
Fr. Todd O. Strange                    4th Sunday of Ordinary Time, Cycle A (2017)             p1 

Today’s Gospel gives us the Beatitudes: the beginning part of Jesus’ lengthy moral exhortation we 
call the Sermon on the Mount. His point in this teaching was to offer these paradoxical promises for those 
who make God first in their lives, even if life comes with any number of hardships. And all that we do at St. 
Joseph today should have that same motivation: to put God-first. Otherwise, why do we exist? We are a 
parish with a school, so that most immediately, the people of Issaquah and the surrounding area might 
know this Jesus who teaches us this paradoxical and challenging truth; we do so, so that their hearts might 
be changed; that God’s love and justice might be revealed and therefore, that the Kingdom of God might 
be established. Our archdiocese recognizes this week as Catholic Schools Week and so I’d like to propose 
how the school specifically functions in our mission. 
 

Well maybe the way to begin is to remind us why Catholic schools came to exist in our nation and 
our diocese. Part of it is that it was a response to the fact that throughout our nation there was 
considerable hostility toward the Catholic minority: in some places and in some points in time, very hostile 
and very anti-Catholic. So over time, we began to have our own schools with the objective to provide a safe 
place of learning, based on our Catholic principles of life. Here’s a historical snapshot:  

In 1606, Franciscan friars established, what probably was the first school, in a location we presently 
know as St. Augustine, Florida. Later, as new colonies began to be established, parochial schools were built, 
such as St. Mary’s School in Philadelphia in 1782. With time—and the work principally of communities of 
religious women such as that of St. Elizabeth Ann Seton—more schools were built. In 1852 the U.S. bishops 
collectively declared their hope for every Catholic parish to have a school. It should also be mentioned that 
great women such as St. Katherine Drexel, made it their aim to provide education to those who had no 
access to it, such as Blacks and Native Americans. 

In 1856 five religious sisters came to the Pacific Northwest. They came to Vancouver, Washington 
and established the first school, which included seven children and a two-room cabin. 156 years later, 
thanks to the work of so many, especially communities of religious women, we now have in our diocese, 2 
universities, 11 high schools, and 63 primary schools. Our school is one of those 63, established 22 years 
ago, as a response to increased need for Catholic education, here on the eastside.  

 
But again, “Why should we bother with Catholic schools?” Here’s why: Just inside the east entrance 

of our main school building across the parking lot is a large sign which states: “Be it known to all who enter 
here that Jesus is the reason for this school. He is the unseen but ever present teacher in its classes. He is 
the inspiration for its students and model for its staff.” As Catholics, we believe our Catholic faith affects 
every part of our lives. And so our students daily exposure to prayer, 150 hours per year of religious 
studies; they regularly receive sacraments and experience retreats. That’s a good thing. 

 
But to speak honestly, despite my love for the school as shown by my involvement in it, I know I 

undersell it. Why? For two reasons: first, because we have many wonderful youth who are home-educated 
and those who are educated in our public schools—I love them too—and I never want to see as though I’m 
regarding them as second-class. Many of them are part of our excellent Faith Formation program for 
children here at St. Joseph that takes place on Sundays. And I truly love being a part of their lives too. 

And it’s absolutely true that many good things and can (and do) come from public education. And 
it’s true public schools can (and do) excel at intellectual development and social development, but where 
they fall short is spiritual development. And as people of faith, we know that spirituality is an essential part 
of the whole human person. So while today there is not necessarily the explicitly anti-Catholic environment 
imposed by hostile Protestants, there is instead more often an absence of any sort of meaningful 
consideration or engagement of God. And because He is the lens through which Christians learn, there’s 
something fundamental lacking. And if the parents aren’t able to fill in that gap, our children missing out on 
that important dimension of their development. 
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The second reason why I’ve not spoken enough about the school is that I loathe the thought of a 
young parishioner or their parents who hear me speaking about how great the school experience is and 
they realize it’s beyond their ability to afford. We’re committed to helping you in any way we can. Our 
school exists first and foremost for the children and families of St. Joseph. And for sure, for many of our 
families this means making certain financial choices, because Catholic education is a non-negotiable for 
them. But if some part of you wants this experience, please talk to us before you rule out being able to 
make it work for your family.  

And every once in awhile, I’ll hear someone comment about how Catholic Schools in general, are 
weak on Catholic identity. I can only speak for our school, but I would challenge that assertion. Our 8th 
graders were on the steps for the March For Life this past Monday. I get to spend time with them in 
adoration before the Blessed Sacrament, making opportunities for them to go to make their sacramental 
confession, and spending time with them, teaching them at Father’s Hour.  

I see our school children just about every day and I’m convinced they benefit from being part of this 
experience, this community. And in turn, I believe that in some way it helps us to further our parish’s 
mission. To be clear, our St. Joseph School students aren’t ‘better’ than our other youth, but they are 
afforded the opportunity for prayer and a learning environment that is done through the lens of our 
Catholic faith. There’s a need for it, and I’m grateful we can provide it. If you want that too, I hope you 
would talk to us.  

The fact is our parish children, regardless of where they’re educated, model for us what it means to 
be carefree and to be radically dependent on those who take care of us. When we hear Jesus say, “Blessed 
are the poor in spirit”, it means those who lean entirely on God for what we need. And it’s so important to 
have this modeled for us day in and day out on the grounds of this parish, strengthens our collective 
response to Jesus’ mission—to do his work of ushering in the kingdom he proclaimed in his Beatitudes. 


