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Mark Thamert, OSB, receives the

2008 Teacher of Distinction Award

“Mark forced me to change my life and I am forever grateful.”

ather Mark, associate professor
Fof German, is the 2008 recipient

of the Robert L. Spaeth Teacher
of Distinction Award. Named in
memory of Robert Spaeth, outstand-
ing teacher and academic dean at Saint
John’s from 1979 to 1994, the award
recognizes a colleague who brings
a special passion and mastery to the
classroom and the learning commu-
nity.

After high school, college and sem-
inary at Saint John’s, Mark became
a Benedictine monk in 1975 and was
ordained to the priesthood in 1979. He
has a doctorate in German literature
and linguistics from Princeton Uni-
versity and was one of five doctoral
students to be recognized as Teacher
of the Year.
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In addition to teaching German,
Mark served as headmaster of the Prep
School from 1994-98 when he inaugu-
rated the Middle School program and
the building of the Weber Center, two
accomplishments that brought new
life to the school. His contributions
as a long-time member of the univer-
sity’s Department of Modern & Clas-
sical Languages and current head of
the German Studies Program are the
primary reason for his being named
Teacher of Distinction. The follow-
ing excerpts from his colleagues and
students are proof of their esteem:

From two faculty colleagues:

Mark’s creative, inventive, imagi-
native, and enthusiastic spirit rubs off
on all his students. Bearing witness to
their recognition of him as a brilliant

Dietrich Reinhart, OSB, university president,
congratulates Father Mark.

and charismatic teacher are the consis-
tently high class enrollments that far
exceed the stated limits. A recent May
term study abroad course with a cap of
25 attracted 400 enrollees.

Poetry is Mark’s passion, and he
interprets the poems with sensitivity
and insight and encourages students
to take their own interpretive journey.
He compiled a massive database of
German poetry with impressive cross-
referencing to provide students endless
opportunity for study, class presenta-
tion and research.

Mark’s classes are invariably fun and
always challenging. He uses computer
and internet technology, is a gifted
singer and dramatist, and employs
these skills in his classes. He is pro-




[image: image2.png]foundly supportive of his students’
achievements and lets them know
with spontaneous compliments how
proud he is of them.

Mark directed the Honors Program
for eight of his fifteen-year career at
CSB/SJU. He developed the current
senior honors research program that
has grown to thirty or forty theses and
defenses each spring. He also contrib-
utes his teaching and leadership to our
study abroad program and in particu-
lar to the May term programs which
he was one of the first to develop.

From a former student:

There is no denying that Fr. Mark
is one of the most scholarly professors
on either campus. But he is not a
lecturer. He is in every sense of the
word a teacher. His love and dedica-
tion for teaching come through the
time and effort he puts into research-
ing and preparing integrative curricu-
lums that reach out to both the best
and most casual of students.

Whether it’s using the latest tech-
nology, having cave poetry meetings,
or learning to polka, Fr. Mark
invites his students to move out-
side the books and integrate their
interests into learning. It may seem
a bit bizarre having a 300-pound
football player polka and waltz for
a section of the course final, but
I guarantee if there is one thing
about the German culture that this
student remembers, it’s to polka.

Fr. Mark wears many hats:
faculty resident, men’s spiritual-
ity leader, professor, cantor, priest,
cook, department chair, design
committee member and monk.
One point pervades all of these
roles: his wish to bring this Bene-
dictine community, rooted in hu-
mility, hospitality and spirituality,
to as many students and colleagues
as possible.

Before leaving for Collegeville,
my father told me, “You don’t go to
Saint John’s to graduate with a good
job. You go to Saint John’s to learn
how to think.” Fr. Mark has made me
challenge, tear apart and reassemble
my way of thinking about humanity
and the world. Having done this I am
ready to go out and live the life that I
believe is worth living.

From a teaching assistant of
Fr. Mark:

The wisdom,
dedication, care,
humor, and pas-
sion of Fr. Mark
set him above all
the great teach-
ers I had at CSB/
SJU. He has
inspired me to
pursue my own
career as a pro-
fessor.

Fr. Mark and students at the first-century Colosseu in Rome
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Ultimately it is that sheer, conta-
gious love of learning and language
that makes teaching a vocation, an art
for Fr. Mark. He does not need this
Teacher of Distinction Award, but his
students do. We need it to symbol-
ize our gratitude. We need it to make
concrete all the ineffability of being
forever changed by a class and its
mad, spirit-drunk teacher. Through
his art of teaching Fr. Mark forced me
to change my life, and I am forever
thankful. +

Fr. Mark and students in
St. Peter's Square, Rome
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