result of 
circumstance. Despite her efforts to let Teddy know she did not like him, he showed a love for 
this teacher, and it moved her. So instead of ignoring him and letting him fail, she gained a new 
perspective and empathy for Teddy. 

 From that basement in the church, this story had a profound impact on my life and how I 
treated people. I began to see and treat others that were not like me, as if they were Teddy. To 
show more compassion, to be kind when others were not, to stand up for them when they would 
get teased. 

 As a teacher, I will likely encounter a few “Teddy’s”. I imagine it will not always be easy to 
see the pain and suffering masked under thick layers. I want to make a positive difference and 
impact on my students lives - especially the ones who need that boost. My children will go to 
school in the Catholic district because of the values, teachings and celebration of our faith. It is 
my intention to work in this same space, where we as Catholic educators are helping to lay the 
foundation of responsible, loving members of society, instilling values and empathy which will 
carry our students from our classrooms into adulthood. And when times get difficult, I hope to 
reflect on that story that I read in the church basement, and remember Elizabeth Silance Ballard 
and the difference she made in a little boy named Teddy.
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 Promoting and living Catholic Education 
values has been something that I have taken 
part in for as long as I can remember. I grew up 
attending schools in which Catholic faith was 
the utmost priority. Our classrooms were set up 

with prayer corners, we celebrated religious holidays, and we prayed at least three times a day: in the 
morning, at lunch time, and at the end of the day.  We prayed the rosary together as an elementary 
school during assemblies in Advent and observed the Stations of the Cross during Lent. My faith really 
began to strengthen when I reached high school; I regularly played music at mass, volunteered in 
my church, and was part of the Catholic Youth Leadership Program at my school. As I shifted from 
high school into post-secondary education, I struggled with deciding what route to take, but ultimately 
decided on going into Secondary Education, with the condition that I would only teach if I could teach in 
a Catholic school. I wanted to do something that allowed me to share my faith experience with others. 
Now that I have my Bachelor of Secondary Education, I am frequently found thinking about how to bring 
Catholic values into my future classrooms. The six courses that I enrolled in at St. Joseph’s College 
have played a significant role in my understanding of how to do so. The courses focused on education 
(CHRTC 250 and 381) helped me to be aware of techniques to appropriately teach religion. CHRTC 
100 and CHRTC 264 helped me to better understand my own beliefs. CHRTC 372 exposed me to 
Eastern Christianity and the variances between the Roman Catholicism that I have grown to love and 
our Eastern brothers and sisters in Christ. CHRTC 203 provided the opportunity to study in Bethlehem, 
giving me several opportunities to meet Christians in the Holy Land and hear about their experiences, 

Haleigh Lorinczy
Justice Feehan Award Winner 

Hi! I’m Haleigh Lorinczy, a first year teacher with 
Edmonton Catholic Schools. I began attending 
Catholic school in Kindergarten, and was lucky 
enough to extend my Catholic Education into 
University through St. Joseph’s College. Having 
this educational background has allowed me to 
live out my faith both proudly and confidently. 
As I move forward in my teaching career, I am 
adamant about working in a school that teaches 
students Catholic values. Catholic Education 
occurs when students are treated in a way that 
reminds them that they are made in the image 
and likeness of God, and that they are valued in 
the eyes of both God and the teacher. It involves 
treating students with dignity and respect, and 
helping them to harness their individual gifts and 
talents to serve others. It is the biggest honour 
to pass on the Catholic faith to the students 
that I meet; they inspire me to keep growing in 
my faith and I hope I can do the same for them.

 ...2



Catholic Dimension Winter 2019  Page 15

while studying Christian scriptures where they were written. Taking these classes encouraged 
me to deepen my faith and share Catholic virtues with those around me of all ages: children who 
attended the Children’s Liturgy that I ran at St. Joseph’s College Chapel, students whom I taught 
on my practicums, my family, and most prominently, fellow university students.

 I decided to take on the role of the President of the Catholic Students Association at the U 
of A in the past school year.  This role allowed me to connect with other Catholic (and Christian) 
university students, and to facilitate community events regarding faith formation, social justice, and 
perhaps most importantly, fellowship. I spent time throughout the year inviting people to student 
masses and making them feel welcome at CSA socials and events. Furthermore, I helped to run 
Alpha, a small group that allowed for conversations around Christianity – often leading my group 
to productive discussions and questions about faith.

 I work daily to live my life with the fruits of the Holy Spirit: love, joy, peace, forbearance, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal 5:22-23). I have a personality 
that welcomes others in, invites new friendships, and treats people with dignity and respect. The 
values that have been passed down to me through my Catholic education have significantly shaped 
who I am today, and who I aim to be in the future. 

 Upon reflection, to me Catholic Education means learning in an environment in which all 
are welcome, all are accepted, and all are loved as Christ taught. Catholic Education works to help 
students recognize themselves as a person of Christ, to find themselves in a community of faith, 
and to understand the Catholic virtues of hope, faith, and charity. It means not only sharing, but 
harnessing the individual gifts, talents, and abilities that every student has, and finding ways for 
them to be used for the good of all people.  It also means helping students recognize that their gifts, 
talents, and abilities come from God and help to make up the Body of Christ. 
 
 Catholic Education is not only for the Christian community. Catholic comes from the Greek 
word katholikos which means universal, and the values that the Catholic Church teaches are 
to be shared with whomever walks through the classroom door. It involves providing students 
with opportunities to explore, ponder, and sometimes even question their relationship with God in 
order to help them develop their faith and their place in the Christian community. Most importantly, 
Catholic Education means that students are treated in a way that reminds them that they are made 
in the image and likeness of God, and that they are valued in the eyes of both God and the teacher. 
All students are to be taught with dignity and respect so that, when it comes time to choose the 
direction in which they wish their life to go, they too can take a path that harnesses the values of 
Catholic Education in a way that makes the world a little bit brighter because the love of God shines 
through them to everyone they meet.
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Fr. Jim Corrigan, Homily – Closing Mass ACSTA AGM and Convention - November 17, 2019 

Abridged version 

Scripture: 

2 Thessalonians 3:7-12 

Luke: 21:5-19 

 

 

 

 

 

My friends, lets imagine that Jesus is with us this morning and that for shock talk, he says, your 
temple, your publicly funded Catholic education in Alberta will be no more. Would that catch 
our attention? Yes it would. Some might say, that can’t happen, we have a constitutional right 
to Catholic education. Jesus says; look at your neighbors in other Canadian provinces most 
recently, Newfoundland, they thought the same thing. So now that Jesus has our undivided 
attention, we plan. We look at where the threats to publicly funded Catholic education are 
coming from. Yes, it is relatively easy to see the challenges from the public sector and to hear 
their arguments about cost effectiveness etc. So, we plan, we prepare, we demonstrate the 
benefits, the collaborations and the efficiencies that we continually work towards from a 
governance and board perspective. We view with a very critical eye where and what we can do 
better in our districts in our schools. 

Perhaps the more insidious challenge we face here in this day and age, is the conflict we 
encounter even within our own communities even, as Jesus says within our own families. 
Whether this be apathy in general or the trap of taking publicly funded Catholic education for 
granted. Catholic Education is our Temple and as we know and as Jesus predicted the Temple 
was destroyed by the Romans in the year 70. The larger and more critical challenge we face 
regarding protecting and promoting publicly funded Catholic education is not the infrastructure 
itself. It is the fact that our Catholic schools have become more and more, primary modes of 
transmitting the Catholic faith to our young people. Today many of our parents, because the 
faith was not handed on effectively to them by their parents, are unable to transmit the faith 
effectively to their children. This is the crux of the issue. Our temple, our publicly funded 
Catholic education is at risk from within and from without. But more critical to all this is the 
well-being and the formation in the faith of the little ones who we have become more and 
more responsible for forming and transmitting our God-given faith to. Our children and their 
children become the collateral damage when Catholic education becomes no longer available 
to them. 

Fr. Jim Corrigan
Closing Mass ACSTA AGM and Convention - November 17, 2019
Abridged version
Scripture:  2 Thessalonians 3:7-12

 Luke: 21:5-19
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Our GrACE initiative is a key step in addressing challenges from all areas. Grateful Advocates for 
Catholic Education committees formed in all of our districts with the mandate of creating 
awareness and celebrating the goodness of what goes on in our schools. My friends, the 
importance of educating and making our Catholics and non-Catholics alike, aware of the good 
work we do in our schools is absolutely essential to successful outcomes. It is essential that we 
help all Catholics, particularly those who do not have kids in our schools know about the good 
works we are doing. When you are removed from a situation (e.g. no kids in the system any 
longer) it is easy to lose track of the good stuff being done. It is our job to make sure everyone 
know of our good works. We cannot leave this mission to others. We must take the bull by the 
horns and share the good news ourselves at every opportunity, through Grace and any other 
means possible. It is our Temple and our kids that are at stake here my friends. Is GRACE 
enough? What else can we do to share the good news? 

Regardless of any challenges faced, we need to do, as St. Paul exhorts the people of Philippi; 
“my beloved obedient as you have always been, not only when I am present but all the more 
now when I am absent, work out your salvation with fear and trembling, (Phil 2, 12).” The way 
we will work out our own salvation is by serving our young people, fully actively and consciously 
to the very best of our God-given gifts. 

St. Paul lays it out pretty clearly in speaking with the citizens of Thessalonica. Paul was speaking 
to some who thought the end was coming sooner than later so they planned to sit tight and 
wait for it, rather than be productive with their God-given gifts. In modern vernacular He states; 
there are no free lunches, and no one gets to ride the LRT for free. Now is the time my friends. 
God has given us our lives, our schools, our very Catholicity as a gift of His love for us. We need 
to work at and for these gifts, as if it all depends on us and we need to pray for these gifts, as if 
it all depends on God. 
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Benefits of Membership in ACSTA: 
 
 A unified voice for Catholic education in Alberta, Northwest Territories and Yukon. We are stronger 

together. 
 A collaborative and supportive relationship with the Catholic Bishops of Alberta, Northwest 

Territories and Yukon.  
 The defense of, and monitoring of, legal rights and other issues that could impact Catholic 

education in Alberta and across Canada.  
 Co-ordination of collective efforts of Member Boards in addressing issues in Catholic education.  
 Political outreach and interaction with the Ministers of Education, government ministries and 

providing government relations activities at the provincial and territorial level.  
 Liaison with other Catholic organizations and movements across Alberta, Northwest Territories and 

Yukon. For example GrACE, Knights of Columbus, CWL, Covenant Health, Social Services and other 
organizations that protect and defend denominational rights. 

 Co-ordination of resources for legal issues and court challenges to Catholic education constitutional 
rights locally, provincially, and nationally.  

 Provision of quality faith formation and professional development opportunities for trustees, 
senior administration, and educators at the AGM/Convention, sharing purpose in Catholic 
Education (SPICE) Retreat, Blueprints Retreat. 

 A communication hub for Catholic education through ACSTA social media channels Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter, and through Board Meeting Highlights, President’s Updates, and the 
Catholic Dimension. 

 Provide messaging and material regarding trustee elections and MLA engagement. 
 Provide support and material to celebrate Catholic education through Catholic Education Sunday 

(November) and Catholic Education Week (May). 
 Celebrate and support excellence in our Catholic school divisions by creating a strong social media 

presence and network. 
 Collect, collate, and share relevant quantitative and qualitative data that contributes to a better 

understanding of Catholic education, its mission, and its outcomes. 
 

 

The Alberta Catholic School Trustees’ Association represents 
Catholic trustees in Alberta, Northwest Territories and Yukon.

ACSTA is committed to celebrating, preserving, promoting, and enhancing Catholic education.  
By providing spiritual and political leadership, we strive to advocate for publicly funded 

Catholic education with a unified voice. 

Follow @ACSTA

ACSTA has 24 member boards 
serving 450 Catholic schools 

in Alberta, NWT and Yukon 
that provide a Catholic education 

to over 183,500 students.

Catholic schools are distinct 
because they  provide a faith based 
education fully permeated with the 

teachings of  Jesus Christ 
in all aspects of  curriculum and culture. 

     What is ACSTA all about?
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LEGALLY SPEAKING – DECEMBER 2019

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM – HOW FAR DOES IT EXTEND?

BY: CRISTINA WENDEL

Freedom of conscience and religion is one of the fundamental freedoms enshrined in the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Religion is also protected under human rights legislation. For instance, 
in Alberta, discrimination on the basis of religious beliefs is prohibited under the Alberta Human Rights 
Act. 

The scope of religious freedom and the protection of religious beliefs has been considered in numerous 
cases over the years. Shortly after the Charter was enacted, the Supreme Court of Canada considered
the scope and application of the fundamental freedom of conscience and religion in Big M Drug Mart. In 
that case, Big M Drug Mart was charged with being open on Sunday, in violation of the Lord’s Day Act.
At paragraphs 94-95, the Court described freedom of religion as:

The essence of the concept of freedom of religion is the right to entertain such religious 
beliefs as a person chooses, the right to declare religious beliefs openly and without fear 
of hindrance or reprisal, and the right to manifest religious belief by worship and practice 
or by teaching and dissemination. But the concept means more than that.

Freedom can primarily be characterized by the absence of coercion or constraint. […]
Freedom means that, subject to such limitations as are necessary to protect public safety, 
order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others, no one is to be 
forced to act in a way contrary to his beliefs or his conscience.

The Court discussed the purpose of the freedom at paragraph 123:

Viewed in this context, the purpose of freedom of conscience and religion becomes clear. 
The values that underlie our political and philosophic traditions demand that every 
individual be free to hold and to manifest whatever beliefs and opinions his or her 
conscience dictates, provided inter alia only that such manifestations do not injure his or 
her neighbours or their parallel rights to hold and manifest beliefs and opinions of their 
own.

Legally Speaking:

         RELIGIOUS FREEDOM – 
HOW FAR DOES IT EXTEND?

Submitted by:  CRISTINA WENDEL, Partner, Dentons Canada LLP
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In the years since Big M Drug Mart, the courts have continued to consider many interesting arguments 
involving freedom of religion and religious protections. For instance, in 2017, the Supreme Court of 
Canada in Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia (Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations)
considered the question of whether a ski resort project that had received Ministerial approval violated the 
Appellant First Nation’s constitutional right to freedom of religion. The Ktunaxa’s traditional territories 
included an area of spiritual significance as it was home to one of its principal spirits, Grizzly Bear Spirit. 
The Respondent Glacier Resorts had sought and received government approval to build a year round ski 
resort in the area. The Ktunaxa were consulted but ultimately adopted the position that accommodation
was impossible because the project would drive Grizzly Bear Spirit away from the area, thereby 
irrevocably impairing their religious beliefs and practices. After several efforts to continue consultation 
proved fruitless, the Minister approved the project. The Ktunaxa objected to the approval and alleged the 
project violated their constitutional right to freedom of religion. 

The Court began its analysis by reviewing the scope of freedom of religion. The freedom of religion 
enshrined in s. 2(a) of the Charter has two aspects – the freedom to hold religious beliefs and the 
freedom to manifest those beliefs. At paragraph 68, the Court confirmed the two part test to determine 
whether there has been an infringement of a claimant’s right to freedom of religion:

To establish an infringement of the right to freedom of religion, the claimant must 
demonstrate (1) that he or she sincerely believes in a practice or belief that has a nexus 
with religion, and (2) that the impugned state conduct interferes, in a manner that is 
non-trivial or not insubstantial, with his or her ability to act in accordance with that 
practice or belief.

In the case before it, the Court found, without hesitation, that the first part of the test was met. The 
Ktunaxa sincerely believed in the existence and importance of Grizzly Bear Spirit and believed the 
development would drive the spirit away. However, the second part of the test was not met in the case. 
The Ktunaxa had to demonstrate that the Minister’s decision to approve the development interfered with 
either their freedom to believe in the Grizzly Bear Spirit or their freedom to manifest that belief. The Court 
found that it did neither of those things. In essence, the Ktunaxa’s claim was that s. 2(a) of the Charter 
protected the presence of Grizzly Bear Spirit in the area. The Court considered this to be a novel claim 
and declined the invitation to extend the scope of s. 2(a) that far, noting at paragraph 71:

[…] The state’s duty under s. 2(a) is not to protect the object of beliefs, such as Grizzly 
Bear Spirit. Rather, the state’s duty is to protect everyone’s freedom to hold such beliefs 
and to manifest them in worship and practice or by teaching and dissemination. In short, 
the Charter protects the freedom to worship, but does not protect the spiritual focal point 
of worship. 

The court also expressed concern about requiring judicial scrutiny of religious beliefs, noting that such an 
inquiry would be inconsistent with the principles underlying freedom of religion, at paragraph 72:

The extension of s. 2(a) proposed by the Ktunaxa would put deeply held personal beliefs 
under judicial scrutiny. Adjudicating how exactly a spirit is to be protected would require 
the state and its courts to assess the content and merits of religious beliefs. 

Ultimately the court dismissed the appeal, finding that the Minister’s decision did not violate the Ktunaxa’s 
freedom of religion.
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The Ontario Court of Appeal decision in McKitty v. Hayani, released in October of this year, considered 
the Ktunaxa decision. That case involved a freedom of religion challenge to the medical criteria accepted 
by Ontario’s common law and legislation when determining whether a person has died. The case arose 
when the Appellant was found unconscious on a sidewalk. She was taken to hospital and found to have 
suffered significant brain damage. Ultimately, the Respondent (the doctor) conducted diagnostic tests, 
determined that the Appellant met the neurological criteria for death, and completed a death certificate. 
The Appellant (by her parents as her substitute decision makers) claimed that the adoption of 
neurological criteria to establish death violated the freedom of religion of those who held a religious belief 
that life only ends when the heart stops beating. 

The Appellant sought, among other things, an order declaring that she was not dead. They argued that 
because under the precepts of her Christian faith she was still alive, she should continue to receive 
medical treatment. The applications judge dismissed the application.

The Appellant’s heart had ceased beating prior to the hearing of the appeal, making the appeal moot, but 
the Court of Appeal nevertheless decided, and ultimately dismissed, the appeal. The Court accepted the 
use of neurological criteria to establish death under common law. However, it found that the applications 
judge had erred on a number of grounds, including those relating to the application of the Charter rights
(although the Court did find that the Respondent was not acting as a government agent and thus the 
Charter did not apply to him).

The Court considered whether the first part of the two part test (quoted from Ktunaxa above) had been 
met, quoting from Big M Drug Mart at paragraph 63:

The protection of religious conscience is not a matter of protecting lifestyle choices, but of 
not interfering with what a person understands to be an obligation, regardless of whether 
it is something she desires or would much rather avoid. For this reason, “subject to such 
limitations as are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals or the 
fundamental rights and freedoms of others, no one is to be forced to act in a way contrary 
to his beliefs or his conscience”.

Although the record of the Appellant’s beliefs was sparse, the Court found it was sufficient to establish 
that the Appellant held the beliefs attributed to her by her parents, that those beliefs were sincerely held, 
and that they had the requisite nexus with religion to come within the protections of s. 2(a) of the Charter. 
The Court was unable to properly consider the second part of the test however due to deficiencies in the 
record caused by the absence of the Attorney General of Ontario which had declined to participate. In its 
decision, at paragraphs 70-72, the Court also expressed concerns about judicial scrutiny of religious 
beliefs, acknowledging the challenges faced by judges tasked with determining issues of freedom of 
religion: 

Parties should not assume that judges share or can readily understand their religious 
commitments without assistance. As Prof. Dwight Newman recently cautioned in “Judicial 
Method on Rights Conflicts in the Context of Religious Identity” in Iain T. Benson & Barry 
W. Bussey, eds., Religion, Liberty and the Jurisdictional Limits of Law (Toronto: 
LexisNexis, 2017) 245 at p. 257:

[C]ourts within a more secularized society … may simply not have sufficiently 
extensive knowledge about religion. Tests in the religious-freedom context are 
often designed so as to avoid the need for judges to inquire into the details of 
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religious beliefs … but some understanding of religious beliefs will nonetheless 
be unavoidable in various contexts. Canadian courts have largely not tended to 
offer discussions of religion that show much understanding of religion’s deep 
significance to those of faith.

[…]

Without adequate evidence, judges will not be well-placed either to provide an adequate 
description of a claimant’s beliefs, or to understand the significance of the limitation from 
the perspective of the rights claimant. This places a judge in a difficult position throughout 
the constitutional analysis, but particularly when assessing whether a limit on freedom of 
religion is justified. 

A recent case that potentially looks to expand the scope of the human rights protections involving religion 
stems from the Ontario Human Rights Commission’s (OHRC) statement of the definition of “creed”. While 
“creed” is often thought to be related to, or sometimes even synonymous with religion, the OHRC has 
made it clear that is not the case. “Creed” in Ontario’s human rights legislation has been explained by the 
OHRC as follows:

Creed may also include non-religious belief systems that, like religion, substantially 
influence a person’s identity, worldview and way of life. The following characteristics are 
relevant when considering if a belief system is a creed under the code. A creed:

• Is sincerely, freely and deeply held

• Is integrally linked to a person’s identity, self-definition and fulfilment

• Is a particular and comprehensive, overarching system of belief that governs one’s 
conduct and practices

• Addresses ultimate questions of human existence, including ideas about life, purpose, 
death, and the existence or non-existence of a Creator and/or a higher or different order 
of existence

• Has some “nexus” or connection to an organization or community that professes a 
shared system of belief.

Earlier this year, a firefighter in Ontario brought a human rights complaint against his employer alleging 
that the employer’s failure to accommodate his request for vegan food constituted discrimination on the 
basis of creed. He claimed that his personal commitment to ethical veganism was a sincerely held belief 
that fell within the definition of creed under this new, broad definition. The employer denied that veganism 
was entitled to protection. This case has yet to be decided but it will be interesting to see how the 
definition of creed is applied. 

A review of these and other recent cases demonstrates that freedom of religion and religious 
protections remain an important issue today. While the protection afforded to religion is broad, as 
the case law demonstrates, it is not unlimited and is subject to limitations and justification. It will 
be interesting to watch the law in this area continue to develop.
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The Sisters Faithful Companions 
of Jesus are celebrating  their 
Bicentenary (1820-2020) with nu-
merous events around the world.  
Here, in Edmonton, the FCJ Sis-
ters will be celebrating in various 
ways which include a special 
Mass with Archbishop Richard 
Smith at St. Joseph’s Basilica on 
April 19, 2020.

Sr. Michelle Langlois, FCJ

How Can I Keep 
From Celebrating? 

Submitted by:  Sr. Michelle Langlois, FCJ
October 18, 2019

I turned 45 years old this past Friday and I celebrated the occasion 
with gusto.  Besides the face to face birthday wishes from Sisters, 
friends and colleagues, I took pleasure in replying to every 
Facebook and WhatsApp message, every birthday card, email and 
text.  I relished every one of the dozens of students who passed me in the hallways at my school 
and shouted out a birthday greeting, and thoroughly enjoyed the classes that welcomed me with 
a rousing rendition of the “Happy Birthday” song.  By the end of the day on October 11th, I felt 
like no one could have been better celebrated than I had been.  What a blessing!

Now, we in North America know more than a few people, men and women included, who 
hide any evidence of their birthday after the age of 29, if not before.  Aging is not always well 
celebrated in our Western Society.  So how to explain my reaction?  Am I simply a product of 
my genetics?  Was I born with the ability to enter into celebrations with joy and excitement?  Or 
you may be thinking that I was raised in a family that always celebrates birthdays with this much 
delight.  Perhaps I’ve recently survived a bout with a serious disease and am treasuring life all the 
more?  How could a woman, entering more deeply into middle age find such cause for happiness 
on, of all things, her birthday?

200 years ago, God invited a middle aged woman named 
Marie Madeleine d’Houet, a mother and widow, to be 
God’s instrument in founding a ‘little Society’ called the 
Sisters Faithful Companions of Jesus.  She said ‘yes’ to 
this invitation, knowing that she was weak and imperfect, 
but also trusting that God would be able to use her 
weakness and the imperfections of all the Sisters that 
joined this Congregation to found a Religious Society that 
would joyfully journey with those most in need of God’s 
companionship.

This year, the Bicentenary Year, the Society is celebrating these 200 years in diverse ways around 
the world.  Here, in Edmonton, we are remembering the legacy of the courageous Sisters who 
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braved mosquito swarms, brutal winters and vast distances to found the first Catholic school of 
the Edmonton Catholic School District in 1888.  In other parts of the world, FCJ contributions 
to the Church, to Catholic Education, to Retreat Work and to various initiatives supporting 
refugees, immigrants, the poor and the underprivileged are being remembered with gratitude 
and enthusiasm.  The Bicentenary is a birthday of sorts, and a time to celebrate this Society 
of women who dedicated their lives to God.  By embracing their own invitations to be the 
instruments of God, they have left a lasting gift to the world. 

This small, but mighty, group of Sisters entered into my life in a personal way eight years ago.  I 
first met the FCJs in Calgary, and over the course of the next few years, God used this group of 
women, with all of their many gifts and imperfections, to help me more deeply experience the 
transformative love that Jesus has for me.  This gift of God’s love that the Sisters shared with me 
changed the course of my life, eventually leading me to want to devote myself to God in a new 
and exciting way.  I stand with them, now, a Faithful Companion of Jesus, too.  It is with a sense 
of humility, but also not without some pride, that I walk in the footsteps of the women who have 
come before me, teaching in this District that our Society helped pioneer more than 130 years 
ago.

Knowing and experiencing 
the companionship of Jesus 
cannot leave one unchanged.  
Our Sisters, through their 
faithful companionship of 
the people around them, 
have impacted countless 
lives.  I know this, because 
they have impacted my 
own life in a profound, long 
lasting way.  And so, it is not 
because of my genetics or 
my family upbringing or the survival of any major disease that I have learned to celebrate the 
blessings of my life.  Rather, it is because of the determined and faithful efforts of this group 
of women who have companioned with me, helping me to deepen my relationship with Jesus.  
They have created the space for me to find my strengths and they have loved me in all of my 
weakness and with all of my flaws.  And so, as I celebrate 45 years of life, I can’t help but think 
of Robert Lowry’s hymn “How Can I Keep from Singing?”  Or, in my case, how can I keep from 
celebrating?

During this Bicentenary Year, as we rejoice in 200 years of the loving companionship of the 
Sisters Faithful Companions of Jesus, let us pray that we can continue to build on their efforts, 
ever bringing that gift of God’s intimate companionship to all those that we meet on our journey.
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By:  Eugenia Kowalczyk, Ph.D. - ACSTA, Director of Advocacy 

Catholic Educational Leadership: 

 

 

 

 

Research on leadership is abundant and plentiful. A simple Google search or an extensive scholarly 
review of the word “leadership” will result in a copious amount of results. Everything from leadership 
definition, leadership skills, leadership qualities, types of leadership, leadership quotes, and leadership 
styles will appear on the computer screen. Leadership research has been well documented and many 
scholars have studied leadership, resulting in an abundant array of definitions, theories, and 
frameworks.  Terminology such as transformational, transactional, transcendental, servant, virtuous, 
shepherd, and distributive leadership is often used to articulate a style of leadership.  While each of 
these leadership styles may share similar goals such as effective decision-making, building positive 
relationships, and financial expertise, the contextual setting of Catholic educational leadership is unique 
in style, context, and witness. 

Defining leadership is not easy.  Some scholars might say it is the ability to achieve difficult, challenging 
goals through other people explaining that leadership is the art of making decisions…viewed as a shared 
process involving broad participation. It has been my experience that decision-making and achieving 
goals are primary duties squarely situated within the role of the leader, which include high levels of 
accountability. Regardless, numerous theories of leadership have flooded the landscape claiming to be 
the solution for all leadership woes. 

Such diverse models of leadership exemplify the underlying inferences as to how the leader’s identity is 
formed and articulated. If a leader understands their role simply as an exchange in goods as suggested 
by transactional model, there could be an inclination to simplify leadership to – ‘you do this for me and I 
will do this for you’ relationship. On the other hand, a transformational leader might be inclined to view 
their role as being relational to others. However, both models, perhaps appropriate in their time, do not 
seek to fulfill the current leadership landscape of a culturally diverse, technologically driven, and 
consumer-based market. Such complexities in leadership pose a challenge for 
Catholic educational leaders who need to root their role in faith, adding an 
additional layer of responsibility beyond the managerial and financial obligatory 
duties. Such the necessity for a transcedental framework of leadership which 
bridges the gap between spirituality and admistration.  

Chris Lowney (2013), in his book Pope Francis: Why He Leads the way he Leads, 
boldly states that the time is upon us to “reimagine leadership in a turbulent, 
fast changing, and sometimes unsettling new century” (p. 6) and explains that 
“we badly need to be jarred from some of our settled preconceptions about 
leadership because they have utterly failed us. And we need to be shocked into 
new ways of thinking and acting” (p. 7). According to Lowney, a reimagining of 
leadership is needed for an ever changing, and somewhat turbulent 21st 
century. He challenges leaders to stretch beyond their comfort zone and look to the example of Pope 

Catholic 
Educational Leadership:
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Francis as he serves the poor and vulnerable. Lowney suggests that we can no “longer close our 
leadership deficit [by attending] one more leadership workshop, [or] by tinkering with our performance-
management systems, or through other incremental solutions” (p.6). 

According to Mulligan (2006), in his book Catholic Education: Ensuring a Future, Catholic educational 
leaders need to be individuals “who will strengthen us as ‘people of community’ – committed disciples 
who walk in the spirit of the Beatitudes” (p. 11). Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, as written in the Gospel 
of Matthew, outlines aspiring attributes not only as a pathway to holiness but also as a blueprint for 
leadership. Sample phrases include: “blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of God”, 
“blessed are the merciful for they shall be shown mercy”, or “blessed are those who hunger and thirst 
for righteousness for they will be filled” (Mt 5:3- 12). Such foundational characteristics give witness to 
the Catholic leadership role as a source of grace, mercy, and hope.   

To be an educational leader at this defining moment in education is indeed challenging given the rate of 
change and level of uncertainty.  However, it is precisely at these difficult junctures where effective 
leadership stamps its mark as either influential or dismissed.  Reimagining an educational system takes 
courage and a willingness to consider shifts in paradigms traditionally left unchallenged. Change is 
difficult at the best of times with the moral responsibility of leadership resting heavily on the shoulders 
of those serving the faith, especially in governance positions.  Pope Francis boldly states the following 
principle, “Every man, every woman who has to take up the service of government, must ask themselves 
two questions: ‘Do I love my people in order to serve them better? Am I humble and do I listen to 
everybody, to diverse opinions in order to choose the best path?’ If you don’t ask those questions, your 
governance will not be 
good” (Pope Francis, 2018, 
Ten Reasons why Pope 
Francis is a Real Leader). 
 

Education in Alberta is being 
reimagined with “everything 
on the table.”  Thus the 
advice of leadership experts 
such a Lowney, Mulligan, 
and Pope Francis requires 
deep reflection as decisions 
made must fully put the 
best interest of the student 
as priority one. No one said it would be easy.  However, as Catholic educational leaders, all within our 
own unique and diverse context, we must individually and collectively be fully prepared to give account 
to the words of Christ, “For of those to whom much is given, much is required (Luke 12:48).  Catholic 
educational leadership comes with the price of placing the needs of others first, leaving one’s own self-
interest aside. It is within in the transcendental leadership framework, educational leaders situate their 
role in the heart, mind, and soul of their vocational calling. Here, as articulated by Mulligan, Catholic 
educational leaders become, “employees of the gospel.” 



The Invisible String:  A #1 bestseller. A healing book for all kinds 
of separation anxiety, loss, and grief.  An invisible string that can’t 
be seen but can be felt deep in our hearts, knowing that we are 
always connected to the ones we love.

Book Reviews
Compiled by Eugenia Kowalczyk, Ph.D. 
- ACSTA, Director of  Advocacy
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Bible Infographics 
for Kids: Giants, Ninja 
Skills, a Talking Donkey, 
and What’s the Deal 
with the Tabernacle?  
Spark the interest of kids 
with infographics that 
make the Bible come 
alive.  Colorful creations 
depict the key concepts, 
important people, and 
most unusual facts from 
the Bible both in an 
educational and fun way.

The Time is Now: Sister Joan 
Chittister is passionate for social 
justice and fervent proponent of 
personal faith. Drawing on the 
wisdom of prophets, both ancient 
and modern, Sister Joan helps 
confront the societal forces that 
oppress and silence the sacred 
voices among us.

Story of a Soul:  “I 
feel that my mission 

is about to begin, 
my mission to make 

God loved as I love 
Him, to teach souls 

my little way.” These 
words were spoken 

by St. Therese of the 
child Jesus a few 

months before her 
death. 



The Dog of Jesus: For several 
centuries an isolated mountain 
village in Mexico has held hidden 
an amazing secret, an immortal 
dog that performs miracles of 
healing. “The church is no place for 
a dog, my son, says the padre as he  
motions with his opened hand and 
extended arm towards a pew.”
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Leaders Eat Last:  
Imagine a world where 
almost everyone wakes 
up inspired to go to 
work. Sinek explains that 
leaders who are willing to 
eat last are reward with 
deeply loyal colleagues 
who will stop at nothing 
to advance their 
leader’s vision and their 
organization’s interests. 
Great leaders sacrifice 
their own comfort for the 
good of those in their 
care.

You Are Enough - What Women 
of the Bible Teach You About 
Your Mission and Worth: With 
today’s busy life, it can be easy to be 
distracted from the truth and doubt 
God’s love is real.  This book reminds 
us that we are worth of love, and we 
are called to greatness because God 
has created us in His own image.

Who Do You Say I Am:  Inspiring 
reflections and meditations to quiet 

the noise of our everyday lives and 
draw us closes to Jesus. 

Book Reviews
Compiled by Eugenia Kowalczyk, Ph.D. 
- ACSTA, Director of  Advocacy
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Mark One: 
Grounded in a Christian Anthropology 

Standard One: 
An excellent Catholic school is driven by a mission which views all men and women with an 

inherent dignity as sons and daughters of God. 
 

Benchmark 
Not 
Yet 

Getting 
there 

Got 
It!! 

1.  The School mission statement states a clear commitment to its Catholic 
identity with specific language referencing Jesus Christ and His Church. 

 

      

2.   The school’s mission statement recognizes the dignity and worth of all 
members of the Catholic school community as sons and daughters of God.  

 

      

 3.   The mission statement can be recited or paraphrased by all stakeholders of 
the Catholic School community.   

 

      

 4.  Founded in Catholic Christian anthropology, the school's mission statement is 
clearly distinguishable from the mission statements of other public, 
independent, or charter schools. 

 

      

 5.   The mission statement is frequently communicated to the community in 
newsletters, reports and official correspondence. 

 

      

6.  The mission statement is displayed in prominent areas of the school facility 
and is reviewed and updated regularly. 

 

   

7.   All school policies, and especially the discipline policy, are grounded in the 
mission statement.  It is used as the foundation and reference point for 
strategic planning and evaluation of the school staff and students. 
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Mark Two: 
Imbued with a Catholic Worldview 

Standard Two: 
         An excellent Catholic School has a visible and tangible Catholic vision evident in its physical 

space, liturgical celebrations and prayer life. 
              

Benchmark 
Not 
Yet 

Getting 
there 

Got 
It!! 

1. The school's Catholic worldview is evident in the art and architecture of the school's 
exterior and signage as well as in hallways, classrooms, offices, library, cafeteria, 
gymnasium and auditorium. 
 

   

2.  The school has a chapel or a specific space for community prayer that is used by the 
school community for the purpose of prayer and worship. 
 

   

3.  Students have opportunities to pray every day in school, and at numerous times 
during the day such as: 
o To begin the school day in the morning 
o A blessing before lunch 
o A prayer at the end of the day. 
o A prayer to begin each class  

 

   

4.  Every classroom has a prayer center with the following standard items: 
o Cross or Crucifix 
o Candle 
o Bible 
o Cloth with the appropriate liturgical colour. 

 

   

5. The school community gathers for liturgical celebrations at least once a month, two 
of which are celebrations of the Eucharist. 
 

   

6.  Whenever possible, Eucharist is celebrated in the local parish. 
 

   

7.  The school works with local parish to support the immediate preparation for the 
sacraments of Eucharist, Reconciliation, and Confirmation. 
 

   

8.  The school and the local parish collaborate in preparing children who have not 
received the sacraments of Initiation, including Baptism, Frist Communion and 
Confirmation, and the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 
 

   

9.  Service projects reflect and articulate Catholic teaching on social justice and 
charity. 
 

   

10.   All students and staff have opportunities for age-appropriate faith experiences, 
such as retreats, at least once during the school year. 
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Mark Three: 
Animated by a Faith-Infused Curriculum 

Standard Three: 
An excellent Catholic school has an academic curriculum that integrates a vision of faith within 

the learner outcomes and teaching strategies. 
 

Benchmark 
Not 
Yet 

Getting 
there 

Got 
It!! 

1. The curriculum reflects the Church's understanding of the unity of truth and 
harmony between faith and reason. 
 

   

2. When relevant, the curriculum reflects the social teachings of the Catholic 
Church. 
 

   

3. The school offers a Catholic faith-infused curriculum (the lessons of which) 
that could not be duplicated in a non-Catholic school. 
 

   

4. The curriculum addresses the spiritual, moral and ethical life of the student, 
either explicitly or implicitly. 
 

   

5. Teachers are knowledgeable on Church teaching as it applies to the subject 
areas in which they teach. 
 

   

6. Appropriate funding is allocated, and concrete initiatives are in place, to 
assist schools in the theological training of staff. 
 

   

7. Gospel values and Church teaching are regularly and consistently 
incorporated into planning and instruction. 
 

   

8. Teachers meet on a regular basis to discuss methods of infusing faith in their 
subject areas. 
 

   

9. Religious education is a core subject area.  Teacher assignment, learner 
outcomes and delivery of instruction are given the same professional 
requirements and rigor as in all core subjects. 
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Mark Four: 
Sustained by the Gospel Witness 

Standard Four: 
An excellent Catholic school hires and nurtures teachers that are living witnesses to the Gospel, and 

intentional disciples of Jesus Christ and his Church. 
 

Benchmark 
Not 
Yet 

Getting 
there 

Got 
It!! 

1. Teachers and administrators are active members of the parish to which they 
belong. 
 

   

2. Teachers and administrators witness their life in Christ through their 
relationships with parents, students, and each other. 
 

   

3. Teachers and administrators demonstrate their faith through their active 
involvement in the school's Catholic culture, especially in liturgy, prayer, and 
justice activities. 
 

   

4. Teachers and administrators form proper and prudent bonds of friendships 
with students in order or authentic formation to occur. 
 

   

5. Teachers and administrators are supported in their ongoing faith formation 
through the allocation of time and resources. 
 

   

6. The school and district have effective and consistent faith formation plans. 
 

   

7. As part of their professional development, teachers and administrators create 
a personal faith formation plan, which is reviewed throughout the year. 
 

   

8. Hiring practice places the faith life and the willingness to grow in faith of the 
prospective candidate as a priority. 
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Mark Five: 
Shaped by Spirituality of Communion 

Standard Five: 
An excellent Catholic school recognizes that each and every stakeholder is responsible for the 

common good. 
 

Benchmark 
Not 
Yet 

Getting 
there 

Got 
It!! 

1. Roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders in the Catholic school are 
articulated in approved documents. 
 

   

2. The school has an active and vibrant parent advisory council working with a 
shared purpose. 
 

   

3. The Catholic school has a plan to increase involvement of parents in the life of 
the school and parish. 
 

   

4. The Catholic school and the district have policies in place to resolve conflict in 
a manner consistent with the Gospel values. 
 

   

5. The school recognizes the role of the local bishop in ensuring that the 
education and formation of his jurisdiction are based on principles of the 
Catholic doctrine. 
 

   

6. The school and the local parish work together to create evangelization teams 
committed to nurturing the faith life of families who send their children to the 
Catholic school. 
 

   

7. The Catholic school frequently invites the local parish priest to school 
functions and encourages him to be an active member of the school 
community. 
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 On behalf of the 
Alberta Catholic School Trustees’ Association 

wishing you and your family 
many wonderful blessings 

this Christmas and throughout the new year.

Serena Shaw, President Dean Sarnecki, Executive Director

But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. 
I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the people. 

Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; 
he is the Messiah, the Lord.”  Luke: 2:10-11


