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“The Gift of Madness” 
 

One of the unexpected joys of this vocation is that on my travels I have caught up with many long 

lost friends from my teaching journey or from my teacher training days at what was then Polding 

College at Castle Hill which went on to be part of the Australian Catholic University. It often 

starts with a “Do you remember me?” Sometimes I ask for clues but sometimes they’re not 

needed. It’s a lovely form of time travel as you catch up with twenty years of life in a ten-minute 

conversation. 

 

When I was at college studying Primary Education I majored in Physical Education. There was a 

small band of about 15 of us and we formed a friendly, funny and supportive social group for the 

three years we were there. From memory I was one of the more sedate members of the gang but 

the funniest was undoubtedly Mark Feneley. His mimicry skills were amazing as was his ability 

to find humour in any situation, even when embarrassing. 

 

I have to say that as a young man I always struggled with that Old Testament reading often used 

at weddings, “My love is like a stag” from the Song of Solomon (I now greater appreciate its 

poetic beauty) but had heard it enough to be used to it by the time. Mark hadn’t heard it when we 

all went to the wedding of one of our classmates. As five of us “blokes” sat side-by-side during 

the reading I could hear a snigger from Mark as he pictured the groom as a stag bounding over 

the meadows. The image and the snigger spread quickly until all five of us were heaving as 

silently as we could along the pew. 

 

Whenever I asked anyone from the Parramatta Diocese if they’d seen Mark recently, they’d 

always smile broadly and say something like, “Yeah, still as mad as ever”. I finally caught up 

with him on a school visit to Corpus Christi in Cranebrook in 2002. He’d hardly changed at all 

either physically or in personality. It’s bizarre to be able to pick up a conversation with someone 

you haven’t seen for nearly twenty years as though it’s only been twenty days. 

 

I saw Mark interact with his class that day as I always imagined he would, with a great sense of 

fun. And I admired him greatly for it. Really gifted teachers must be able to think like a child and 

to think like a child I think you have to keep that child part of you alive- the Peter Pan effect. 

Never allow yourself to grow up totally. Value a little bit of madness in yourself and others. I’m 

sure I used to scare some of the people who have interviewed me for jobs in recent years when 

I’ve spoken along those lines. 

 

When we caught up that day I asked Mark if he, like I had, had been caught up a little in that 

expectation of others to seek a promoted position. He said that it had crossed his mind but I had a 

sense he knew that his greatest gift was his rapport with children and that he was committed to 

the classroom. I am sure an executive role would be well within his capabilities but I greatly 

admire his awareness and his gift. I’m sure generations of children in western Sydney are 

appreciative too. 

  

 


