HEART OF A SERVANT

THE FATHER FLANAGAN STORY




Who Was Father Flanagan?

Fr. Edward Flanagan was a priest who
changed thousands of lives

He founded Boys Town in Nebraska,

and began a revolutionary approach
to caring for homeless and troubled

children

Learning target: Understand Fr. Flanagan's mission, challenges,
and lasting impact on American society

Discussion: Who/what programs in your community helps kids
who are struggling or homeless?




Growing Up: Father Flanagan's Early Life

Father Edward Flanagan was a Catholic priest
born in Ireland in 1886

One of his first assignments was a parish in
Omaha, Nebraska

He noticed that many children had no homes
and no one to care for them

Withessed extreme poverty and homelessness




The Problem: Homeless & Troubled Youth

o In the early 20th century, thousands of children lived on the
streets with no family, food, or shelter

 Many were arrested for petty crimes simply because they had
nowhere else to go

o The existing system treated troubled youth as
criminals rather than as children needing care
and opportunity

» Father Flanagan recognized that these children
weren't "bad"—they were abandoned and
desperate




Boys Town: A Revolutionary Vision

e In 1917, Father Flanagan founded Boys Town
on a small farm outside Omaha with just five
boys

e His radical idea: treat boys with dignity,
provide education, vocational training, and a
family environment

e Boys Town operated on the principle that
"there is no such thing as a bad boy"—only
boys who needed love and opportunity

e The community grew rapidly as word spread about this new approach to youth care

e By the 1930s, Boys Town housed hundreds of boys and became a national model




Core Principles of Boys Town

Family Structure: Boys lived in cottages with houseparents, creating a
home-like environment rather than an institution

Self-Governance: Older boys helped lead and mentor younger ones,
teaching responsibility and leadership

Education and Skills: Academic classes combined with vocational
training in farming, trades, and crafts

Dignity and Respect: Every boy was treated as a valued member of the
community, not as a problem to be fixed

Discussion: Discuss with a partner one principle you think is most
important for helping young people, then share your thoughts with the
rest of the class




Challenges & Opposition

e Fr. Flanagan faced skepticism from those who
believed troubled youth couldn't be reformed

® Some criticized his methods as too lenient or
unrealistic

e He persisted despite limited resources, relying on
donations, his own fundraising efforts, and
community support

e His determination showed that conviction and
compassion could overcome institutional
resistance




Expansion & National Recognition

e Boys Town expanded beyond Nebraska, becoming a national institution
and model for youth care

e Fr. Flanagan traveled across the country speaking about his mission and
raising awareness

e A 1938 film starring Spencer Tracy brought his story to millions and
increased public support

e His work influenced child welfare policies and demonstrated that
rehabilitation was possible

e Boys Town became a symbol of hope and second chances for America's
forgotten children




Lasting Themes & Lessons

e Theme 1: Heroic Virtue—consistently living out Christian
virtues in an extraordinary and exemplary way,
especially in difficult or challenging circumstances.

e Theme 2: Systemic Change—Individual acts of kindness
matter, but changing institutions creates lasting impact

Theme 3: Community Responsibility—Society must care
for its most vulnerable members
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e Theme 4: Dignity and Respect—How we treat people
shapes who they become
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e Discussion: Which theme resonates most with you, and
why?



Father Flanagan’s Legacy Today

» Boys Town continues operating today, serving
thousands of youth and families annually

e His model influenced modern foster care,
residential treatment, and youth mentorship
programs nationwide

« Fr. Flanagan's message—"There is no such thing
as a bad boy”"—remains relevant to contemporary
discussions about criminal justice and youth
rehabilitation

» His life challenges us to ask: How do we respond
to society’'s most vulnerable young people?




Reflection & Appreciation

e Reflect on these questions and write brief responses:
(1) What surprised you most about Father Flanagan's story?
(2) How does his work challenge the way society treats troubled youth?
(3) What is one action you could take to support young people in your
community?

» Appreciation: Take a moment to recognize one person in your life who has
shown you compassion or given you a second chance - feel free to share with

the class.

e Learning Target Check-in: Can you explain Father Flanagan's core mission and
why his approach was revolutionary?




