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in t r oduc tion

O

ne of the stated purposes of the National Directory for
Catechesis (NDC) is “To set forth the nature, purpose, object, tasks, basic content, and various methodologies of
catechesis” (NDC, n. 5). Each chapter in Communicating
the Faith, then, focuses on deepening our understanding, appreciation,
and application of the fourth chapter of the NDC, “Divine and Human
Methodology.”
The NDC offers clues for ensuring that we stay the course for cultivating our rich Catholic heritage in preparing the next generation of
Christian disciples. As we move through the chapters in this book, we
are invited to explore practical methodologies for stimulating the religious imagination and faith experience of our students.
This book, then, becomes a valuable guide that enables us to critically
reflect upon our vocation as catechists and encourages us to stretch our
creative muscles and to implement new teaching techniques.
From the exploration of God’s own methodology that we learn from
Scripture through our use of today’s modern media, this book gives us a
valuable foundation for our ministry of communicating faith.

1
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1

god’s methodology
and pedagogy
C H R I S T I N E M . M A L M EV I K

Yet just as from the heavens the rain and snow come down and do not return
there till they have watered the earth, making it fertile and fruitful, giving
seed to the one who sows and bread to the one who eats, so shall my word be
that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but shall do
what pleases me, achieving the end for which I sent it. Isaiah 55:10–11

I

n the National Directory for Catechesis (NDC), Chapter 4 is titled
“Divine and Human Methodology.” This chapter lays the groundwork for how to do catechesis. Basically speaking, to be an effective catechist, one has to study and be familiar with the ways God
chose to reveal who and what God is about.
The NDC notes that the norm for all catechetical methodology is
“God’s self-revelation in Christ and through the Spirit” (n. 27). God’s
self-revelation is contained and transmitted in sacred Scripture and
Tradition, in and through the Trinity and the church.
After defining the terms pedagogy and methodology and relating them
to the norm for all catechetical methodology, this chapter will explain
two things: how God’s self-revelation is contained and transmitted in
2
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Scripture and Tradition, in and through the Trinity and the church; and
what this means for the ministry of catechesis.
Pedagogy and Methodology
The dictionary defines the word pedagogy as “the art, science, or profession of teaching, especially the study that deals with principles and
methods in formal education.”
To get a better understanding of what a word means, it helps to know
the word’s origins. The word pedagogy comes from the Greek word paidagogia, or training. The Greek word paidia refers to children. A paidagogos
was a slave who was responsible for educating
slave children in the trade they were to perform. So the term pedagogy can refer to the
When
teaching of children as opposed to andragogy,
catechists
the teaching of adults.
study what
Outside of educational circles, one does not
God’s
hear or use this term on a daily basis. But we
methodology
find it used in the NDC and also in the General
has been, and
Directory for Catechesis (GDC), the universal
still is today,
church’s guide to reflections, principles, and
they can
guidelines for catechesis. If the word teaching
understand
is interchanged for the word pedagogy, most
what it is they
people would get a clearer, more common unare to do.
derstanding of the word.
A dictionary defines the word methodology
as “the process, techniques, or approaches employed in the solution of a
problem or in doing something: a particular procedure or set of procedures.” Teachers and catechists should have some sense of meaning for
this word since they employ processes, techniques, and approaches in
doing the work of teaching and catechizing.
Numerous courses have been created to help teachers and catechists
understand those they teach and catechize and how best to minister to
them. When catechists study what God’s methodology has been, and
3
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still is today, they can understand what it is they are to do.
The pedagogy, or teaching, of God—which was started by God and
is still going on in the church today—is that God is revealing to humankind what God is about and how this relates to us. It is a revelation of
salvation for humankind. How does God reveal to us what God wants
us to know?
The processes, techniques, and approaches God employs in doing this
can be defined as “God’s methodology.” All means used to proclaim the
message to all people regardless of circumstances, conditions, or situations must be rooted in Christ and therefore part of God’s methodology.
The ultimate purpose of Revelation is the salvation of humankind.
(See GDC, n. 139.) God has chosen a methodology to engage humans in
their particular circumstances and to help them use their ability to accept and interpret Revelation. Starting gradually with God’s own actions
and words, and then fully achieved in the life of Jesus Christ, Revelation
is realized by humankind. The history of this is documented in sacred
Scripture and Tradition. As the pedagogy of God, it is the source and
model of the teaching of the faith (NDC, n. 28).
Sacred Scripture and Tradition
Sacred Scripture consists of 46 books of the Old Testament and 27 books
of the New Testament. These books were written by human authors inspired by God, and they contain the truth of God’s Revelation.
As we read these books, we gain some insight into who God is by relating to the stories of God’s interactions with humans—and in particular God’s own chosen people. God chose human words to reveal himself
to humans. To understand what is being spoken about God, one needs
to learn what the author’s intention is by being aware of the conditions
of the time and culture, the literary modes of the time, and the ways of
speaking and writing of the era of the author.
The Old Testament and its prophecies prepare and lead the reader
to the New Testament—in particular the gospels, which are the heart
of the Scriptures, containing the stories and words of Jesus Christ. Here
4
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is where salvation is revealed in the incarnation and saving life, death,
and resurrection of the Son of God. Here is where we get a good sense
of what it’s all about and what role we undertake in the whole process of Revelation and salvation as members of the church and disciples
of Jesus, the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity. God, through Jesus,
shows us not only how to live, but—for us catechists—how to do our
catechetical ministry. Studying the words and actions of Jesus found in
Sacred Scripture gives us tremendous insight into how we are to catechize others. The methodology of Jesus is a great help to us humans in
doing what we are called to do.
In addition to sacred Scripture, the church gives us Tradition, which
is defined in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) as the “living
transmission of the message of the Gospel in the Church” (Glossary, also
see nos. 75-82). Because Jesus commanded his Apostles to preach the
gospel to all people to the ends of the earth, the Apostles did this in two
ways: orally and in written form.
It was done orally by the Apostles who handed on—by the spoken
word of their preaching, by the example they gave, by the institutions
they established—what they themselves had received, whether from the
lips of Christ, from his way of life and his works, or whether they had
learned it at the prompting of the Holy Spirit. (See Dogmatic Constitution
on Divine Revelation, n. 7.)
The Apostles left the bishops as their successors and gave them teaching authority in order that the full and living gospel can be preserved
through the end of time. This living transmission is called Tradition, in
which “the Church, in her teaching, life and worship, perpetuates and
hands on to all generations all that she herself is, all that she believes”
(Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, n 8).
Together, the Bible and this oral Tradition (preaching) of the Apostles
conserved and handed on as the deposit of faith through the apostolic
succession in the church. The source of both the living Tradition and
the written Scripture is found in the revelation of God in Jesus Christ
(CCC, nos. 75-82).
5
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The Trinity
We believe that God is one God in three divine Persons: the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. According to the NDC, “The work of
Revelation is the common work of the three divine persons” (n. 28A).
Nevertheless, each Person of the Trinity has individual responsibilities or properties that are
reflected in God’s pedagogy.
The Holy
God the Father is the creator of all things.
Spirit helps
He created the world out of nothing and crepeople come
ation is found good. Through this creation
to Christ, and
and in his Word, Jesus Christ, God is made
through Christ,
known to us. Jesus helps us see God as Father
people enter
and creator. Jesus reveals that this Father “upcommunion
holds and sustains the whole creation; he both
with the Father.
transcends his creation and is present within
It’s a Trinitarian
it” (NDC, n. 28A, 1).
endeavor.
The Father extended and committed to an
This is the
everlasting covenant that bound him to a peopedagogy of
ple “in an everlasting pledge of love, liberating
God.
them from the bondage of slavery and sin”
(NDC, n. 28A, 1). We find him interacting with
his chosen people through all kinds of events, including slavery, issues
of kingship, wars, prosperity, and good times. The Ten Commandments
were given to these people to direct their life choices as a father gives his
children direction to make right choices. The Father was manifested to
these people throughout all of their history.
Jesus’ mission of redemption furthers the pedagogy of God in human
history. Jesus becomes the most excellent model for humankind in matters of faith and faith formation because he himself became truly human
while remaining truly God. How Christ established relationships with
his disciples reveals “God’s own methodology as the model for all catechetical methods” (NDC, n. 28A, 2).
Jesus chose his disciples and established friendships with them cre6
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ating a bond of love. He asked probing questions, gave them hope, and
went into depth with the meaning of his teachings. He taught them how
to pray and sent them on a mission with specific instructions and the
promise of the Holy Spirit to be with them.
The Son’s methods were multidimensional, including words, actions, and signs. He incessantly preached the kingdom of God and reconciliation with the Father to all, including the poor and those on the
margins of society. “Christ invited his listeners to a whole new manner
of life sustained by faith in God, encouraged by hope in the kingdom,
and animated by love for God and neighbor” (NDC, n. 28A, 2). Most
important, he used every resource available to accomplish his work.
Every moment was a teachable moment, and he knew how to use his
words (parables) and actions (miracles) to accomplish what he wanted
to achieve.
The Holy Spirit continues this teaching of God in and through the
church. The Spirit gives life and directs the mission that Christ has bestowed on his disciples. “The Holy Spirit makes the Paschal Mystery of
Christ present in the human mind to accept Christ, converts the human
heart to love Christ, and encourages the human person to follow Christ.
Thus the Holy Spirit makes new life in Christ possible for the believers” (NDC, n. 28A, 3). The Holy Spirit helps people come to Christ,
and through Christ, people enter communion with the Father. It’s a
Trinitarian endeavor. This is the pedagogy of God.
Church
The church is entrusted with the task of continuing “God’s own methodology in a living catechesis” (NDC, n. 28A, 4). The church looks to
God’s methods to continue proclaiming the gospel—the good news—
and communicating the faith.
Using the words and teachings of martyrs and saints, her own teachings throughout her history, the lives and witnesses of saints, catechists,
and those witnessing to the Christian life, the church has shown that
the model of Jesus can be imitated and utilized for the mission. God’s
7
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pedagogy is truly present in this living catechesis as evidenced in the
church today.
Conclusions
What does all this mean for us as catechists in the church today? There
is a comfort in knowing that we are not alone in our ministry. We have
the Holy Spirit, the example of Jesus, Scripture, Tradition, the Father
himself, the church, and the witness of catechists and disciples who have
gone before us to show to us what we need to do to be successful in our
catechetical work.
There is security in knowing that what we are about is divinely oriented. There is a mission here, and God is revealing to us what the mission is about. We don’t have to reinvent the wheel. The wheel is already
created. We have to be wise enough to take the wheel and demonstrate
how best to use it. God has laid it out for us. We just need to be aware of
God’s methods and how to make them our own.
Finally, we are fortunate to have the National Directory for Catechesis to
guide our efforts in this ministry. The Tradition continues and we have a
role in Revelation. How awesome is that?

8
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Your Thoughts
1 How does my understanding of God as creator
deepen my engagement in social justice and
environmental issues? How do I integrate this
understanding into my catechesis and personal life?

2 What two Scripture accounts best support my
understanding of God’s self-communication through
history?

Try This
Identify cultural/ethnic traditions that are treasured
in your family or parish community. Explore ways to
strengthen or deepen these traditions in the coming
year.

9
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2

catechesis and divine
methodology
SUSAN ABBOTT

I

n examining the theme “Catechesis and Divine Methodology,”
we first break open each term and then see how they fit together.
The National Directory for Catechesis (NDC, n. 28B) is our reference point. This approach will provide a foundation upon which
we can build action items for those involved in the work of catechesis.
For this examination, we use the term “catechesis” in a broad sense.
Catechesis occurs in varied settings: with children or teens in a parish
program of religious education or youth ministry; in programs of adult
faith formation; in liturgical ministry; in total community catechesis;
and in religion classes in Catholic schools. And this list is not exhaustive.
Catechesis is not confined to what occurs within the walls of a classroom. Certainly catechesis happens in the classroom, but catechesis goes
far beyond the classroom.
What Is Catechesis?
The word catechesis means “to echo.” We echo the saving message of
God. Catechesis is passing on the message of God’s plan for our salvation, and Jesus is at the center. It is through Jesus and by the grace of the
10
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Holy Spirit that we draw closer to the Father. In a very practical sense,
catechesis is handing on our faith, but it is more than that.
In his beautiful exhortation On Catechesis in Our Time, Pope John
Paul II wrote, “The definitive aim of catechesis is to put people not only
in touch but in communion, in intimacy, with Jesus Christ: only He can
lead us to the love of the Father in the Spirit...” (n. 5). As we echo God’s
loving plan for our salvation, we bring people into relationship with
God.
The NDC names the dimensions of the faith involved in catechesis:
“Catechesis attends to the development of all the dimensions of the
faith: as it is known, as it is celebrated, as it is lived, and as it is prayed”
(n. 28B). These dimensions give us a road map for our endeavor.
Knowledge: Ours is an intellectually rigorous faith, a faith into
which we can sink our teeth. We have dogma and doctrine, 2000 years of
Tradition, and sacred texts. Today we are greatly concerned that learners
of all ages, especially children, have a Catholic literacy.
Professor Stephen Prothero, professor in the Department of Religion
at Boston University, argues for the importance of religious literacy in
his book Religious Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know—and
Doesn’t. Among the frightening statistics he cites: half of all Americans
cannot name one of the four gospel writers, and a majority cannot name
the first book of the Bible. In an age when even the secular domain
uses religious references and terminology, it behooves us to do better.
Professor Prothero contends that “you need religious literacy in order to
be an effective citizen.”
Knowledge is important but it is not the only dimension of faith.
There will not be an entrance exam—number-two pencil required—for
admission to heaven. Faith is more than knowledge.
Liturgical celebration: Our task as catechists involves bringing our
learners to an understanding of and love for liturgy, helping people grow
in full, conscious, active participation in the liturgy (see Constitution
on the Sacred Liturgy, n. 11 and 14). The Eucharistic celebration is the
source and summit of the life and mission of the church (see Dogmatic
11
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Constitution on the Church, n 11). At Eucharist we gather as a community
of believers and are fed by word and sacrament. Ours is a sacramental
church, rich in tradition. We have rites and rubrics that solemnize and
mediate our sacred encounters with Jesus. The catechist opens up these
rites to learners, inviting them to enter more deeply into relationship
with God.
Christian living: This is a product of knowing and celebrating the faith. It has been said
Catechesis
that we educate for discipleship and citizenis successful
ship. Catechesis is successful when hearers of
when hearers
the word become doers of the word, living in
of the word
right relationship with God.
become doers
Prayer: Prayer is what unites us to God and
of the word.
underscores the dialogic nature of catechesis.
Nowhere is this dialogue more evident than in
prayer when God talks to us and we talk to God. God listens. We listen.
Catechesis on prayer attends to the many prayer forms in our tradition
from communal prayer to meditation, centering prayer, Scripture-based
prayer, and Liturgy of the Hours, which is the official daily prayer of the
church.
These dimensions of the faith are interrelated and can be summed up
by the old adage that “catechesis is formation plus information which
leads to transformation.” This is done, forever and always, through the
Holy Spirit and by God’s grace.
And how can we discuss catechesis without dipping into the vocabulary of educators? Coming full circle, our goal—the intended outcome—is “to move the person to abandon himself ‘completely and freely to God’: intelligence, will, heart, and memory” (General Directory for
Catechesis, n. 144).
How?
It seems like a daunting task! How do we accomplish it?
God initiates our actions; God makes the first move. We are free to re12
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spond—or not. We respond to God’s initiative and, guided by the Holy
Spirit, we witness to the Truth of God’s message.
When we talk about catechesis and nurturing faith we often use the
metaphor of journey. It is almost a cliché, but it is, nonetheless, an apt
image. Lifelong catechesis and personal growth in faith are a journey.
With Christ at the center, we journey toward the Father, accompanied
by the Holy Spirit. The message is Christocentric and at the same time
Trinitarian. It is through Jesus that we come to know God (John 14:7).
And it is important to remember that we are not alone on our journey. As
personal as our relationship with God is, we are a community of believers. In the words of the old hymn, we are “companions on the journey.”
Looking at the divine methodology, we see that it is gradual, adaptive,
true, and rooted in love.
• Gradual: Even a cursory review of Scripture shows us how God’s
self-revelation was gradual. God gives us what we need in the way and
time that we are able to receive it. Jesus, too, did not burst onto the scene
declaring his lineage and mission. In fact, his first miracle at Cana was
a reluctant one (John 2:4). This shows us that whatever the context, the
conscientious catechist attends to the age and circumstances of the learners with whom she/he is working.
Patience is a hallmark of the catechist and plays out on different levels. At every age and stage, the learner will know that there is always
more to learn and more to understand. The word of God takes root in
a person’s mind and heart. Catechesis done well produces a longing to
know more.
• Adaptive: Scripture also shows us that God’s methodology is varied.
God gets our attention in different ways, dramatic and subtle: a burning
bush (Exodus 3:2) and a tiny whispering sound (1 Kings 19:12). From
parables—stories with unexpected outcomes—to amazing miracles, God
is ever aware of the context of those with whom he is communicating.
What a lesson for the catechist!
13
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The NDC tells us: “From the beginning of time, God has adapted
his message to earthly conditions so that we might be able to receive it”
(n. 28B). The NDC reminds us of “the need for adaptation to different
persons and cultures” and talks about “finding a language capable of
communicating the word of God and the creed of the Church” (n. 28B).
How does the learner who is dealing with difficulties—physical,
emotional, economic—hear the word of God?
How does the learner struggling with peer
pressure or academic demands respond to
These key
God’s revelation mediated by the catechist?
elements—
Many catechists of young children and teens
love,
throw away their lesson plans at the end of evdignity, and
ery year because experience has taught them
respect—are
that what worked this year may not be effecindispensable
tive next year. As each human being is unique,
building blocks
each class will have its own character (and
for catechists
probably one or two characters as well) and its
working with
own needs. Adaptation is key.
all ages in any
The divine methodology is dialogic and
setting.
so too should ours be. Informed by Scripture,
Tradition, and the Magisterium of the Church,
catechesis leads people into dialogue with God. The catechist puts the
experiences of the learner in dialogue with the message. The result is a
lived faith, a faith not just of words but a faith in action.
Finding the language that works in our time, is a neverending task.
In a literal sense, there is still much work for us to do as we reach out to
new peoples who come to our parishes struggling with a language that
is not their native language. These people deserve our attention and our
creativity in adapting materials and lessons to their needs.
• True: Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. His truth offers us freedom
(John 8:31–32). The message we proclaim is eternal and unchanging; it
is the truth of our faith. The Ad Hoc Committee to Oversee the Use of
14
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the Catechism of the Catholic Church helps us in our task of selecting texts,
assuring us that the texts we use are doctrinally comprehensive and true.
“The methods employed by catechists aim to harmonize the personal
adherence of the believer to God, on the one hand, and to the content of
the Christian message, on the other” (NDC, n. 28B). Our methodology
requires—demands—balance. There must be balance between formation (the intimate communion with Jesus Christ) and information (the
Deposit of Faith, Scripture, and Tradition, expressed in the creed). We
cannot employ an either/or methodology.
• Rooted in love: The pedagogy of God is rooted in love, recognizes the
dignity of the human person, and respects individual freedom. These key
elements—love, dignity, and respect—are indispensable building blocks
for catechists working with all ages in any setting.
Practical Implications
How do we teach as Jesus did, in our postmodern world when business
presentation theory indicates that the average attention span of an average listener is only six to eight minutes? And this statistic refers to adults,
not children and teens weaned on 30-second television images and fastpaced video games!
Before looking in the textbook, catechist’s manual, or study guide—
as important as these are—the catechist must first look within. In his
Letter to the Philippians, Paul exhorts us to have among ourselves “the
same attitude that is also yours in Christ Jesus” (2:5). If our attitude is
that of Christ Jesus, there will be no discrepancy between what and how
we catechize.
The catechist who exhibits joy, passion, and enthusiasm about the
subject will draw learners closer to God. These qualities are contagious.
People will want to share this joy and know more.
A Chinese proverb states: “Tell me, I’ll forget. Show me, I’ll remember. Involve me, I’ll understand.” Our texts and other resources cover the
“tell.” The catechist, though, must be attentive to “show” and “involve.”
15
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• Show me, I’ll remember. What will participants remember about God’s
message of forgiveness, mercy, and love? The best way to teach forgiveness is to forgive. How do we react when a parent calls two weeks after
registration has closed; or a confirmation candidate asks to skip the retreat because it is the hockey team’s playoff game?
Of course there is a need for structure and order in the catechetical
endeavors of the parish or school, but the attitude of Christ has to be
“we can work this out.”
The most effective way to teach peace is to provide a peaceful,
non-threatening learning environment. Learners aren’t put on the spot
but are welcomed with the hospitality of Jesus. God’s love for each of us
is mirrored in the way we treat and respect each other.
How to teach liturgical celebration? By celebrating, of course. The
whole parish teaches liturgical celebration when the community gathers
each Sunday.
• Involve me, I’ll understand. Liturgical celebration is taught by the way
the group experiences ritual and is invited to create ritual. Similarly, we
teach prayer by praying. What do we turn over to God? How do we form
our petitions? What and whom do we lift up to God? What role do Mary
and the saints have as intercessors on our behalf? All of these things
can be words on a page, but they are more easily understood when the
learner is a participant.
Conclusion
When we look at divine methodology, perhaps we should reflect on
some of the questions Jesus asked: Who do you say that I am? Do you
love me? Will you leave me too? What are you looking for? Do you realize what I have done for you? What are you discussing as you walk along?
How we answer these questions will inform our own methodology
and impact how we proclaim God’s message.

16
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Your Thoughts
1 What have been the “spiritual conversion”
moments in my life? What factors stimulated the
conversion experience? How do I as a catechist strive
to prepare the ground for “spiritual conversion”
moments in the lives of my students?

2 How can I practice effective dialogue in my
ministry? How can I catechize my students to become
more dialogic for living the good news?

Try This
Describe how you can apply Howard Gardner’s study of
multiple intelligences into your catechist methodology.
Use a specific lesson plan or catechetical experience.

17
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3

learning through
human experience
and discipleship
DON KURRE

A

junior high student asked his catechist, “Was Mary the first womWe start
an God asked to be the mother
with human
of Jesus?” While this question
experience
challenges a catechist’s ability to think on her
because it is
feet, this student’s question is a question born
the locus of
of our day—a time when personal choice is a
God’s
part of modern life, whether choosing a brand
manifestation
of bottled water or a career.
and of the
His question highlights the role human exrealization of
perience plays in catechetical ministry. What
salvation in
in this student’s experience gave birth to this
Jesus.
question? How do we help him connect his experience to the Catholic tradition?
This chapter will help you understand how your learners’ life experiences and the daily choices they make to follow Jesus offer a vast array of
18
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faith-related substance. It will explain how Jesus uses ordinary, daily life
experiences as opportunities for teaching his followers and forming his
disciples. You will gain a heightened appreciation for how all your teaching/learning methods and content must center on Jesus and connect the
Christian message to everyday life and everyday choices.
The Role of Human Experience
The National Directory for Catechesis (NDC) is clear about the importance of human experience to the catechetical enterprise. “Human experience is a constituent element in catechesis. Human experiences provide
the sensible signs that lead the person, by the grace of the Holy Spirit,
to a better understanding of the truths of the faith. They are the means
through which human beings come to know themselves, one another,
and God” (n. 29A).
We start with human experience because it is the locus of God’s manifestation and of the realization of salvation in Jesus. Three experiences
from my life that picture an array of faith-related substance available
to catechists help explain this point. The experiences involve my friend
Karen, my grandmother, and my daughter Jessica. Your lives and the lives
of your students are ripe with similar experiences.
Karen was killed in a car accident. She was 41, a mother of two, a coworker, and my good friend. Karen was full of life and a contagious faith
that made those around her want to know the God she knew. When I received the call that Karen had been killed I remember the first question
that exploded in my mind: “Why?”
The faith-related substance in this experience includes my understanding of death and provides me an opportunity to explore my understanding of the transcendent dimensions of life. As the content of
catechesis centers on Jesus, I find in his death and resurrection comfort
in my grief. Catechesis enables me to interpret Karen’s death in the light
of the human being destined to be with God in eternity.
Grandma Mink was not Catholic. She was a member of a small nondenominational church in her neighborhood. At her funeral, her min19
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ister came to me and asked, “Would you like to do something?” I knew
immediately that this was not a Catholic question. Catholics know what
to do when someone dies—because Catholics know how to celebrate
life. Catholics do funerals well.
Added faith-related substance includes the life of the community and
the role of ritual and sacraments within those communities. I see how,
as we celebrate the Eucharist, we make visible the presence of the living
God. Catechesis enables me to explore our sacramental life.
Jessica was about two and fighting one of her frequent ear infections.
We had taken her to the doctor and had given her the first round of antibiotics. As she lay on our bed waiting for the medicine to relieve her
pain, I sat next to her holding her hand.
When she caught my eyes and said, “Daddy, it hurts,” I would have
given anything to have been able to take away the pain—and yet, all I
could do was sit with her and hold her hand.
My experience with Jessica brings to mind the story of Job and our
Tradition’s teaching on the place of suffering in human life. (See Catechism
of the Catholic Church, n. 164). Seeing myself as a father helps me connect
more deeply with the image of father we use to describe God.
Jesus uses ordinary human experiences to form his disciples. This is
evident even from a cursory reading of the gospels. Three examples immediately come to mind. Jesus uses experiences with children (Matthew
18:1–7), sheep and shepherds (Matthew 18:10–14), and common salt
(Matthew 5:13–16).
Stories with deep roots in human experience and daily choices populate our tradition. The NDC tells us that Jesus uses these ordinary human experiences to “form his disciples, to point to the end of time, and
to show the transcendent dimension of all of life and God’s eternal presence in it” (NDC, n. 29A). Chapters 5 through 8 in Matthew’s gospel,
show the formation course Jesus uses.
As catechists, we use the experience of our students to surface questions, hopes, anxieties, reflections, and judgments that catechesis links to
the word of God. As catechists, we help our students see the connection
20
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between the message and the questions of life,
the existence of God, the destiny of the huWe give life to
man person, the origins and end of history, the
our doctrinal
meaning of suffering, and the truth about good
articulations
and evil. The question asked by our junior high
in and through
student, seen from this angle, opens the door
experience,
to a conversation about the Tradition’s underand we test
standing of a call and of free will.
them in the
We give life to our doctrinal articulations in
choices we
and through experience, and we test them in
make each
the choices we make each day. The lives of our
day.
students are the “medium for exploring and assimilating the truths of the objective content
of Revelation” (NDC, n. 29A). We help our students ask, “Was I a neighbor in that situation?”
Experience and Environment
I spent several years coaching a boy’s soccer team; I started coaching
when the boys were about eight years old. During those early years the
boys played what we called “bunch ball.” Wherever the ball was, players
from both teams bunched around the ball.
As the boys began to understand the game and the field, their ability
grew and the game came to look more like soccer and less like bunch ball.
At practices we created experiences the players used to create questions
and judgments about their play. From those questions and judgments
they developed new ways of playing and exploring new experiences.
The catechetical classroom is like the practice field where we provide
a safe environment to explore, interpret, and judge experience. Through
the encounter in the classroom, our students grow as disciples by reflecting on their lived experience.
What did we learn or might we learn from that experience? As a result of these reflections, what choices will we make in the future? What
in this experience teaches us about our ability to live as disciples of Jesus?
21
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Catechesis nourishes a faith that is living, explicit, fruitful, and lives in
discipleship.
Catechists create an environment where students connect their experience and the word of God. In that environment with the help of
projects, reading, games, and videos, students begin to ascribe Christian
meaning to their own experience.
The problem is, we don’t meet the living God in an abstraction, so we
rely on human experience. As Jesus tells us, what we do to the least of these
we do to him. (See Matthew 25:45.) And again, who is neighbor to the person who fell among robbers on the way to Jericho? (See Luke 10:36–37.)
Forming Disciples
We know Jesus as Savior because we have experienced his presence and
saving activity in our lives. We know the cycle of life, death, and resurrection as experienced by Jesus because we take the time to reflect on our
experience of life, death, and resurrection through the catechetical lens.
The catechetical process helps us ascribe Christian meaning to those
experiences. My friend Karen’s life takes on meaning as interpreted
through this lens. Through catechesis we see with sacramental eyes.
As catechists, we form disciples by helping students frame or put the
spotlight on their experience. When shooting on goal, a young soccer
player might find her shots going over the goal. More often than not, a
shot going over the goal is the result of the player lifting her head as her
foot strikes the ball—sending the ball over the net. A good coach will
help the player see her choice in relation to the desired outcome and offer instruction as to how to “correct” her movement. Good catechists do
the same thing. We help our students frame their life experience in light
of the gospel and Tradition. Ultimately, effective catechesis increases in
our students a desire to penetrate life’s meaning.
Helping our students frame their experiences in the light of faith
forms their ability to live as disciples of Jesus. With Scripture, Tradition,
and virtue, we help students recognize the need for conversion and point
to that conversion through rituals and the practices of discipleship.
22
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The daily choices of students—the stuff of
their life experiences—become the faith-related substance for our time with them in the
classroom. Through human experience, like
the death of a dear friend, our students explore life’s questions and make connections
to the community’s wisdom that comes to us
through the church’s teaching. They apply the
message to the choices they make and to questions they face: Why did Karen die so young?
How should I understand Jessica’s suffering?
How will I celebrate Grandma Mink’s life and
death?

The daily
choices of
students—the
stuff of their life
experiences—
become the
faith-related
substance for
our time with
them.

Conclusion
Even facing arrest, Jesus uses Peter’s reaction as a teaching moment.
Peter draws his sword and cuts the ear off a soldier. Jesus says, “Put your
sword back in its sheath” (Matthew 26:52). Jesus uses this experience to
address a specific question. He names the desire to strike out of anger
or fear; he puts the experience in a new perspective; and he uses the moment to teach the disciples a valuable lesson about the kingdom of God.
Jesus’ formation program takes place in the context of simple invitation:
“Come, follow me” (Luke18:22).
The NDC tells us that Jesus uses human experience to accomplish
five tasks. He uses experience to teach, to form disciples, to point to the
end times, to show transcendent dimensions of human life, and to reveal
God’s external presence. As catechists, we follow in the footsteps of Jesus.
The prayer experiences we build into our class time become the experiences that form in our students habits of prayer, enabling them to
assimilate the wisdom of the Catholic community. Our task is to create
an environment where students connect their experience and wisdom
to the teaching of the church.
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Your Thoughts
1 What are the major challenges or opportunities
I have encountered in applying everyday human
experience for opening another person to God’s
movement in their lives?

2 How do I as a catechist reflect on my experience of
life, death, and resurrection through the catechetical
lens?

Try This
Identify some of your favorite New Testament
biblical stories that demonstrate how Jesus bases his
teaching on ordinary human experience. What specific
aspect stimulates your religious imagination in the
story? How does the story enable you to engage in
theological reflection for your own life or the life of
your students?
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4

the christian
community, family,
and you
C H E RY L J . F O U R N I E R

The domestic church, as we have come to refer to the family since
the Second Vatican Council, is the “primary environment for growth
in faith.” NATIONAL DIRECTORY FOR CATECHESIS, N. 29D

F

rom the moment a couple accepts the possibility of children
in their lives, they accept the responsibility to raise those children in a household of faith.
The family is where the child first learns basic prayers of
the tradition and where the conscience of the child is initially formed
in gospel values. Parents as well as other members of the family assist in
the transmission of faith through the very acts of living and sharing life
with one another.
Parents are critical to their children’s faith formation. They are their
children’s primary catechists. Their role cannot be replaced. Parents
share with their children the stories of their family. In the same way,
children learn “about the Catholic faith as their parents introduce them
25
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to the person of Jesus and the beauty of the word of God and tell them
the story of Mary, the Mother of God, as well as the lives of the saints”
(NDC, n. 48E, 1).
Today, as in every age, Christian families are searching for support as
they strive to be the domestic church. Families find it difficult to juggle
work and recreational activities for all their members. Family dinner
time is no longer a given; watching even one television show together is
lost on multiple technological units under the same roof.
Computers, smart phones, e-readers, various audio units, and individual DVD players can all be used to enhance family time and allow
for more time together. Sadly, however, these can be the very things that
keep families members from communicating with one another. What is
a family to do, and how can the catechetical community help?
Family worship, rituals, and opportunities: Taking time to worship together on Sunday is essential. The liturgy brings the stories of our faith
alive in word, action, sign, symbol, and sacrament.
Establishing family rituals around the dinner table—even if the dinner table is the local fast-food emporium—blessing the food before it
is eaten, and sharing one another’s triumphs and pitfalls of the day will
lead to a stronger sense of family and extend the Eucharistic table shared
each Sunday.
Families spend so much time in transit from one place to another; finding ways to make those car rides quality time is essential. The
National Directory for Catechesis reminds us that within the Christian
family, members learn together “intermittently rather than systematically, occasionally rather than in structured periods” (NDC, n. 29D).
Catechetical material: Catechetical texts and materials, especially those
for sacramental preparation, are family-centered or at least contain a
strong family component. In exercising their role as primary catechists,
parents are encouraged to participate in retreat experiences, preparatory
sessions, and ongoing formation with their children.
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Intergenerational catechesis: Intergenerational catechesis is common in
today’s experience. It is receiving great attention in many local communities because it builds in family meal time, family story time, and sharing time, and it creates anew the concept of an extended family.
The Role of the Community
The parish is to be a “clear, living, and authentic sacrament of Christ”
(NDC, n. 29C). It is this “living and authentic sacrament” that nourishes
people along their faith journey in appropriate ways.
Formation of all the faithful: In recent years, the church has begun to
refocus its catechetical endeavors to include greater resources to and
for more mature persons. Our resources for children’s catechesis are
and have always been a priority. Since the publication of the pastoral
plan for adult faith formation from the bishops of the United States
(Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us, 1999), we have seen greater attention placed on the ongoing formation of all the faithful in our communities.
The parish’s role is to energize “the faithful to carry out Christ’s mission by providing spiritual, moral, and material support for the regular
and continuing catechetical development of the parishioners” (NDC,
n. 60). “The Christian community is the context in which individuals
undertake their journey in faith toward conversion to Christ and discipleship in his name” (NDC, n. 29C). As such, the community has the
immense task of seeing to it that catechesis is a priority.
Formation of the catechetical staff: The ongoing formation of the catechetical staff (catechetical leaders, catechists, priests, and deacons) is essential. Building programs that are specific to the needs of the community is a must! One size does not fit all. A regular audit or assessment of
catechetical programs, processes, materials, and resources is critical. The
bishops of the United States have called for each community to develop
a parish catechetical plan that provides for all people to hear the gospel
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message, celebrate that message in liturgy and prayer, and take it into
their daily lives (see NDC, 60A).
The pastoral staff of any parish must be well formed. “The quality of
any form of pastoral activity is placed at risk if it does not rely on truly
competent and trained personnel” (General Directory for Catechesis, n.
234). The catechetical leader in the community holds the vision of lifelong formation in
faith before all who serve the catechetical minThe ongoing
istry of the parish.
formation
Leaders ought to be prophetic in their
of the
understanding of the goal of catechesis and
catechetical
should regularly challenge those with whom
staff
they minister to enhance their skills—and
(catechetical
that challenge should be issued by witnessleaders,
ing to the value of ongoing formation in the
catechists,
leader’s own life. Making use of the National
priests, and
Certification Standards for Lay Ecclesial
deacons) is
Ministers (approved by USCCB Commission
essential.
on Certification and Accreditation, 2011) to
ensure that the leader’s own formation is adequate and appropriate should be a natural part of the annual planning
process for each parish catechetical leader.
Nurturing liturgies: The parish is the center of the life of the faith community. It is the place where the extended family gathers. In keeping
with our Judaic roots, the worship life of the community sums up what
the community experience is about: gather the people, tell the story,
break the bread, and send forth the masses. The local parish and those
who minister as leaders have accepted the responsibility to “ensure that
the faith that it teaches, preaches, and celebrates is alive and that it is a
true sign, for all who come in contact with it, that this truly is the living
Body of Christ” (NDC, n. 29C).
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Competent Catechists Are…
The parish catechetical leader is the catechist of the catechists, and as
such is required to see to the initial and ongoing formation, training,
and support of all who minister to the gospel. The competence of all
who engage in the pastoral activity of the community is at the heart of
the life of the community.
Catechists are vital to the formation initiative of every community.
They are the people who touch lives and hearts on a regular basis. “Next
to home and family, the witness of the catechist may be pivotal in every
phase of the catechetical process” (NDC, n. 29E). The catechist is “the
church” for those they catechize. The preparation provided by the community for the catechists is critical for handing on the gospel to all who
would hear the message.
The three dimensions of good catechist formation include “being,
knowing, and savoir-faire.” (See General Directory for Catechesis, n. 238.)
The proper care and nurturance of catechists, regardless of the age of
those they catechize, will include formation for their own Christian
selves, their very being. Their own knowing impacts who they are as disciples and messengers of the gospel. Savoir-faire—knowing how to transmit the gospel—rounds out the threefold responsibility of the catechist
and the demands of the processes of formation available to and for them.
When we consider the important role of catechists in our communities, would we not want them to be well formed and informed? Wellformed catechists are essential! What is it we look for in those who will
labor with the parents and the parish in the formation of young disciples?
Competent catechists are…
People of deep faith: We look for people who are willing to share that
faith with others, people who are committed to Jesus Christ and believe
in the power of the gospel to transform their lives. We call forth those
people who desire to grow in their own knowledge and understanding
of the faith they profess. The primary task of the catechist is to “proclaim
the Gospel so that it may take root in those being catechized and may
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foster their conversion to the person and message of Jesus Christ” (NDC,
n. 9). Therefore, we seek those who have encountered Christ, have been
converted by Christ, follow Christ, and share Christ’s life and mission
(see NDC, n. 21C).
People who are knowledgeable about the faith: Parishes should include
proper theological preparation for all who teach in the name of the
church. People who lack a basic understanding of the tenets of the faith
ought not to serve as catechists.
People who pray: Catechists are people who pray regularly with others.
Knowing how to pray in a variety of ways is necessary—and being willing to pray, not merely say prayers, is essential.
People who witness to the activity of the Holy Spirit in their lives:
Authenticity with a group of learners, regardless of their age, is important. Those who are seasoned catechists will be quick to point out that
those being catechized soon know if what they are being told is not ringing true in their experience of the catechist. Catechists can call others to
growth only when they have been called to it themselves.
People skilled in methods: Specifically, the catechist must be skilled at
methodologies that are suitable for the group with which she or he
works. A great deal of time is often spent training catechists in methods,
yet as important as training is, methods without foundation mean nothing. The witness of the catechist, the commitment he or she has to the
message of the gospel, and the passion with which that gospel is lived,
prayed, and celebrated all speak louder than we can imagine.
Catechists ought to be able to echo the words of St. Paul in his first
letter to the church at Corinth, “I handed on to you…what I also received” (1 Corinthians 15:3). When their formation is complete and
when their formation addresses their being, their knowing, and their
know-how, that echo resounds for all to hear.
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Conclusion
We are the agents of catechesis! When Bob and Helen bring Nicholas
for baptism, they come as Christian parents who are members of the
larger Christian community. That community feeds and nourishes them
in their journey to holiness as individuals, as husband and wife, as parents, as domestic church, and as members of the body of Christ. That
community, with its variety of ministries and gifts, is catechetical. It is
by word, deed, ritual action, and witness that we are formed in faith by
the domestic church, by the larger community assembled, and by those
designated as catechists.
We must always remember that “the witness of the Christian community—particularly the parish, family, parents, and catechists—is an important element in catechetical methodology” (NDC, n. 29C). Without
the human transmission and witness of gospel living and faith—catechesis—faith formation will not take root.
It is the community at worship and prayer, the community at the
service of one another, and the community echoing what it has heard
and believes that catechizes most profoundly and effectively. Faith formation—catechesis—is the work of the body of Christ in, with, and for
the body of Christ.
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Your Thoughts
1 The family is referred to as the “domestic
church.” What does this term mean for me? What
responsibilities are implied?

2 What is my experience of intergenerational
catechesis, whole community catechesis, or
Generations of Faith programs? How do these
programs support the family’s faith journey?

Try This
Explore parish websites in your area to discern how
they are supporting their Christian families online or
in the parish. Is there an idea worth pursuing for your
own parish? Investigate how you can help adapt it or
adopt it for your own parish.
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5

memorizing, or
learning by heart
B A R B A R A M I N C Z EWS K I

Who made me? Why did God make me? What is a sacrament?
“Effective catechesis also incorporates learning ‘by heart.’”
NATIONAL DIRECTORY FOR CATECHESIS, N. 29F

M

any Catholics 60 years and older can probably answer
questions like the above automatically. They learned
the faith through a question-and-answer methodology from the Baltimore Catechism. This small catechism
used in grades one through eight contained questions, answers, and
prayers that children memorized.
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there began the development of
textbooks that fostered more of an understanding of the faith through
Scripture stories and concrete ways of living and practicing the faith.
This emphasized more formation in the faith and the development of a
relationship with a loving God.
In the 1970s and 1980s, programs no longer were called “CCD”
(Confraternity of Christian Doctrine) or “religious education classes”;
rather, they were called “faith formation programs.” In the process, there
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was a shift away from memorizing and the use of testing. Many catechetical leaders argued that simply knowing doctrine was not enough—that
experiencing and responding to God’s love were essential as well.
Over the years, this has led to a growing concern that there’s a whole
generation of Catholics who do not know the basics of the Catholic
faith. As a result, questions such as “What are the basics of the Catholic
faith?” and “What does it mean to be Catholic today?” are being actively
discussed.
Yet, although today’s Catholics may not know all the doctrines of
their faith, they are certainly more knowledgeable about Scripture
and Catholic social teaching. Since the early 1990s, the development
of elementary and secondary religious education textbooks sought to
implement various documents from the United States bishops and
the Catechism of the Catholic Church. These textbooks reflected a rich
approach to the Catholic faith by using various age-appropriate learning styles and methods. Nevertheless, because many parish programs
struggle with time constraints, the challenge remains: How can we help
students learn the basics of the Catholic faith?
Both the General Directory for Catechesis (1997) and the National
Directory for Catechesis (2005) stress the importance of memorization or
“learning by heart” as part of the process of passing on essential content
and practices of the Catholic faith. These documents foster an understanding of catechesis as the process for passing on the faith to all ages
involving three key components: formation, information, and transformation. To leave out one of these components is to short-circuit the
whole catechetical process.
This chapter will focus on how we can pass on the content of the
faith so that formation and transformation can then take place throughout a lifetime. The essential point is that there is a certain amount of
content about the faith that needs to be known. As a person grows and
develops in experiences of the faith, he or she will be able to learn by
heart the content and practices of the Catholic faith.
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Memory Throughout History
The Judeo-Christian faith has been “passed on” for more than four
thousand years and, for most of that time, without the advantage of the
printed word. For years, the stories and events in both the Old and New
Testaments were passed on through oral tradition. Only later were these
stories and events written down and edited and then chosen as “books”
of the Bible.
Jesus himself first learned the stories of the Old Testament and the
psalms from Mary and Joseph in his home, and later in the synagogue,
where he went to study, listen to the Scripture, and pray the psalms. Jesus
often quoted from the Old Testament and knew most of the psalms
by heart, for psalms were at the heart of a prayer life for a devout Jew.
Imagine memorizing all the psalms!
Throughout history, memory and memorization tools have been important for passing on the faith. Ancient religious leaders saw memory
as key to the treasuries of the mind. Aristotle saw memory as a perception that had been stamped on the mind. Before the printing press, everything to be learned needed to be memorized. Various methods and
techniques for memorization, including acronyms, rhythms, pictures,
music, art, and drama were developed. These memory-aiding techniques
were called mnemonics.
Saint Augustine’s experience of memorizing Scripture led him to
find God. He saw memory as the lens through which we establish a
worldview, a means of discovering ourselves and our future happiness
with God. Saint Thomas Aquinas suggested four ways to perfect one’s
memory: (1) use a picture or image of the idea; (2) organize material in
a logical order; (3) choose to memorize something important; (4) repeat
and reflect on the subject often.
In recent years, science has given new insights into how the brain
works and how the process of memory actually begins at birth. For example, we know that the left brain is where memories are stored and
expressed in language, while the right brain is where visual memory of
shapes and colors is stored.
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Just 18 days after the conception of a human being, neural cells appear and the brain begins a rapid development. At birth, human beings
can take in the world around them and, over the next two years, there
is tremendous development. Human beings are born with the ability to
take in their world and find patterns and look for meaning.
The Process of Memory
Memorization involves three steps: (1) taking in information; (2) holding or storing information; (3) pulling out the information when needed. The more we learn about the brain and its development the better
we can understand how people—both children and adults—learn and
remember the basic content of the Catholic faith.
Understanding happens when experience matches memories that
have already been arranged into a meaningful pattern. There are many different ways to learn, and understanding the relationship between imagination and memory helps us better understand how memory works.
For Catholics, remembering is important in many aspects in our
faith life. We recall past events that are celebrated in the present and
that lead to the future This is what we do at Eucharist: we remember
Scripture stories and the paschal mystery of Christ in order to become
a Eucharistic people who are blessed, broken, and shared so others will
have the life of Jesus Christ. Without knowing the great events of salvation, how can the celebration of these events be meaningful?
If we believe that growth in faith is lifelong, then we need to give
children a solid foundation about the Catholic faith that they can unpack and gradually grow to understand throughout life. Many Catholics
in their fifties and older who have a strong foundation in the content of
the faith continue to grow in their understanding of the faith and how
to apply it to their daily lives.
In teaching about our Catholic faith, we want to convey content, concepts, and values that will be valuable only to the degree that they contribute to a meaningful model for our world. The catechist is a guide and
witness to this lifelong development. In passing on the faith, we need to
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offer tools and resources for the faith journey. This involves many different
aspects of teaching, training, equipping, informing, and nurturing. At the
center there must be foundational content from which to build and grow.
Learning by Mind; Learning by Heart
Foundational content must be known in the mind and memory; and
then it will grow in the heart through an understanding of the meaning
of the words and actions. The General Directory for Catechesis notes that
“mnemonic learning should be harmoniously inserted into the different
functions of dialogue and of silence and the relationship between oral
and written work” (n. 154).
Rote or mechanical memory—learning for the sake of being able
to recite information—is also referred to as “learning by the mind.”
“Learning by heart” involves understanding what is known. If we look
at the truths of our faith, it takes a lifetime to learn by heart. At each age
there is a need to deepen one’s understanding of these truths and apply
them to life. For example, who really and fully understands the creed, the
Sign of the Cross, the sacraments, or passages of Scripture?
What is important is that children learn the basic content of the
Catholic faith so they can begin a lifetime of learning by heart—unpacking these truths and applying them to a lived Catholic life in society.
And so what are the basic content and practices of the Catholic faith
that need to be known by children in order for them to grow in understanding throughout their lives? The National Directory for Catechesis
understands that rote memory is not enough but states that the “principal formulations of the faith; basic prayers, key biblical themes, personalities, and expressions; and factual information regarding worship and
Christian life should be learned by heart” (n. 29F). The concern is that
we have a common language that helps us deepen our faith as individuals and as a community of faith.
What are some techniques or mnemonics that can be used to help
children and others remember the basics of the faith? Some suggestions
are the following:
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••
••
••
••
••
••
••

words and stories
actions and movements
signs and symbols
sensations
environment
spiritual ecologies
art and music

Learning by rote could involve activities that use flash cards, puzzles,
quizzes, vocabulary words, and games. Activities for learning by heart
could include discussion of words and their meaning, drawings, drama,
and examples.
In his book Memorize the Faith, Kevin Vost uses some of the techniques of St. Thomas. He suggests transferring words to be memorized
into mental images and placing these images into a series of imagined
locations.
Conclusion
Whatever methodologies we use, it is important that children learn the
basic content of the Catholic faith, and this will involve memorization.
For without knowing basic Catholic teaching, prayers, and practices on
which to build a lifelong relationship with God and others, children
can lose sight of their call to be people of God and to bring about the
reign of God in this age and time. With a strong foundation of content,
children will become formed and transformed throughout their adult
faith life within the Christian community.
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Your Thoughts
1 How did memorization or learning by heart play
a role in my own early childhood religious learning
experiences? What has been the long-term impact?

2 What techniques have I found most useful in
helping students memorize content, prayers, and
practices of the Catholic faith?

Try This
Select a psalm, prayer, poem, or other material,
memorize it, and recite it every day. Each week or
month, add to your repertoire of new learning by
heart.
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6

Commitment and
Apprenticeship
H A R RY D U D L EY

T

he Chinese philosopher LaoTzu said, “A journey of a thouHow can we
sand miles begins with a single
help those
step.” This quote naturally came
whom we
to mind when reading what the National
catechize…
Directory for Catechesis (NDC) says about makto realize that
ing a commitment to live the Christian life as
God has taken
a methodology. The NDC calls catechists to
the initiative
invite those whom we catechize to “learn by
and the ball
doing.”
now is in
Fr. Richard Rohr, OFM, said that we don’t
our court to
think our way into a new way of living; we
respond to that
live our way into a new way of thinking. What
initiative?
might this mean practically for us as catechists? Trying this method brings the context
of all catechesis to the forefront of our planning. It requires us to ask
ourselves a key evangelizing question: How can we help those whom
we catechize in this particular lesson plan or session to realize that God
40
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has taken the initiative and the ball now is in our court to respond to
that initiative?
The Challenges
Personally, “making a commitment to live the Christian life” challenges us to think about how we are modeling the Christian lifestyle that
the NDC describes. It outlines very practical suggestions as to how we
would reply:
Prayer: Do we just talk about prayer, or do we pray together during our
session?
Sacraments and the liturgy: Do we share our experiences of the liturgy
or invite those whom we catechize to join in these celebrations when the
opportunities present themselves?
Living the Christian life: Do we “walk the talk”? We need to ask ourselves and the participants in our programs this question: If you were
brought to trial today for being a Christian, would there be enough
evidence to convict you?
The NDC challenges us to balance our efforts to foster works of charity
(meeting the needs of those who are poor and vulnerable) and to foster
works of justice (working to address the injustices that exist in the systematic and institutional organizations of society) in our response.
The next challenge the NDC provides is to promote “virtues from the
natural law such as liberty, solidarity, justice, peace, and the protection of
the created order” (n. 29G).
Two resources come to mind when looking at this challenge. First is
the work of Mike Carotta, a nationally known author and speaker and
long-time advocate for teaching skills for Christian living to adolescents.
Do a web search for his name to see the many resources he has written.
Also research Journey Films (journeyfilms.com), founded in 1983 by
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award-winning documentary filmmaker Martin Doblmeier. The 2010
documentary The Power of Forgiveness is a film worth using to help youth
understand the connection between faith and life.
Student-Driven Teaching
“The participation of adults in their own catechetical formation is essential, since they have the fullest capacity to understand the truths of the
faith and live the Christian life” (NDC, n. 29G). When the NDC calls us
to focus on adults, we need to explore new ways to conduct our teacher and catechist in-service programs. Why do we not realize that our
teaching must be student-driven until we start working with adults? This
challenge is more for administrators. How do we engage our faculties
and catechists in their own learning?
The University of Dayton’s Virtual Learning Community for Faith
Formation (VLCFF) at https://vlc.udayton.edu/ is a student-driven program that allows participants to choose the topic that best suits their own
interests and needs. The program also engages learners in dialogue and
learning from one another under the guidance of a facilitator. If we are
to encourage our program participants to be lifelong learners, we need to
model it in our own lives. VLCFF is one convenient way to do so.
The Role of the Media
“In the United States, Christian beliefs, practices, and values are often
challenged by the dominant secular culture. The prevailing culture
tends to trivialize, marginalize, or privatize the practice of religious faith”
(NDC, n. 29G). Any catechist, DRE, teacher, or principal knows firsthand
the problems this statement highlights. We are on the front line of this
battle and need to bring to the fore all our creative talents and integrity
to counter the challenge of the dominant culture.
In your lesson presentations and in the information you share with
families, good material is available from the Center for Media Literacy
(medialit. org). These resources help adults and youth understand how
the media work so that they can critically respond to what the me42
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dia present. Families appreciate anything that
supports them in their efforts to counter the
Families
negative messages in media. We serve others
appreciate
well in sharing information about good films
anything that
and other resources when we learn about
supports them
them.
in their efforts
The NDC tells us that “Both the private
to counter
practice and the public witness of knowledgethe negative
able and committed Christians are indispensmessages in
able factors in the sanctification of the world,
media.
a responsibility to which all the baptized are
called” (n. 29G). If we are practicing this methodology, we will have a positive impact on the participants in our programs—and our own lives will be richer.
Learning by Apprenticeship
Learning by apprenticeship “links an experienced Christian believer, or
mentor, with one who seeks a deeper relationship with Christ and the
Church” (NDC, n. 29H). The sample given is the relationship between
a catechist and a catechumen (a person who has not been baptized and
who is preparing through the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults to
enter the church). Many of us know someone who has “sponsored” a
candidate for adult baptism; perhaps we’ve had the privilege of that role
ourselves. The sponsor-candidate relationship, when understood, is an
opportunity for true “apprenticeship.”
Understanding Apprenticeship
It’s helpful to understand what “apprenticeship” means in our culture.
It is defined as a system by which a new generation of skilled craft practitioners are trained. There are several key elements of apprenticeship:
•• Most of the training is done on the job while working for
an employer who helps the apprentice learn the trade.
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•• Some informal theoretical education is involved.
•• Apprentices usually are “sponsored.”
•• There is an agreement containing the terms and conditions of the employment and training of the apprentice.
•• An apprenticeship committee is usually approved to oversee the process for employers and employees.
•• A comprehensive program covers the terms and conditions for the qualification, recruitment, selection, employment, and training of apprentices, and includes the requirement for a written apprenticeship agreement.
While reviewing these elements, I couldn’t help but think of what the
NDC says: “All catechesis includes more than instruction. ‘It must be an
integral Christian initiation’” (n. 29H). It is also “on the job training.” A
commitment is needed to learn the skills of living the faith as outlined
in the gospels and our Catholic Tradition.
So how do we invite our program participants to consider this commitment to “try it”? How do we invite them to take seriously the call
to follow Jesus? G. K. Chesterton wrote that Christianity hasn’t been
tried and has failed—it just hasn’t been tried. This is an exaggeration,
of course. Yet, catechists—and all Catholics, in some sense—are called
to share the faith. They are baptized (born from above, as the Scriptures
say), confirmed (anointed to proclaim the gospel), and nourished by the
body and blood of Christ (Eucharist).
Do our words and actions boldly witness to these facts? Or are we like
the disciples before Pentecost, still cowering in an upper room? How
can we help participants to pray for the grace of the Spirit to come upon
them so others can see by their example what a difference Jesus makes
in our lives?
44
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Apprenticeship in Faith
In the NDC (n. 29H) we see what apprenticeship in the faith normally
involves.
•• The profession of faith: This includes a commitment to not just
recite the creed but to uncover what it means, to live the creed.
•• Education in the knowledge of the faith: How do we
help participants understand what we believe and do and
why we believe and do it? Do we acknowledge that we
too are always learning and growing in the faith?
•• Celebration of the mysteries of the faith: How can we foster in others a sacramental imagination so that their celebrations of the sacraments help them experience sacredness throughout their daily lives?
•• Practice of Christian moral virtues: How do we share the stories
of saints and saints-in-the-making who strive to live lives of virtue? It’s interesting that we expect those who excel in sports and
the arts to practice no matter how good they are, but we often
don’t make that same connection in how we practice the faith.
•• Dedication to the daily patterns of Christian prayer: This includes the Liturgy of the Hours but is also about prayer being
an integral part of our lives. Do we only petition God for what
we need but forget to thank God for the good things we have?
Perhaps our “apprenticeship committee” is the parish pastoral team and,
for aspiring Catholics, the RCIA team. Each Advent and Lent we are
reminded of the comprehensive meaning of our baptism.
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Conclusion
The NDC reminds us that all our efforts should be part of a “guided
encounter with the entire Christian life, a journey toward conversion to
Christ. It is a school for discipleship that promotes an authentic following of Christ based on the acceptance of one’s baptismal responsibilities,
the internalization of the Word of God, and the transformation of the
whole person to ‘life in Christ’” (n. 29H).
We can’t do this alone. The journey may begin with a single step on
our part, but it is not solely our own journey. It is the journey of all the
people of God—a community of those who are committed to become
more like the one who saves us: Jesus Christ.
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Your Thoughts
1 How does my life mission, vocation, or project
include works of charity and foster justice? What are
the greatest challenges and opportunities I face in this
regard?

2 What challenge does the dominant culture in
the United States present to catechists? How do I
overcome this challenge?

Try This
Draw a graph that depicts your Christian life journey,
and determine how works of charity and justice have
been defined along the way.
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7

means of
communication:
media spheres
S I S T E R C A RO L I N E C E RV E N Y

“Those, to whom the Gospel message is addressed today, both young and old,
are, in a sense, children of the media. They have been reared in the media age
and have a high level of comfort with using media.”
NATIONAL DIRECTORY FOR CATECHESIS, N. 30

T

ake a minute and watch young people around you. Joe is
texting his friends about where to meet up. Mary is talking
to her mom on her cell phone to tell her the results of
her math test. Mark is using his electronic notebook to see
what’s happening on Facebook and YouTube. Jesse is tweeting about last
night’s ball game. Emma is jogging while listening to music through her
ear plugs. LaVonne is reading an e-book on her tablet. Bill is checking
e-mail on his phone.
A generation ago, people spent many hours and thousands of dollars
to create 30-second commercials. Today’s generation can utilize their
own media to do tasks such as the following:
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•• gather gigantic digital collections with moderate effort and cost;
•• store and organize their digital music and audio files;
•• store, edit, and organize their digital photos and other images;
•• create their own digital background music and podcasts;
•• create and edit their own movies and save them to a DVD;
•• create their own websites.
The power of today’s communication tools presents wonderful opportunities and new challenges. Often these youth are self-taught and/or they
mentor one another to use the digital tools at their fingertips.
The Role of the Catechist in Today’s Media Age
“Catechists must seriously commit themselves to learning how to use these media to
bring people to Christ” (NDC, n. 30). Most
What is
of us today are comfortable with using softimportant is to
ware applications for e-mail, word processing,
choose your
spreadsheets, presentations, and imaging. We
digital/social
can use these tools to enhance what we teach
networking
in any subject area. Perhaps we even use social
tool wisely and
networking tools to keep up with family and
then become
friends.
comfortable
Most of us, however, do not use social netwith the
working in our everyday lives the way our stutool before
dents do. We have all read about the dangers
using it in a
lurking in the cyber world and have a certain
catechetical
fear of using it as a teaching tool. Yes, there
setting.
are dangers, but it is possible to use social net49
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working safely. Doing a search on the internet for “social networking”
brings up hundreds of choices. What is important is to choose your digital/social networking tool wisely and then become comfortable with the
tool before using it in a catechetical setting.
Social Networking in Catechesis
According to the website Techlicious, the best social media sites for
kids and tweens (ages 7-13) adhere to the Children’s Online Privacy
Protection Act (COPPA), which regulates how much personal information sites can ask from kids under 13 years old, among other things. Most
of these sites require a parent account, or for parents to verify that they
are who they say they are via a one-time credit card verification (typically
requiring a nominal fee). This gives parents control over what sites their
children are using.
So how do you use social networking in the catechetical process?
Social networking, a relatively new concept for many of us, means we
need to use resources that can help. A good website to help get you
started is edutopia.org. Search “social media” on the site and you will
find tips on using current popular sites such as Facebook, Instagram,
and Twitter. In addition, there are also links to sites that explain how to
set up your own blog, which can be a great way to engage students in
catechetical discussions.
Here are some steps to take in establishing and using a blog.
1. Set up a site for your class and invite four or five students who are
interested in test piloting this experience for the class. Let this test group
be involved with you for a good part of a school year. This way you can
engage these student leaders in conversations in which they can tell you
what they liked, what was boring, and what suggestions they have for
class activities. From this pilot group, you can learn what works well and
what needs to be improved and/or dropped.

50

DM 3_TCommunicating the Faith interior.indd 50

7/18/17 10:47 AM

2. Decide on a simple blog format to start:
•• The Subject field holds a short title of three to six words describing the content of the blog; for instance, “My First Communion.”
•• The Blog entry field holds the response to the assignment.
3. You and your pilot team should brainstorm some possibilities for blog
activities. A few suggestions are the following:
•• Describe a sacramental event that you witnessed or participated
in (baptism, first communion, confirmation, etc.). What happened
during the celebration? What does this sacrament mean to the
person who received the sacrament? If you have a photograph
of the event, you will be able to add it to the photo section.
•• Direct students to one, two, three, or four websites about biblical Jerusalem. After reading and learning about Jerusalem,
invite students to describe a place in Jerusalem that they would
like to visit and what they would like to do there. Invite them
to read the comments of other students and to comment
about what they read. Award a prize for the best blog entry.
•• Invite students to identify three or four of their favorite prayers.
Ask them to put one into their blog entry along with a statement about why this is their favorite prayer. If other students
have already listed a favorite prayer, invite students to add their
comments to this entry. Having several favorite prayers in mind
should help students identify a prayer to add to their blog space.
•• Involve students in blogging about their favorite saint. Write
four or five sentences to give readers some idea of the life of the
saint. You might also direct students to some of the websites
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that give short biographies of the saints. Invite students to enter
comments about why a particular saint is important to them
and what it is about the saint that they would like to emulate.
Strategies for Developing a Critical Sense of Media
“Catechists must also develop a critical sense with which to evaluate the
media and be able to recognize the ‘shadow side’ of the media, which at
times promote ‘secularism, consumerism, materialism, dehumanization
and lack of concern for the plight of the poor and neglected’” (NDC,
n. 30).
This area alone could be a whole workshop or article and certainly
a basis for ongoing discussion among catechists. What is important to
remember in this electronic media age is that we already possess many
of these skills that we have learned through either media or information
literacy classes. We have the building blocks to create and assess good
media with these new tools. Here is a brief summary of some of the
points that are important to keep in mind.
•• Media literacy: This is the ability to access, analyze, evaluate,
and communicate information in a variety of formats including print and non-print. The user of media must question the
accuracy and authenticity of the information presented.
•• Information literacy: Everyday authors living in the current information age generate many websites that are not
accurate or authentic. We must be able to validate website
information. Today, an author can easily publish racist or offensive subject matter across the globe. When doing web
research, we need to decide if the source is reliable.
•• Blog literacy: Briefly, a blog needs to be well-written; the
reader needs to discriminately choose reliable content by
reading with awareness. Question whether the writer has an
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affiliation with a company promoting a product. Ask if the
blog content can be corroborated and if there is theological approach that is not in line with church teaching. What
is your “gut reaction”? Favorable or unfavorable? Why?
The various forms of literacy required today in any area—media, information, and blogs—remain similar. In general, we look for media that
are credible, reliable, and unbiased. Each medium, however, by its nature, provides unique challenges to hone our critical thinking skills. Yet
let us not be too serious—as there will be times when the absurd and
funny will get across a message of truth better than any serious work.
As in Scripture, “there is a time for everything, and a season for every
activity under heaven” (Ecclesiastes 3:1).
In this wonderful age of social networking media, let us remember
what St. John Paul II said in his encyclical letter Redemptoris missio (On
the Permanent Validity of the Church’s Missionary Mandate) (1990):
“The means of social communication have become so important as to
be for many the chief means of information and education, of guidance
and inspiration in their behavior as individuals, families and within society at large.”
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Your Thoughts
1 What is my experience of the media digital
culture? How is it influencing how I catechize?

2 What difference do I observe in my students who
frequently navigate through virtual digital spaces?

Try This
Invite a small group of young adults to a catechist
meeting to share their media digital (virtual)
experiences. Discuss how you might utilize their skills
for creating digital catechetical experiences in the
parish or school.
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