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IN PREPARATION FOR MY SECOND YEAR of teaching, I hung 
up a metal street sign in my classroom. “God at Work,” it read. At 
the time I gave it little thought. 

I have since come to appreciate this sign in a profound way. 
I sometimes stare at it in the middle of a lesson or at the end of a 

long day. It is an important reminder. While my teacher training program 
taught me how to teach, and my Basic Skills Test scores proved I was com-
petent to teach, my high school religion classes have slowly revealed to me 
the hearts of young people. This is where God has been at work, both in 
my own heart and the hearts of my students. In my high school religion 
classes, I have learned a great deal about attitude and approach in dealing 
with my students’ struggle for meaning and questions about faith. I’ve also 
learned how to respond to the myths and curiosities they hold about reli-
gious life. First, a few reflections on the opportunities that present them-
selves in a religion classroom and what I’ve learned about engaging with 
young people. 

By Brother David 
Deradoorian, F.S.C.

Brother David 
Deradoorian, 
F.S.C. is a member 
of the Brothers 
of the Christian 
Schools. He is 
currently assigned 
to Philadelphia, 

where he teaches high school religion. He 
previously spent several years teaching 
high school religion in the Bronx. 

Fielding myths and 
questions about 
consecrated life

The author, Brother David Deradoorian, F.S.C., conducts class, ready at any moment to wrestle with 
questions from his students about faith or religious life.
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 Here’s how one 

teacher encourages 

conversations about 

faith and responds 

to questions about 

religious life.
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Although I trained at a state university as a Spanish 
teacher prior to entering religious life, I have spent my 
life as brother teaching high school religion. Teaching 
religion has helped me realize how much I am called to 
grow; it is in this engagement with faith that I realize 
how much I need to open myself up to unfolding mys-

tery. Thankfully young 
people have a way of fos-
tering humility and short-
circuiting our need to be 
right and in control. They 
invite us out of ourselves. 
They beg us to be honest, 
authentic versions of our-
selves. “A credible church 
is one which is not afraid 
to allow itself be seen as 
vulnerable,” wrote the 
young people who gave 
input to the 2018 youth 
synod in their final docu-
ment.

I am often inspired 
by the words of Saint Paul: “I handed on to you what 
I first received” (1 Cor. 11:23). My teaching of religion 
and the conversations about faith I have with young 
people are an extension of my own personal and com-
munal prayer and faith experiences. The history and 
charism of my institute (Brothers of the Christian 
Schools) has always reflected a preference for teaching 
religion. In fact Pope Pius X officially named us “Apos-
tles of the Catechism.” What a privilege it is to embrace 
this daily challenge! 

Saint John Baptist de La Salle recognized the holi-
ness of the classroom, and many teachers will attest that 
the classroom is indeed a sacred space. The young people 
who drafted the pre-synod document made it clear that 
parishes are sometimes no longer places of connection. 
Faith exploration is happening increasingly with educa-
tors and friends. 

In a unique way a religion classroom can be an 
honest, safe space for teenagers to encounter God. It is 
here, among other settings, that meaningful and neces-
sary dialogue takes place. Young people grappling with 
their own self-worth, avowed atheists, seekers, young 
men and women of different faith traditions—all are 
able to challenge and support each other. John Baptist 
de La Salle encourages educators to do our part to build 
up the Kingdom of God in our students (Meditation 
67.1).

Letting them lead

During my years at three distinct high school assign-
ments, I have humbly learned that I could spend liter-
ally hours in lesson preparation. I could think of all the 
higher-level questions that students need for engage-
ment. I could consider all possible weaknesses in a les-
son’s flow. When least expected, and when the lesson 
seems (in my mind) to be going well, a hand in the back 
will rise. I get excited, because I think that this seeming-
ly disinterested student is about to ask about the chapter 
vocabulary, opine on the in-class reading, or answer my 
lesson’s essential question for the day.

“Brother, as you get older, how has your faith in God 
changed?”

Close the textbook. Check the clock. Rustle papers. 
Continue with the curriculum tomorrow. Is today’s les-
son over? Or is it just starting? The textbook comprehen-
sion questions we were working on require little or no 
vulnerability—can’t we just stick with those? 

The digression can take many forms, and it is to be 
expected at any time: an opinion about a church teach-
ing, an insight, a spontaneous debate, an indirect request 
for affirmation, a public confession, an exposé of a fam-
ily quarrel, or an honest and sincere wrestling with a 
personal issue or current event. As is true for any of us, 
but especially for adolescents, we want to be listened to 
and validated. A student recently shared with me the fol-
lowing insight about our class: “One thing I’m learning 
in this religion class is that God gives everlasting love. 
I don’t even know how long I’ve been needing to hear 
those four words.” Young people today want to know that 
their struggles, insecurities, and doubts are not unfound-
ed or unique. They want to know that when life has been 
overwhelming, they can find their way towards Home 
and, in the process, find God running toward them on 
an often lonely, dusty road. They want companions on 
their journey of faith—and the reassurance that the One 
who is the Way can become their way also. 

Every profession has a hazard; perhaps this is ours: 
if we are to be credible and authentic teachers, we will 
have to speak honestly and from the heart. We become, 
bidden or not, public pray-ers. We become public signs 
of God’s presence in our world today. And we know that 
adolescents and young adults can easily detect frauds.  

Whether they would overtly divulge it or not, teen-
agers and young adults are curious and interested in the 
lifestyle that the brothers and sisters at my school lead. 
The counter-cultural dimension of sacrifice and the 
service of vowed women and men speaks to them. This 

If we are to be credible 
and authentic teachers, 

we will have to speak 
honestly and from the 

heart. We become, 
bidden or not,  public 

pray-ers. We become  
public signs of God’s 

presence in our world 
today. 
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counter-cultural fixation can lead to long-term service 
commitments, mission trips, flip-phone challenges (a 
dare to get by without a smart phone), and other some-
what radical choices. Young people want to be chal-
lenged, stand for something, and belong to something. 

Now, if I were to structure a lesson on “consecrated 
life in the 21st century church,” there would be minimal 
interest. But when that topic emerges from my students’ 
own hearts, and when the timing seems right for them, 
the conversation is always rich, fruitful, and meaningful. 
I’m basically saying the same thing I would say if I were 
to construct a lesson, but I’m allowing them to take the 
lead. This changes the dynamics of the conversation. 

Bold, honest, authentic
The young people who gathered to give input to the 2018 
youth synod called for bold conversations in their final 
document: “The young have many questions about the 
faith, but desire answers which are not watered-down, or 
which utilize pre-fabricated formulations.” One brother 
with whom I was in formation would remind me that 
young people do not want “corporate tagline” responses 
to their questions. They want authenticity. 

Authenticity needs to shape our answers when they 
ask basic questions or state misconceptions about our 
lives. What are those questions and myths? Following 
are questions students repeatedly ask and how I try to 
authentically respond. These conversations and honest 
questions would not be possible without first fostering 
among the students in my class a sense of welcome and 
openness. I am conscious of continually reminding them 
that I, too, am journeying in faith. 

The final document from the pre-synod meeting of 
young adults poses a striking question in its introduc-
tion: “How [can] we as the church best accompany … 
young people towards a deeper understanding of them-
selves and their place in the world?” This requires pa-
tience, faithfulness, and joy. 

You always knew you wanted to be a brother 
Well, no. Life unfolds itself slowly to us, and for this, we 
should be grateful. I think it is crucial that young people 
understand the need for continual commitment and 
discernment. Discovering God’s call is not something 
we do for a season; it is a life-long mindset. I am struck 
by the words of a brother who once shared with his own 
classroom: God doesn’t necessarily call us to a specific 
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PARTICIPATE IN A 
TRANSFORMATIVE 
EXPERIENCE AND 

BE PART OF A 
DIVERSE COMMUNITY 

ROOTED IN FAITH. 

MACGG,9 
MEXICAN AMERICAN t'lf � 
CATHOLIC COLLEGE\,_,/ 

www.maccsa.org 

210-732-2156

macc@maccsa.org 

3115 W. Ashby Place 

San Antonio, TX 78228 

This program is for persons who need to 
develop their language skills to minister to 
those in need of pastoral care, liturgical 
celebrations, preaching, and other facets 
of pastoral ministry. 

Dates for Spring 2020: 

Jan 13 - Feb 7 

Mar 16 -Apr 9 

Feb 10 - Mar 6 

Apr 20 - May 1 

Sisters' lntercultural Studies Program 
January 20 - March 20, 2020 

To assist diocesan personnel in orienting missionary Sisters to ministry in the United States, the Mexican 
American Catholic College (MAGG) offers the Sisters' lntercultural Studies (SIS) Program. The nine week 
program is a requirement for women participating in the Latin American Sisters Exchange Program 
sponsored by Catholic Church Extension Society. As "R-1" Religious Workers, the Sisters must demonstrate the 
language and intercultural competencies required of their ministerial employment in today's multicultural settings. 
The residential program is comprised of the following components: English as a New Language (ENL); 
lntercultural Competence for Ministry in the U.S.; Strengthening Leadership Skills; Accompaniment and 
Coaching. 
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profession, avocation, or vocation. God calls us to a life 
of generosity. God calls us to give tirelessly of ourselves. 
It is our job to determine which lifestyle will permit us 
to be most generous to our neighbor, to have mercy on 
our neighbor. We are then called to go and do likewise 
(Luke 10:37).

You must have no faith struggles.  Somehow it is 
believed that, the moment I began wearing a black shirt 
and collar for a living, my personal faith struggles dis-
sipated. I am grateful that this has not been the case! It 
is important that we are honest with young people—the 
more we share our struggles and our wrestling with 
faith, the more they can see us as credible human be-
ings, making our way. I have often appreciated Flannery 
O’Connor’s insight, from Habit of Being, a collection of 
her letters: “When we get our spiritual house in order, 
we’ll be dead. This goes on. You arrive at enough cer-
tainty to be able to make your way, but it is making it in 
darkness. Don’t expect faith to clear things up for you. It 
is trust, not certainty.”

So you can’t really be yourself anymore.  To 
many of my students, our lifestyle seems awfully con-
stricting. I always find this question stems from much 
larger questions about our vows, our  common life, and 

our commitment to Gospel values. It also is rooted in 
an adolescent’s opinion of what is fun. Our evangelical 
counsels do not restrict drinking or tattoos. We do not 
have a vow against fun. I am encouraged to travel to 
weddings, see my family, and have a healthy social life. 

How can we allow young people to view our vowed 
commitments as actually liberating? My wardrobe gen-
erally baffles a young person, especially one caught up 
in the endless, exhausting pursuit of name brand belts, 
shoes, backpacks. They know I own several black robes 
and black shirts without logos. And it is equally as baf-
fling when, chaperoning a dance, I am dressed like an 
everyday human being. 

Somehow, as soon as you’ve established with a teen-
ager that you do not own an XBox (or any gaming sys-
tem for that matter), our lifestyle is immediately consid-
ered boring. What do you do with your free time if you 
don’t have video games or sleep for 12 hours a day? How 
can we foster the notion that, as a brother, I am called to 
fully be myself? I am called to bring who I am, with my 
strengths and limitations, as a gift to my community. I 
have read and re-read this statement from the pre-synod 
document: “An especially important quality in a mentor 
is acknowledgement of their humanity—that they are 
human beings who make mistakes: not perfect people 
but forgiven sinners.”
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Religious could invite people 

into their homes to witness 

their common life, a pursuit that 

requires plenty of cooperation 

and effort. Here the author, 

Brother David Deradoorian,  

F.S.C., cleans up after a meal with 

BrotherJoseph Juliano, F.S.C.
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Your life must be very lonely.  Life, when lived 
out of balance, can be a lonely road. Not having the 
companionship and fulfillment of a spouse, we must 
work at creating spaces and avenues for love. It can be 
mind-blowing for students when I share that some of my 
married friends find themselves lonely on a Friday or 
Saturday evening, too, with them watching TV while a 
spouse is in another room scrolling through social me-
dia feeds. Regardless of our lifestyle, how do we seek to 
be present to the other in our midst? In his book Reach-
ing Out, Henri Nouwen suggests that the first real move-
ment of the spiritual life is from loneliness to solitude.

Religious should be sitting on the altar, not 
in the pew.  It’s difficult for most Catholics (and even 
more difficult for non-Catholics) to understand the 
concept of a man who has given his life to the church 
but is not a priest. I believe it is important that young 
people understand, as Saint Paul reminds us, that there 
are a variety of gifts, but the same spirit; a variety of 
service, but the same Lord (1 Cor. 12). I have chosen a 
lay lifestyle, and tell them that by doing so, I actually 
have more in common with them than they realize. 
Our baptism has called us to life as apostles; our reli-
gious consecration simply augments that. Sharing why 
religious profession is not its own sacrament helps to 
clarify this. My ministerial duties involve finding holi-
ness in the ordinary. While I am not able to administer 
the sacraments, I have found that I am able to be present 
for many sacramental moments: talking a young person 
through their parent’s divorce, listening to someone’s 
self doubts, lending an ear to a co-worker speaking of 
her husband’s illness. God comes to us in these experi-
ences as clearly as in the established sacraments. 

Does everyone in your house get along?  You 
cannot choose your family but you can choose your 
friends! We are assigned to a community that puts itself 
at the service of a ministry. Living together takes work, 
and living together in an authentic freedom takes even 
more work. It is vital that people are allowed into our 
communities and invited to share in our prayers and 
common life. Perhaps they will see that, indeed, men of 
different ethnicities, backgrounds, educational levels, 
political preferences, and preferences for dining room 
paint colors can get along. In fact living as a commu-
nity is one of the ways we are called to grow, change, 
and humble ourselves. Our shared life must be built on 
cooperation, not competition. In some small way, I be-
lieve that our stone house with the cross above the side 

door is a sign of the Kingdom of God, the world as God 
would have it. Jesus prays in his farewell discourse in 
John 17:21 that all may be one as he and the Father are 
one. Let it be so. 

You’ve had to make a tremendous sacrifice. 
Egocentrism can thrive throughout high school and into 
college. To live a life focused on other people (especially 
people we don’t even know) seems strange. In the eyes of 
many teenagers and young adults, if something doesn’t 
directly help them, why should they be interested in it? It 
is good for them to be exposed to a wide range of people, 
living a variety of lifestyles, who have chosen to live he-
roic, sacrificial lives. These might range from a parent 
working multiple jobs to pay tuition, a religious minis-
tering to the marginalized and remaining faithful to his 
or her vowed life, a couple remaining together after an 
accident, a parent caring for a son or daughter with an 
addiction. These stories begin to open young people’s 
eyes to the prodigal love of God, which manifests itself 
in our prodigal love for each other, where a score isn’t 
kept or a tally maintained. It is OK that life demands 
sacrifices; it’s how egocentrism is slowly shaved away. 
The sacrifice of my vows is just one of many types of 
sacrifices that holy men and women—single, married, 
ordained, consecrated—make each day. 

••••

These myths and responses represent one way to 
begin the conversations called for during the 2018 youth 
synod. Here again are the words of young people who 
gathered prior to the synod to give input. In their fi-
nal document, they wrote: “We have found that young 
people want authentic witnesses—men and women who 
vibrantly express their faith and relationship with Jesus 
while encouraging others to approach, meet, and fall in 
love with Jesus themselves.” Archbishop Oscar Romero 
urged his radio address listeners in 1977 to never tire of 
preaching love. His plea continues for each of us today. 

Each evening, during prayer, I reflect on the blessing 
of the day. To paraphrase Father Henri Nouwen, jour-
neying with teenagers gives me an opportunity to wit-
ness to young people the glimpses of God I’ve been able 
to catch.  

“God at work.” Not that I even needed a reminder. n 

Related reading
“Equipping teens with tools for discernment,” by Sister 
Julia Walsh, F.S.P.A., HORIZON, Winter 2016.
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