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Homily delivered by Vicar General, Fr Paul Gooley at Lismore Cathedral on Monday 24 May 2021 
on the occasion of the National Mass celebrating 200 years of Catholic Education in Australia 
 
See if you can answer the following four questions correctly: 
 

1. If the first catholic school in Australia was opened in 1822 - what year was the first catholic 
school opened in our Diocese? 
1868 

 
2. What town in our Diocese had the first catholic school in it? 

South Grafton 
 

3. Who was the teacher in this school? 
Mr Benjamin Stokes 

 
4. How many students where there in this school? 

30 
 

Since these small beginnings we can never forget the great work of the brown Josephite Sisters, the 
Sisters’ of Mercy, the Presentation Sisters, the Ursulines, the Daughters of Charity, the Sisters of 
Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, the Good Samaritans, the Lochinvar Josephites, the Christian 
Brothers, the Marist brothers and the Marist Fathers, who for many years staffed and led the 
educational endeavour in our Diocese. All of whom were supported by the bishops and the priests 
of the Diocese down through the years. 
 
So, from those small beginnings of one teacher, one school of 30 kids in South Grafton, we now 
have over 17,000 students in 46 schools across 22 parishes; all ably run by the Diocese of Lismore 
Catholic Schools Board, the Catholic Schools Office and all our dedicated teachers and staff in 
partnership with the bishop and clergy and especially all the people of all our parishes up and down 
the Diocese who have also given so much over the years. I also wish to acknowledge and thank 
various levels of government for all the support they have shown to catholic education over the 
past 200 years. 
 
There used to be a series on TV called ‘Yes Minister’ and in one of the episodes the minister was 
visiting a brand-new hospital. It had everything. It had the best operating theatres. It had the best 
wards. It had the best equipment. It had the best beds. It had the best doctors and nurses. It had 
the best administrators. The minister saw that it had everything… except one absolutely vital thing 
– patients. 
 
With this in mind, catholic education would not be what it is today; none of it would have been 
needed or possible; none of it would have happened except for the wonderful families up and 
down the north coast, who year after year have entrusted their greatest treasures, their children, 
into our care. I have long held that every child is sacred and we, as parents, teachers, staff and 
clergy, are guardian angels. 
 
To all the students here today - every time I celebrate a baptism, I use the Gospel passage that says 
– people were bringing children to Jesus for him to bless them. The disciples turned them away but 
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when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them – let the children come to me. Do not stop 
them for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs… then he put his arms round them, 
laid his hands on them and gave them his blessing.   
 
It is a beautiful image, rich in just how much Jesus loves and wants to spend time with young 
people, just like you. For me, this is what catholic education is all about. This is what makes catholic 
education different.  
 
If you think back, many things have changed over the last 200 years and catholic education is no 
different.  
 
But what has not changed is that for 200 years people have been bringing their children, young 
people just like you, to our schools so that, through us – the staff of our schools, the clergy and 
people of the Diocese - every student, every child, like you, can come into contact with Jesus Christ. 
So that every young person, like you, has the opportunity to establish a relationship with Jesus; 
learn what Jesus taught and how Jesus lived; and, then, having established that relationship with 
Jesus, each of you and every other young person in our schools can go forth into the world and live 
their lives to the full.  
 
The Gospel passage I have shared with you also has a warning in it. It tells us that nothing should 
stop children like you from coming to Jesus. Not the curriculum, not the timetable, not the board, 
not the CSO, not our teachers and staff, not our bishop and priests, not parents, not the various 
levels of government… nothing should stop children, like you, from having the opportunity to meet 
and develop a relationship with Jesus Christ.  
 
As we celebrate 200 years of catholic education, I put it to each of you that has the responsibility 
for catholic education in this Diocese that the challenge we face now and into the future is to be 
fully committed to, and actively providing opportunities for, each and every child in our care to 
meet and develop a relationship with Jesus Christ. This must always be the first and highest priority 
for the children and the staff and families who come to our schools each and every day. If it’s not, 
then we no longer deserve to be called catholic. 
 
Today we give thanks to God for what we have achieved over the past 200 years in catholic 
education but as we do this, we remember that the theme of this celebration is ‘Faith in the 
Future’. So, I pray in this mass and invite you to join me that as we give thanks for the past; we pray 
that we will remain fully committed, through our faith, to continuing to make Jesus part of 
everything we do each day; so that every child entrusted to our care has the opportunity to know 
and experience Jesus placing his arms around them, laying his hands on them and giving them his 
blessing now and always. 
 
It is also significant that today is the feast of Our Lady, Help of Christians. In the early days of the 
colony her help was very much needed and so she was named as the patroness of Australasia. On 
this day we continue to ask for her help into the future. 
 
Our Lady, Help of Christians – pray for us. 
 


