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Libermann and Education

Although not generally regarded as an instigator of educational work, Libermann was quick to notice that one couldn’t work for the emancipation of the poor without working for their education. Education can be one of the most powerful weapons against poverty, ignorance and disease by helping people to improve their lives. 
Spiritans today and Education

Spiritans are involved in education in many different contexts. Education can be both formal - in schools - and informal. The Duquesne International Symposium in 1991, points out: 

The scope and variety of Spiritan involvement in education came as a surprise to many. Of particular significance was the acceptance and even the stress on the importance of non-formal education. Gratifying, too, was the spirit in which educators resolved to implement the orientation of SRL in the educational apostolates, especially provisions regarding to Justice and the poor.
Non-formal methodology

In many places the congregation does not have its own schools, so we work with a non-formal educational methodology. Even when working with government or Catholic schools, within parish boundaries, Spiritans tend to use a non-formal approach e.g. in celebrations, groups, or formation of leaders. A document on education, prepared for the General Chapter in 2012, points out: 

We need to form educators, by preparing specialized people, such as teachers and managers, for our formal educational works.  But we also need to prepare competent people in the use of the non-formal approach that starts with people’s lives and uses the inductive methodology. 

Formal v Non-Formal education
Formal Education tends to use the deductive method - giving a class, starting with theory and with principles. This works well in a school situation. Non-formal education works with the inductive method, starting with people’s lives and the concrete situation where people find themselves. The ‘See / Judge / Act’ method is an example of a well-known inductive method in the Church, defined by Pope John XXIII’s Mater et Magistra as the best method for formation in social justice principles and later consecrated by the Latin American Church.

Theory and Praxis

Theory is important, but not the starting point. The inductive methodology of non-formal education requires a continuous interaction between Theory and Praxis (reality and practice that are reflected on). 

Reality will correct the theory and the theory will illuminate the reality. The basis of fundamentalism, whether of the right or the left, is the belief that the theory is ready-made and we only need to apply it to reality. In this top-down approach, reality has to be made to fit into the theory and not vice-versa. That is why it is very difficult to dialogue with fundamentalists. 

Jesus and Inductive Methodology

The story of the disciples on the way to Emmaus depicts how Jesus uses this inductive methodology. He doesn’t start by giving them a lecture. Rather he walks with them and then uses as his starting point their situation of discouragement and disillusionment. He asks: 
“What were you talking about on the way?” He then explains the biblical theory that illuminates the situation in which the disciples fine themselves. And only at the end of the journey do his listeners recognize him, in the breaking of bread. 
Not limited
Non-formal education is not limited to parishes and, co-existing with the formal, it can also be effective in certain situations within the school environment. In fact, if some non-formal approach is not used, graduation from school can also mean graduation from the Catholic Church. 

Many pastoral agents (priests, sisters, lay people) have been trained to work in a formal educational setting, in an institutional way or within institutions and have difficulty in adapting to the new rules of a non-formal education. They are competent when it comes to giving a talk, a class or organizing from the top down. But in pastoral ministry they have difficulty in understanding that the rules, the attitudes and the methods now have to be different. In a school situation, the teacher can count on the continuous presence of his / her pupils. Even with a bad teacher, pupils continue to attend because they need to get a diploma at the end of the course. Without a diploma they won’t be able to get a job in the future. And without a job they won’t be able to eat, marry, buy a house or raise a family.  

Need for adaptation and creativity

In a non-formal or community situation, on the other hand, the motivation is different. The pastoral agent does not have a captive audience. He/she must motivate people to come to the first meeting. After the first meeting, people must be motivated to return to the next one. And so on for every meeting. When meetings become tiring, repetitive and mediocre people tend to opt out. Pastoral ministry does not have guaranteed clients and so, to be successful, a high capacity of adaptation and creativity is needed. The options open to the pastoral agent: either adapt and respond to people's needs and so motivate them, or face failure.
Micro level
Informal education requires us to start with where people are at and with their needs: to love and be loved; to be recognized; to have material security and an identity; to have emotional fulfillment in inter-personal relationships; to be kind and receive kindness; to give meaning to one’s own life, to transcend oneself, to be part of a human group and to count on it for dealing with life’s challenges.

If we don’t start with people’s interests, we can’t hold their interest. If we fail to present the Gospel message as a response to these needs, it becomes irrelevant as evidenced by one young person’s remark: “The Catholic Church has only the Mass, and that is boring”. 

Macro level
To remain only on the micro level is to deny our duty to form people as citizens to build a better society.  Educational methodology should take into account the need to change both people and society. This methodology deals with how society is organized politically, economically and socially. It involves creating awareness of the deeper structural causes of social ills so that people cannot be naively manipulated by unscrupulous leaders. The way we organize society can often favour the interests of powerful elites. The process of political and social awareness should take into account the educational principle of a growth that is gradual, involves group work, and passes through stages.

The option for the poor

Non-formal education starts with reality of people’s lives, especially those of the marginalized. The usual starting point for the involvement of Spiritan missionaries is that ‘urgent needs demand urgent answers’- a way to make concrete the option for the poor.
This is an edited version of an article in Spiritan Horizons, Issue 6, Fall 2011.
1

