By Edward D’Mello, SVD.

BEST TEACHER

Preparations for the Episcopal Ordination of Mgr.John were going on well as planned.  John was asked how many seats he wanted to be reserved for his special invitees, to which his answer was surprisingly “ only one!” His parents were no more alive and he was the only son of his parents.


During the ceremony of the Episcopal Ordination, he had a very elderly lady walking beside him.  He had a chair specially reserved next to his.  Everybody was curious to know who this elderly lady was: what was she to him? Nobody knew her among the people present for the ceremony, except John himself.


After the ceremony was over, there was a felicitation function for John. John was garlanded with the scented flowers, all the dignitaries too received garlands. But there was no garland for this elderly lady because no lay person was given any garland so as not to discriminate or leave out significant persons involved with John’s life.  John took his own garland and put it on her, kissed her and embraced her, because she was special to him.

When John’s turn came to thank the persons present there, he thanked the bishop who ordained him, other bishops and dignitaries ecclesial, lay and secular.  Then John said, “there is a person seated next to me, who should have been thanked first of all. I purposely kept her to be thanked last, because thanking her and speaking about her will take a long time.  She is Ms Sheetal.  She is not my mother, nor is she less than my mother, she is not my blood relative but more than that….” John became quite emotional introducing her to the gathering of nearly ten thousand people, who were eagerly waiting to know who this woman was.  She was not a catholic but now she is none since her last birthday, which was a ten months ago.


Se was convinced that she was not good at teaching, yet her feminine instinct was strong.  She closely watched John everyday.  He was drowsy in the class, his clothes were nor properly washed and ironed, his hair let loose and untidy, he hardly played with other children, he remained aloof, withdrawn, sad looking.  He did not do well in studies, often getting red marks in his assignment and often failed in his class tests.  Sheetal did not want to fail him but she had no other way out.   She was quite satisfied with the performance of the other students.  Infact they delighted her but the presence and performance of John disheartened her.  She asked herself, how to handle John.

As expected, she went through the past record of her students and their biodata.  When she glanced through the file of John, she was in for a big surprise.  His first standard teacher’s remarks were, “John is a bright student. enjoys fun, quite sociable and liked by his companions.  He is active and generous in his assignment …” She noticed that he was not he same boy in her class. He had changed.  She went through the remarks of the teacher in the second standard: “John is a good student to his companions, but he is quite disturbed and stressed because his mother has a serious illness.  His life must be hard at home since his mother cannot attend to him and his father works hard to meet all the expenses at home…. “She reflected saying John had a serious problem at that time.  His third standard teacher wrote, “John is very much affected by his situation…” She thought John missed mother’s love and father’s attention.  His next teacher’s remark was,” “John looks sad, withdrawn, sleepy in the class uninterested in lessons and absent minded. He needs help…”

Sheetal closed John’s file and closed her eyes and reflected.  John was a bright student but today he is not.  He has a problem.  Poor John!  She felt sorry for him.  She asked herself. “How can I help him?”


Next day was sheetal’s birthday.  Her students came to the school with birthday gifts for her beautifully sacked with attractive wrappers and ribbons.  But John’s package was shabby wrapped in a grocery paper tied with twine.  Students offered their gifts one by one and sang her the birthday song.  She opened the gift John had brought in front of the class. Seeing his gifts, some students laughed, some giggled, because his gift was a half full perfume bottle and bracelet whose some stones were missing.  She quietened the students and told them how beautiful the bracelet was and wore in front of them. And sprinkled a few drops of perfume on her dress, John closely observed her doing all these action with a sense of satisfaction.


After school John stayed back so as to be alone with sheetal to tell her, “Today, you smelled just like my mother.” He kissed her hand.  There were tears in her eyes.  She knew what John was feeling, missing his mother.  She was convinced that her students needed more then learning, to read, write, count etc.  She thought that in her class there might be students from broken families, students who starved for parental affection from father, or mothers or both, students whose families might be poor perhaps starved… she decided to be more than a teacher, a person who would meet her students in their needs.

She paid special attention to John.  She began to work with him, dabbling on her dress his mother’s perfume, the same brand she bought in plenty.  Gradually John was changing-improved in his studies, he was becoming extrovert, fun loving, active in all class activities.  He responded well to her guidance and teaching.  He was the centre of her life as a teacher.  Other students called him “teacher’s favourite”.  He titled her “my best teacher:.  Through her influence, he had changed for better in every respect.


After the fifth standard John joined the school from primary school to high school.  Once a year he visited sheetal on her birthday with a small gift and greeting card on which was written “you are my best teacher”. She made sure to dab her dress with his mother’s perfume.  When he finished high school he sent her the news of his result to say that he had come second in his class, missing the first position by three marks.  At the bottom of the letter he wrote ‘you are my best teacher, my favourite teacher’.


Two years after that he passed P.U.C. with a first class first.  He personally came to see Sheetal with a small gift and note, on which was written besides the result “you are still my best and favourite teacher!”. He came to see her for not only to convey the news of his result but also to tackle a personal problem about the future course he should take.  Both of them spent quite a bit of time discussing his future-to become an electronic engineer, a university professor or join a seminary to become a priest.  Among all the options he felt more at ease and comfortable to join a seminary to become a priest.  She too had the same feelings he had.  He applied there and then to join a seminary.  He felt, he had made a right decision and she felt happy to encourage and support him in his decision.

Every year on her birthday, sure he sent her a card with the concluding note, “you are my favourite teacher”.  Sometimes, during vacation he visited her.  Whenever, he came to visit her, she made sure to dab her dress with the brand of his mother’s perfume.


Several years after joining the seminary, he personally went to invite her for his ordination.  Handing over his invitation card to her, he had written on it, “you are still my best and my favourite teacher.”  This time glancing through the invitation card, she was in tears to read “you are still my best and my favourite teacher’, he hugged her and said, “thank you for believing me, giving me a direction in life for what I am today.”

After ordination, John was sent to a far country as a missionary.  He never missed to send a greeting card on Sheetal’s birthday, on which he made sure to write, “you are still my best and my favourite teacher.

After ten years of missionary work, John was called back to his own diocese.  As soon as he returned he visited Sheetal who had become quite old.  Visiting her he said to her “I came to visit my best and favourite teacher”.  During the conversation, he said, “I was wondering what would have been my life without you.  You were not only my teacher, you became my guide, my counselor… I felt loved by you.  You shaped my life”.  To which Sheetal retorted “you were not only my pupil but you inspired me to be a special teacher.  In fact, you helped me to discover my potentialities.  I was ignorant of how to teach till I found you.  It is you who taught me how to teach…”

Two years later John was elected bishop of his diocese.  Sheetal was the first one whom he conveyed the news of his election, adding the note “you are still best and my favourite teacher” Among the invitees for his Episcopal Ordination he wanted her to take the place of special invitees, in fact the only special invitee he had, She took the place of his mother, (his father had expired a couple of years ago).  She was there to witness his Episcopal ordination wearing the bracelet given by John and her clothes dabbed with his mother’s perfume.  She was second mother, spiritual mother, his best teacher and favourite one! ‘A teacher can shape the future of students.  To be a teacher is a vocation. It is a mission.
(This article is based on a story that was published in “TOGETHER: may 2002.Author ANON)
