
I GREW up in Dickensian England.
To be more accurate, I grew up on
the outskirts of Charles Dickens’
Rochester. My journey to school
took me past the Norman castle in
whose moat Dickens wanted to be
buried and the cathedral that featured
in The Pickwick Papers and The
Mystery of Edwin Drood. On the
way home, I walked down the High
Street (past my favourite homage to
the great author: the Little Dorrit
Tattoo Parlor) and changed buses
outside Eastgate House, in whose
grounds could be seen the Swiss
Chalet in which Dickens was writing
on the day he died. But all this
passed me by as a boy. I didn’t
know much about Dickens, and the
little I knew made me decidedly
suspicious because, though I hadn’t
read any of his books, I had experi-
enced the Dickens Festival.

The centrepiece of this annual ex-
travaganza was a train that steamed
down from London, carrying
strangers in elaborate Victorian dress.
Emerging from Rochester’s Dick-
ensian station, they processed into
the centre of town, spreading light
and Victorian cheer as they went.
Which was all very well for the
adults. The problem, as I saw it,
was that Dickens didn’t create too
many glamorous roles for children.
My part in the proceedings was to
walk around with dirt on my face
and no shoes or socks on my feet.
To make matters worse, my trousers
and shirt were both torn to add an
air of authenticity to my chimney
sweep’s costume, though the main
effect was to induce near hypother-
mia. English weather is unpredictable
at the best of times, and walking
around as a shoeless chimney sweep
with gaping holes in your clothes
isn’t adequate preparation for any
festival at any time of the year.

So, despite being educated in
Rochester, I did not appreciate the
joy that Dickens can bring until an

enlightened English teacher foisted
The Pickwick Papers upon our class
when we turned 16. And, of course,
when I eventually read what Dickens
wrote, I was amazed. After finishing
The Pickwick Papers, I moved on
to Sketches by Boz, The Old Curiosity
Shop and A Tale of Two Cities, with
its famous opening lines: “It was
the best of times, it was the worst
of times, it was the age of wisdom,
it was the age of foolishness, it was
the epoch of belief, it was the epoch
of incredulity, it was the season of
Light, it was the season of Darkness,
it was the spring of hope, it was the
winter of despair, we had everything
before us, we had nothing before
us, we were all going direct to Heav-
en, we were all going direct the
other way.”

What Dickens wrote about the
French Revolution perfectly describes
the state of Catholic education today:
we are living in the best of times
and the worst of times too; an age
of wisdom and an age of foolishness;
an epoch of belief and an epoch of
incredulity. It is the best of times
because, across the world, parents
and teachers are establishing new
schools and reforming old ones in
line with Catholic teaching. Many
of these schools have drawn inspi-
ration from heroic bishops and popes
and are staffed by enthusiastically
orthodox Catholics. The numbers
are encouraging, too. In the USA,
almost two million students are ed-
ucated in Catholic schools, while
in the UK, a nominally Anglican
country, Catholic schools and coll-
eges have a disproportionate influ-
ence, educating 800,000 students.
The disproportionate influence of
Catholic education is even more
striking in India, where eight million
students are educated in Catholic
schools.

But numbers only tell part of the
story, so we could just as easily
come to the conclusion that we are

living in the worst of times. The re-
ligious congregations that played
such a vital role in the growth of
Catholic education have now all but
pulled out of schools in many coun-
tries. With vocations drying up and
nuns and monks ageing, many of
the great teaching orders of the 19th
and early 20th centuries look like a
spent force. Unfortunately, lay Cath-
olics haven’t always taken up the
slack. Catholic schools often struggle
to recruit Catholic headteachers,
and practising Catholic teachers are
like gold dust. Then there’s the att-
rition rate among Catholic children,
far too many of whom stop practising
their faith by the time they turn 18.
Perhaps that’s no surprise when you
look at what actually goes on in
many Catholic schools. Orthodoxy
is sidelined, liberal individualism
reigns supreme, and what would
have been regarded as foundational
knowledge until recently is now a
closed book to many students and
teachers. A great deal of Catholic
education has been secularised, and
we are all suffering the consequences.

In other words, the story of Cath-
olic education is complex. The pic-
ture contains both darkness and
light. Heroism and capitulation stand
in close proximity. So let’s step back
for a moment and think about what
we actually want from our Catholic
schools and colleges, what the pur-
pose of education really is. When
Pope Benedict XVI visited Britain
in 2010, he said that “a good school
provides a rounded education for
the whole person. And a good
Catholic school, over and above
this, should help all its students to
become saints”. If that is the purpose
of education, then we need to radi-
cally rethink what we are doing.
What matters is not how many chil-
dren we educate, the strength of our
teaching orders, or the nature of the
curriculum. What matters is sanctity.
“What God wants most of all for

each one of you,” Pope Benedict
told his audience, “is that you should
become holy. He loves you much
more than you could ever begin to
imagine, and he wants the very best
for you. And by far the best thing
for you is to grow in holiness.” In
his typically clear-sighted way, he
proceeded to suggest that all the
measures by which schools and col-
leges are usually judged simply don’t
take us far enough:

When I invite you to become
saints, I am asking you not to be
content with second best. I am asking
you not topursue one limited goal
and ignore all the others. Having
money makes it possible to be gen-
erous and to do good in the world,
but on its own, it is not enough to
make us happy. Being highly skilled
in some activity or profession is
good, but it will not satisfy us unless
we aim for something greater still.
It might make us famous, but it will
not make us happy. Happiness is
something we all want, but one of
the great tragedies in this world is
that so many people never find it,
because they look for it in the wrong
places. The key to it is very simple –
true happiness is to be found in
God. We need to have the courage
to place our deepest hopes in God
alone, not in money, in a career, in
worldly success, or in our relation-
ships with others, but in God. Only
he can satisfy the deepest needs of
our hearts.

Pope Benedict’s speech should
inspire and challenge our Catholic
schools and colleges to the core. If

the aim of education is to help our
children become saints, then all the
work on which we set so much store
is like a toddler’s scribbles in a
gallery full of paintings by the Old
Masters. So often we are measured
by results, which means that we
look for results that are measurable,
but if the measure of our success is
our students’ sanctity, then we have
a problem. We might look for new
markers of success, like the per-
centage of students still practising
their faith when they leave school
or the number of converts among
non-Catholic students, but these sta-
tistics don’t get to the nub of the
issue either. Sanctity is an issue for
God, not a problem to be addressed
by a SMART target.

If helping all students to become
saints is our goal – and what a mis-
sion statement that is – then our job
is to find out what God wants from
us and to get on with doing it faith-
fully. But the tragedy of so many
Catholic schools is that they don’t
have sainthood as their aim. Why
not? With centuries of sound Cath-
olic teaching behind them and a
wealth of Catholic educational think-
ing easily at hand, how can so many
of our schools and colleges have
lost their way so significantly? To
answer that question, we need to
make sense of the times in which
we live.
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EDUCATION

Responding to
an invitation to
become saints
In his new book, Roy Peachey examines how Catholic
education can transform our children, and how we can
transform Catholic education. The following is an extract
from Out of the Classroom and into the World.

The purpose of Catholic education – During his visit to Britain in 2010,
the-then Pope Benedict XVI said ‘a good school provides a rounded
education for the whole person. And a good Catholic school, over and
above this, should help all its students to become saints’
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