























The Cross In The Classroom

The complex and disturbing
effects of the attack of suffering
must be squarely faced by a re-
ligious if her vocation is to come
to its full flowering. A religious
is aware that, in a mystery incom-
prehensible in its totality, Jesus
allows the members of His Mysti-
cal Body to cooperate in His re-
demptive suffering for souls in
danger of eternal damnation. She
knows that she herself, like all
other Christians, is Christ present
in the world today. Because she
is Christ, she must confront the
evil in the world around her. This
encounter with physical and moral
evil, always bitter and bloody, is
the Passion. Therefore a Sister
must be prepared for the Cross
in its many aspects. .

The Cross can be abundantly
fruitful in the life of every Christ-
ian. It can have a spccial fecundity
in the life of a consecrated virgin,
who has given herself up totally
to God to be His tool for what-
ever use He wishes. God may want
to use her as a cooperator, by
suffering, in His redemptive
Passion. The willing embracing of
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the Cross by a religious as Pro-
vidence presents the Cross to her
means not only her own greatest
holiness and richest happiness, but
also the greater glory of God and
the greater perfection of the
mystical Christ which is the
Church.

While the richness of suffering
is very great, it is also very myster-
ious and often very hidden. What
a religious is suffering may not
appear to be a good to the re-
ligious herself. This darkness is
part of her suffering. Yet in spite
of the fact that the results of her

.sufferings cannot be seen by her,

faith tells her that they are, if
lovingly embraced, the touch of
Christ on her own and other souls.

“While the explicit comfort of

seeing the result of her sufferings
is often denied her, she may be
given an occasional faint hint that
her example is a real source of
help, courage, and edification to
those around her.

Value of Suffering

The very real, if invisible, super-
natural value of suffering was
understood by the saints. The value
of an individual’s free cooperation
in the redemptive work of Christ
was evidently known, for example,
to St. Catherine of Siena who
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horrified her mother by scourging
herself to blood. It was known also
to the Curé of Ars when he spent
some of his rare hours outside
the confessional beating his under-
fed body with a discipline. A re-
ligious in her convent may also
happily find implicit recognition
of the supernatural value of suffer-
ing in the joyfully mortified lives
of the Sisters with whom she lives.

Beyond the richness and suf-
fering for her own soul and the
souls of others, there lies in the
mind of the religious the ineflable
happiness of her identity with
Jesas, and her joy in the unmerited
privilege of cooperating with Him
in the climactic acts of His earthly
obedience, His Passion, Death, and
Resurrection.

Types of Suffering

While variations on the subject
of suffering are for the most part
unsuspected by a young religious,
she gradually learns that the
main themes are work, failure,
physical pain, mysterious and ap-
parently uncaused humiliations,
and other more interior spiritual
suffering.

The active workaday life of the
religious teacher in our contem-
porary society is dreadfully
demanding. In most instances the
teaching religious lives on a very
crowded time schedule, with the
details of her life sandwiched into
a highly pressured package. She
usually rises hours before dawn,
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sometimes with not enough sleep.
She often staggers her way mentally
as best she can, hoping God will
understand, through morning
prayer, meditation, and the most
important act of the day, her
offering of the Holy Sacrifice
of the Mass. Then she hastens
through a speedy breakfast, and
begins a hard-pressed day in the
classroom. Even if she has had
time to prepare the material she
is going to teach, she finds herself
under innumerable pressures.

Her lunch hour is spent with-
out time, to put it mildly, for a
leisurely meal, since she must soon
be out on the playground or back
in her schoolroom. The close of
the school day, instead of bring-
ing a release from work pressures,
merely means a change in the type
of work which duty demands. The
religious teacher suffers because
she must often send pupils home
without offering them the oppor-
tunity for the guidance or counsel-
ing they need. Sometimes even
striking needs cannot be attended
to. For example, for lack of both
time and courage she must leave
unexpressed the emotion which
grips her when two plain gold
rings are brought in for an all-
school gold drive. The rings are
accompanied by a little girl’s ex-
planation, “These are my mommy’s
and daddy’s wedding rings. They
don’t want them, because they
don’t love each other any more.”

Usually the evidence of need for
help on the part of a student is
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less dramatic, but the Sister re-
grets having to let innumerable
silent pleas go by without making
an adequate response to them,
because of the plain lack of time.
The student must hurry to the
bus or to the after-school meeting
of the extracurricular. She herself
must start on her round of after-
school duties. After various and
crowded compulsory activities
comes a period of prayer, and then
supper. Supper is theoretically
followed by a few minutes of re-
creation. In spite of a superior’s
most earnest efforts to keep this
period free, the time.is often con-
sumed by parish devotions or some
other activities which the Sister
cannot avoid.

Multiple additional duties may
crowd into the evening recreation
period. Some of these may be the
training of parish or school groups.
work with various religious clubs,
or the important work with the
C.C.D., either by personally acting
as a catechist or by training adult
leaders to catechize.

Pain of Failure

In some cases, failure is second
in importance as a source of suffer-
ing. While the causes of pain in
the life of each individual Sister
differ, failure is frequently the be-
ginning of much soul-suffering and
much exterior opprobrium. Fail-
ure may sometimes be a very real
failure to meet the demands of a
given job. In other cases it may
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be only an apparent failure,
measuring up as “failure” only be-
cause of the senmsitivity or con-
scientiousness of the Sister involv-
ed. In either case, the interior pain
is the same. Real failure may be
caused by real deficiencies in the
personality of the teacher. Ap-
parent failure may be caused by
one or more of the various
pressures which are brought to
bear on her. These pressures,
abundantly diverse, may be caus-
ed by the interference of demand-
ing parents, by the necessary
difficulties of a given classroom
schedule, by the large numbers of
students with whom she must deal,
or by one or the other of her var-
ious religious, educational, or

- ecclesiastical superiors.

A teacher may sometimes suffer
greatly from her failure to as-

_certain whether the prayers and

penances she offers for a certain

‘student are having any good effect.
- Occasionally, she is given a little

light and hope. The seventh grad-
er whom she knows to have been
away from the sacraments for a
long time may actually approach
her with, “Sister, I just want you
to know that I was able to go to
Holy Communion this morning.”
But such positive evidence is rare.

Her hopc must usually feed on
faith, in darkness.

Power of Failure

For her own survival in the dark
tunnel of failure, a religious is
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forced to cling mentally to all she
has ever read about the value of
failure. She remembers reading,
not yet very convinced, that failure
can be a gateway to holiness. God
may use failure as one means of
the purification necessary before
we can be permitted union with
Himself, the All-holy. It is, of
course, an effective means, but it
makes the natural ego, so proud
and self-sufficient, suffer a bitter
death. Worse still, the death of the
proud ego is only a simulated
sleep; if left in placid peace, it
rises to carry on the deadly com-
bat with renewed energy. In the
more grace-filled moments follow-
ing severe failure, a Sister realizes
that it is only by the actual ex-
periencing of her own weakness
that her pride and egoism can
begin to be rooted out. She sees
that failure is the touch of thke
loving hand of God as He attempts
to free her from the pitiful prison
of her self-sufficiency. Since she is
a creature of free will, she can
be liberated by failure only if she
embraces it both with resignation
and with love.

Failure has a further effect.
When a Sister fails, she is forced
to seek the will of God, not for any
of the natural satisfactions which
usually accompany the perform-
ance of duty, but solely because
it is His will. She has probably
always dreamed of doing great
things for God, but when all her
efforts result in failure she must
abandon her own designs and look
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beyond the obvious rewards of
success to rest in the Giver of all
success. She realizes that God,
Who, after all, does not need her
small efforts, is more glorified by
her freely-given cooperation with
His designs, even for her own fail-
ure, than by her small transitory
triumph.

Physical Pain

Another common source of
suffering is physical pain. The
complete prostration caused by
serious illness, while it may be
extremely painful, is probably
easier to bear than a succession of
small afflictions which allow one,
handicapped, to remain more or
less on the job. The continual
pain-presssures of minor illnesses
constitute a continual drain on a
Sister’s sociability, and keep her
human relations under a constant
strain. Patience, humility, silence,
and unfailing charity may appear
to a Sister in pain to be bordering
on the heroic. Actually, she is
quite probably not a heroine. The
natural ego, deformed by both
original and personal sin, is simp-
ly making a determined strong
defensive play for control of the
field of personality.

Pain has the psychological ad-
vantage over some types of suffer-
ing in that it usually bears the
clear label “The Will of God.”
There may, nevertheless, be some-
thing of an apparently human ele-
ment in its cause. A too-heavy work



























