
A Template to Host a Conversation on the Lasallian Reflection 
Suggested Participants: Educators 

“One Call, Many Voices: Sustaining Spirituality Amidst Secularization” 

 
The District of San Francisco New Orleans used the following format to host a conversation with 
educators at the Lasallian schools in Louisiana: Archbishop Rummel High School, Metairie; 
Christian Brothers School, New Orleans; De La Salle High School, New Orleans; and Saint Paul’s 
School, Covington. The purpose of this conversation is to provide educators with time to read, 
reflect upon and discuss the Lasallian Reflection.  
 
I. Pre-conversation social    [30 minutes] 
II. Welcome/Orientation      [5 minutes] 
III. Prayer       [10 minutes] 
IV. Presentation: Context for Document  [10-15 minutes] 

*see below for remarks delivered  
by Brother Timothy Coldwell, FSC, 
General Councilor 

V. Silent reading/Notetaking     [10–15 minutes] 
VI. Small Group Conversation     [15–20 minutes] 

*see discussion questions below 
VII. Large Group Processing      [15 minutes] 
VIII. Concluding Remarks      [10 minutes] 
 
Total time without social:   75-90 minutes 
Total time with social:    2 hours 
 

Discussion Questions:  

 What strikes you as you read the reflection?  

 What are you doing at a practical level, personally and in your school, to help young 
people grow in the faith? 

 How are you engaged in dialogue with the poor? With the Church? With contemporary 
culture? With those of other faiths? 

  



Remarks Prepared by Brother Timothy Coldwell, FSC 

People ask me where I live. It is a hard question to answer. I basically live in the city where I 

most recently got off the plane. Or better, I like Captain Kirk’s answer when, in a Star Trek 

episode, he was asked if he lived in outer space: “No, I live in Iowa. I just work in outer space.” 

As General Councilor, I travel a good deal. It is an extraordinary blessing to spend time with the 

people who are on fire for this educational ministry that brings the Gospel and carries Christ to 

young people. I am very happy and pleased to be here this evening to make my small 

contribution to the conversation about what is at the hot core of our work. So that is my 

disclaimer: my preliminary remarks are not comprehensive—there’s not enough time for 

depth—I simply aim to stimulate our dialogue.  

The supporting theme for 2016-2017 is “One Call, Many Voices.” This theme keeps in mind the 

global trends of “sustaining spirituality amidst secularization” and “a new way of being Church.” 

The call to dialogue in the midst of culture’s many voices is framed by the Gospel icon of 

Pentecost. In this second “Lasallian Reflection” we are issuing a call for everyone in our 

international family to gather around this document and to discern together. The Lasallian 

Reflection begins with a story. I invite you into another: 

Every day after school, the son of a well-known rabbi would enter his house, place his 

backpack on the dining room table, leave the house through the back door, and head into 

the woods behind the house. 

At first, the rabbi gave little thought to his son’s ritual. But it continued for days, and then 

for weeks. Every day, out into the woods for almost half an hour. The rabbi grew concerned. 

“My son,” he said one day. “I notice that every day you leave our home to spend time in the 

woods. What is it you are doing there?” 

“Oh Papa,” the son replied, “There is no need to worry. I go into the woods to pray. It is in 

the woods that I can talk to God.” 

“Oh,” the rabbi said, clearly relieved. 

“That’s a very good thing,” said his father. “I’m glad you’re searching for God, talking to him 

even. But as the son of a rabbi, you should know that God is the same everywhere.” 

“Yes, Papa, I know that God is the same everywhere—but I am not.” 

The statistics support what we observe: in the U.S. and Canada the decline of organized 

religion’s role and practice means that many of our students come from families that do not 

practice the faith. I am not alone in observing that the school has become the place of their 



encounter with organized religion and faith. For our Catholic students, even the sacramental 

life—Eucharist and Penance and Reconciliation—primarily occurs in the school setting. When 

visiting our schools in New Zealand in August, their winter by the way, I thought I was seeing 

the same phenomenon. So I asked whether what I was picking up was accurate. And I was told 

that yes, my intuition was correct.  

God may be everywhere, and may be the same everywhere, but we are not. We may be able to 

encounter God anywhere and anytime, but there are places and times where we can relate to 

God and with God better. Our students are not the same everywhere. When they step into the 

school they are not same person who left the house. The school is for more and more students 

“church.” In other words, it is where they encounter God in a new and fresh way.  

In our Lasallian spiritual tradition, we begin our gatherings with “Let us remember that we are 

in the holy presence of God”; we never say “Let us put ourselves into the presence of God.”  

This notion of the presence of God forms the basis of Lasallian spirituality in that God is always 

with us in all things, in all places, and in all people. In other words, God precedes us, is always 

ahead of us.  

This is all related to sustaining . . . we can be, ought to be, a place where young people have the 

opportunity and the setting to encounter God, to develop a felt sense of God. 

There are a lot of very helpful studies, national in scope, that can shed light on what is. Knowing 

what is can help us talk about what can be. The Pew Research Center on Religion and Public Life 

and the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate produce relevant findings. For some 

years now I have paid attention to Christian Smith’s work, a sociologist who has been tracking 

young people for over 10 years.  

He coined the term “moralistic therapeutic deism” to describe the common religious beliefs of 

American youth. In a nutshell, “God is good, wants us to be good, we’ll pray when things aren’t 

good, and if we stay good we’ll go to heaven.” 

In the spring Smith spoke to some faculty at Catholic University. He talked at length about 

emerging Catholic adults and findings to be found in the recent book Young Catholic America. 

They are based on a five-year longitudinal study of young Catholics—the respondents were 13 

to 17 years old at the beginning and 18 to 23 at the last data collection point. These are the 

emerging adults. The findings are sobering: 56% were no longer Catholic—they were either 

apostates, had switched religions or went missing in action. 44% remained were nominal or 

engaged—no one was devout. The definition for “devout Catholic” for this study was practice 

faith consistently, able to articulate Church teachings, believe Church teachings, and expect to 

continue as Catholics into the future. 



Of course, there is evidence that these young Catholics “return,” but there is gathering 

evidence that the “return rate” is much lower. 

Let’s be careful though, this study doesn’t give us data that tells us what a Catholic youngster 

who has grown in his and her faith in the Catholic school context and those who don’t have that 

experience. It’s important to recall that a very small percentage of Catholic youth attend 

Catholic schools. But what Smith is quite certain of, and the data confirms what we likely know 

intuitively: young people who continue to live and grow in the faith had parents who modeled 

life as a journey in relationship with God. This has direct implications, and I’ll leave that to you 

to talk about if your conversations lead in that direction. 

I don’t believe we are here to define what the precise reasons are for how religion or faith is 

perceived or practiced. That’s like catching a falling knife. I don’t think our time here together is 

to create a strategic response to the social forces that move God out of the center of life or 

displace religious practice. After all, so much is out of our control: the number of marriages, the 

number of baptisms, the participation in church life, to name just a few. 

I think we are here to talk about what our approach is to faith formation, religious education, 

and human growth is and in what directions it can deepen and strengthen. The Lasallian 

Reflection is by no means the last word on these topics. Describing what is common in to every 

setting in the international Lasallian mission is like playing rock, paper, scissors! 

The points of emphasis in Sri Lanka are different than in New Zealand. The relationship 

between religion and society is different in Cameroon than in England. The role of the school is 

different in Canada than in the United States. What the Brother Superior and the General 

Council tried to do is be specific enough to be relevant and general enough to be true.   

As I mentioned in my opening remarks, in many settings, the educational center is the first 

point of contact with the Catholic Church. Of course, it has always served that role for those of 

other faiths and for the non-evangelized and the unchurched. That percentage, once 

representative of the minority, is now the majority. Hence, the educational center is the place 

where the sacraments are presented and experienced, the place where prayer is presented and 

practiced, the place where service is promoted and linked to faith. The Lasallian charism has to 

take account of this not-so-new social and ecclesial dynamic. It has to keep channels of dialogue 

open with pastors to ensure a complementary approach to evangelization and catechesis, to 

ensure that the Lasallian spirituality isn't presented as supplanting Catholic spirituality—

Catholicism is a faith, Lasallian practice is not—the Lasallian identity offers a special portal into 

an integration of faith and life that is inclusive of other faiths, so the special challenge is to grow 

a faith community that supports Catholic faith and other faiths as well.  



Our purpose in this educational and evangelizing mission that we call Lasallian is to help 

everyone together to realign our faith and our lives with Jesus, the human face of God.  

Catholicism is more than a religion, more than dogma centered on iniquity and infinity. It's an 

imagination, an invitation into difficult conversations at the intersection of belief and disbelief, 

with no promises of certainty, even if the goal is truth. The Lasallian imagination is of course 

one of thousands of tributaries that feed into the delta that spills into the ocean of Catholic 

imagination. 

So when we say “Lasallian” we are doing two things—we are remembering our origins in the 

man and saint, Jean-Baptiste de La Salle and the successive generations that now includes us. I 

find it helpful to remember that Saint La Salle started a revolution in thinking that continues as 

an evolution in doing. 

We want to introduce our students to the audacious claim of Saint Paul: “Neither death, nor 

life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor 

height, nor depth, nor anything in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God 

in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8.38-39). We also want our students to experience this in our 

schools.  

With God’s grace may we be faithful to this vocation! 


