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L i f e  i s  Worth Giving 

GRATITUDE IS  THE MEMOKY OF T I E  HEAHT 

by F r .  Kevin Shanley, 0.Carm. 

The n o t i c e ,  when i t  came, was ve ry  simply s t a t e d :  " J u s t  

wanted t o  l e t  you know t h a t  your dea r  f r i e n d  and former  

t e a c h e r ,  S r .  Mary Leo, d i e d  t h i s  p a s t  week." 

It was a  simple n o t i c e  t h a t  brought ' back a  v e r i t a b l e  

f l o o d  of memories: F i f t h  grade a t  S t .  Aloysius  Grammar School 

on t h e  West S ide  of  J e r s e y  C i t y ,  N . J ,  She was a  S i s t e r  of 

C h a r i t y  endowed wi th  g r e a t  love,  pa t i ence  and F a i t h  which she 

shared  i n  g r e a t  measure wi th  he r  s t u d e n t s .  A t e a c h e r  who 

demanded t h a t  we c a r e ,  about ou r se lves ,  The 

b e s t  Eng l i sh  grammarian I have e v e r  encountered.  

I r e a l l y  d i d n ' t  s t a r t  o f f  F i f t h  Grade wi th  S r .  Mary Leo, 

bu t  had been t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  h e r  c l a s s  because my Mother and 

F a t h e r  d i d n ' t  want my b r o t h e r ,  Desmond, and I t o  be i n  t h e  

same c l a s s .  My p a r e n t s  made t h e  r e q u e s t ;  I rece ived  an 

undiguised b less ing!  

There were few, i f  any, excuses  accep ted  i n  Sr .  Mary 

Leo's classroom. Perhaps a  s e r i o u s  i l l n e s s  o r  a  grave f ami ly  

c r i s i s  might be cons idered  a  reason f o r  homework no t  being 

done, o r  a  s p e l l i n g  t e s t  no t  being passed,  o r  an assignment 
:. * 

no t  be ing  completed. Nothing e l s e  would r e a l l y  do. 
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'"l'his assignment i s n ' t  worthy of each of us , "  S r .  Mary 

Leo would sometimes say  i n  h e r  s t r o n g  I r i s h  (West cork)  brogue. 

It was then  t h a t  one of he r  s t u d e n t s  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  he o r  she 

had n o t  on ly  f a i l e d  t o  l i v e  up t o  Sr .  Mary Leo's e x p e c t a t i o n s  
7 

but f a i l e d  t o  f u l f i l l  s e l f  p o t e n t i a l .  The assignment - 
was s w i f t l y  re-done no t  only  t o  meet t h e  a b i l i t y  of t h e  i n d i v i d -  

u a l  s t u d e n t  b u t  a l s o  t h e  expec t a t i on  of t h e  t eache r .  No excuses1 

But t o  be a  s t u d e n t  i n  Sr .  Mary Leo's  c l a s s  was no t  a  dour 
1 2  

and j o y l e s s  exper ience ,  it was r a t h e r  an oppor tun i ty  t o  f i l l  one ' s  

mind with  bo th  f a c t s  and ~ m d e r s t a n d i n g .  The d a i l y  newspaper was 
7 

t h e  pre lude  t o  a  geography o r  h i s t o r y  qu iz .  I n  those  

l a s t  y e a r s  of t h e  19309, t h e  world was f i l l e d  w i t h  war anGp-  
4 

heava l  and we needed t o  know what was happening and 

where. If Russia invaded F in land ,  we had t o  know where bo th  

c o u n t r i e s  were and p o i n t  them o u t  on t h e  map c h a r t .  I f  H i t l e r  

t h r ea t ened  t o  invade t h e  Rhineland, o r  Aus t r i a ,  o r  Poland --- 
i n  t h e  nex t  c l a s s  we would be r e q u i ~ e d  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t he se  

P. 
p l a c e s  on t h e  world g lobe  i n  c l a s s .  

The d a i l y  newspaper a l s o  served a s  a  p l a c e  t h e  l e a r n  

percen tages  by fo l lowing  t h e  S tock  Market each day. Sr .  Mary 

Leo a l s o  in t roduced  u s  t o  a  l i f e t i m e  of r ead ing  enjoyment i n  

such novels,  a s  t hose  of Fr.  F ranc i s  Finn,  S.J. 

But t o  be a  s t u d e n t  of Sr .  Mary Leo was a l s o  an i n v i t a t i o n  

t o  l i v e g  a  l i f e  of F a i t h .  A s  t h e  war c louds  ga thered  over  Europe, 
V 

we prayed f o r  peace be fo re  World War 11; we prayed f o r  t h e  poor  

who were t h e  r e f u s e  of t he  Great  Depression;  and we prayed t h a t  

we would f u l f i l l  t h e  g r e a t  p o t e n t i a l  t h a t  God had p laced  i n  each  

of u s .  No r o u t i n e  p raye r s  i n  Room 1031 
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And Sr .  Mary Leo never seemed t o  f o r g e t  her s tudents ,  

even when we v i s i t e d  he r  years  l a t e  a t  S t .  Anne's V i l l a  i n  

Morristown, N o J . ,  where she l ived  t o  be almost 1001 She was, 

indeed, a  g r e a t  teacher  and exemplar who shared her knowledge 

and F a i t h  with her  s tudents  and who taught  us  t h a t  "Grat i tude 

memory of the  heart.IF 


