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CATECHESIS AND DISCIPLESHIP:

THE STORY WE ARE CALLED TO ECHO,

THE ROAD WE ARE CHALLENGED TO WALK

Catechesis is the ministry of the Word, a divine Word shared to enlighten intellects and enliven hearts.  Catechesis cooperates with God’s active grace to convert the whole human person, and hasten the transformation of the human community.  It offers the promise of meaning in our journey through this life.

This Christian hope is a most precious commodity in our postmodern world.  It must be treasured.  Even among those who have truly come to know the Lord, the light of hope can be dimmed, or even extinguished by life’s challenges, and by evil.  Paul reminds us that our sight here will necessarily be clouded compared to our vision in eternal life.

Near the end of the Gospel story, the evangelist Luke takes us on the road with two disciples of Jesus, as they leave Jerusalem on the Sabbath.  It is two days after Jesus’ execution, and theirs is a journey of despair.  They are leaving their hope behind, buried with the one they had followed.  Thus begins the “Road to Emmaus” (Luke 24:13-35).

This powerful post-Resurrection story is a “must read” for those of us in ministry, for in its many layers of symbol, it is profound, instructive, and supremely hopeful.  We find the very face of God encountered in even the darkest of times, on the hardest of paths.  In this most unlikely, most inauspicious of moments, the Emmaus encounter captures the prevailing theme of the Gospel, where the Word who is Christ breaks through all barriers, including those of despair and death, to offer the possibility of salvation.  What can be more hopeful than the promise of grace breaking into our midst, as we continue the seemingly mundane journey of our lives!

The motif of journey can be found frequently in the Scriptures and is recognized by scholars as a rich metaphor.  Whether it is Elijah in despairing flight into the desert or Jesus and his company traveling to the grave of Lazarus, the characters of our Bible accounts are frequently in motion.  In the Exodus account of the Israelites’ passage out of bondage, we see the saga of a people struggling to hold fast to their covenant with God.

Moses provides, in that journey toward the “Promised Land”, a model of human fidelity for each Christian person in his or her pilgrimage of life.  He walked with his people for decades, throughout hard and forbidding terrain, in desperate search for the land God had promised his people.  Often lost, sometimes nearing despair, Moses carried on, remaining confident in God’s providence, relying on God’s faithfulness.  God had revealed the divine presence to Moses in ordinary and extraordinary ways, leaving him compelled to trust and hope and continue seeking God further.  In the end, Moses’ lifelong journey of faith was rewarded with a glimpse of the Promised Land, set off in the distance, visible, though he was never able to set foot on its soil.

So it is with us.  We travel a life path that is uniquely ours to navigate to its end.  Sometimes the journey is easy; often it is not.  As baptized Christians we are called to live the mystery of our lives conscious that we are participating in the mystery of our saving God and creator.  Each of us is personally invited to know this God, revealed in Christ, who is greater than sin and death.  We are called into relationship with this God, so that through the dynamic love of the Holy Spirit, we might be transformed, and thus, potentially transform the world.  

The vocation of the baptized, to be, in essence, co-creators with God, is an awesome one, and engaging in this process is a task for a lifetime.  In entering into the mystery of our triune God, revealed in salvation history and presently encountered in the life of the Church, we never reach a destination while on this earth.  Indeed, it is our vocation both now and for eternity in Heaven.  And yet, if we remain faithful to our baptism’s call to growth in holiness, much like the steadfast fidelity of Moses to the end of life, perhaps we, too, may be granted in this life a taste of salvation and a glimpse of the “kingdom of God" to come, the Christian promised land.

The image of us as a pilgrim people on a “journey” of faith, as used at Vatican II, helps us to understand that there is no moment of completion, no “closure” to our passage into the mystery of God.  There is no sacrament of graduation in our Catholic Church, nor in the Christian life.  If there were to be one, it would be death!  It is undeniable that with our poor and limited resources, we can never fully plumb the depths of grace.  This should come as good news, that we have a God infinitely greater than ourselves. We have a God who is intensely in love with us, and creates in every moment of every day the opportunity to recognize and celebrate the presence of the sacred in our midst.

As Catholics, our hope and our model is Christ, who accompanies the Emmaus disciples as they go along their way.  Always the master catechist, he walks with his people, he listens and he learns.  The risen Lord breaks open upon their experience the revelation of God’s love and promise of salvation.  The infusion of “good news” into their despair causes the disciples’ hearts to burn.

The Emmaus story climaxes with the sharing of an evening meal.  Just as he did during the Last Supper, Christ takes, blesses, breaks, and offers the bread.  The journey has led the disciples to a taste of the sublimely sacred, to the source of life-fulfilling nourishment.  They partake of Eucharist.  Christ vanishes, yet continues to remain intimately with them.

There are two basic movements for Jesus in the story.  Jesus instructs the disciples, then he draws them into communion with him in the meal of love and life. For those of us in catechetical ministry, the Road to Emmaus story reveals that even in the first century there was a profound recognition of how catechesis, as a foundational ministry of the Church, readies the believer to enter more fully into the grace of the liturgical-sacramental life of the Church.

To be sure, catechesis is meant to inform the intellect, for how can we be drawn into a loving intimacy with one we do not know?  God has striven greatly to reveal God’s self in our legacy of salvation history. Indeed, God is continually revealing divine nature in every aspect of created nature. We are given tools with which to come to know, intellectually, about God.

Still, it is the wisdom of the Church, as offered in the General Directory for Catechesis, that catechesis must touch more than the intellect.  Catechesis should infuse the believer with a sense of wonder and awe before a God whose capacity for transcendence and immediacy surpasses our poor human understanding. Catechesis should capture our heart and leave us breathless with exhilaration that a God such as this should be interested and involved in lives such as ours.  We are invited, relationally, to know God. 

Catechesis is intended, then, to draw us, with varying degrees of knowledge and experience, as one body, into the very core of the mystery of God’s love, into the central Christian act that is the Eucharistic Liturgy.  Our hearts having been opened by grace, we partake of Christ in Word and Sacrament, as food for the journey, the exhausting, exacting, and yet, wonderfully meaningful ongoing journey of discipleship.  As catechesis opens us to embrace the Mystery of the Word Incarnate, liturgy embodies the Paschal Mystery journey and emboldens us to the heroic challenge, individually and collectively, to participate in the continual dying to ourselves and rising to be the heart and hands and voice of Jesus, indeed, the very body of Christ!

Catechesis is no less than that Word that is Christ, broken open and echoing, which burns throughout our being, and compels us to press on faithfully further.  Catechesis teaches us to recognize the sacramental presence of grace in our daily lives.  And catechesis challenges us to claim our baptismal identity, from which God demands of us lives that are steadfast in faith, joyful in hope and untiring in love.

Thomas S. Quinlan

Director, Religious Education Office

I.  EVANGELIZATION: Invitation to Sacred Encounter




As they were at table, Jesus was revealed to the Eleven. ... He told them: “Go into the whole world and proclaim the good news to all creation.” ...The Eleven went forth and preached everywhere.  The Lord continued to work with them throughout and confirm the message through the signs which accompanied them.  (Mk. 16: 4a, 15, 20]
I have come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already burning!  (Lk. 12:49)

From the Second Vatican Council, the Church invited each member, through the priesthood of baptism, to reach out to those who have not yet heard the Word of God, or to invite those who may have felt alienated or separated to come again to the table of the Lord.  The Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity (Ad Gentes Divinitus) states:

Since the whole Church is missionary, and the work of evangelization the fundamental task of the people of God, this sacred Synod invites all to undertake a profound interior renewal so that being vitally conscious of their responsibility for the spread of the Gospel they might play their part in the missionary work among the nations.


As members of the living Christ, incorporated into him and made like him by baptism, confirmation and the Eucharist, all the faithful have an obligation to collaborate on the expansion and spread of his Body, so that they might bring it to fullness as soon as possible. (35-36)

The responsibility to proclaim the Word of God then belongs to all members of the Body of Christ:

Proclamation, witness, teaching, sacraments, love of neighbor: all of these aspects are the means by which the one Gospel is transmitted and they constitute the essential elements of evangelization itself. (General Directory for Catechesis 46)

As Catholics continue to explore the meaning of evangelization, it is helpful to return to the primary post-Vatican II document of the universal Church, On Evangelization in the Modern World (Evangelii Nuntiandi):

For the Church, evangelizing means bringing the Good News into all the strata of humanity, and through its influence transforming humanity from within and making it new…  But there is no new humanity if there are not first of all new persons renewed by Baptism and by lives lived according to the Gospel.  The purpose of evangelization is therefore precisely this interior change…that the Church evangelizes when she seeks to convert, solely through the divine power of the message she proclaims, both the personal and collective consciences of people, the activities in which they engage, and the lives and concrete milieu which are theirs. (18)
The definitive national document on evangelization, Go and Make Disciples, captures the essence of Pope Paul VI’s preceding definition of evangelization this way:

…evangelizing means bringing the Good News of Jesus into every human situation and seeking to convert individuals and society by the divine power of the Gospel itself.  Its essence is the proclamation of salvation in Jesus Christ and the response of a person in faith, both being the work of the Spirit of God.

Go and Make Disciples proposes three primary goals for our evangelization efforts in the United States:

1.) To bring about in all Catholics such an enthusiasm for their faith that, in living their faith in Jesus, they freely share it with others.

2.) To invite all people in the United States, whatever their social or cultural background, to hear the message of salvation in Jesus Christ so they may come to join us in the fullness of the Catholic faith.

3.) To foster gospel values in our society, promoting the dignity of the human person, the importance of the family, and the common good of our society, so that our nation may continue to be transformed by the saving power of Jesus Christ.

We must begin with the adults in our faith communities. 

…it is not only legitimate, but necessary to acknowledge that a fully Christian Community can exist only when a systematic catechesis of all its members takes place and when an effective and well-developed catechesis of adults is regarded as the central task in the catechetical enterprise.” (Adult Catechesis in the Christian Community 25)
The United States Bishops, in their pastoral plan, Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us, stress the priority of adult faith formation in evangelization and catechesis:

Disciples young and old are called by name to go into the vineyard. In responding to this call, adults “have the greatest responsibilities and the capacity to live the Christian message in its fully developed form.” Their formation in faith is essential for the Church to carry out its mandate to proclaim the Good News of Jesus to the world.  Effective adult formation is necessary...   (38)

We are convinced that the energy and resources we devote to adult faith formation will strengthen and invigorate all the charisms that adults receive and the activities they undertake, in the Church and in society, to serve the Gospel of Christ and the people of today.  Every Church ministry will be energized through a dynamic ministry of adult catechesis.     (39)

Understanding evangelization as an essentially adult activity, the GDC offers the following insight, which further confirms the critical importance of attending to the faith of adults:
In order that the parish may succeed in activating effectively the mission of evangelization, some conditions must be fulfilled:






a)   Adult catechesis must be given priority...






b)  With renewed courage, the proclamation of the Gospel to those alienated or who live in religious indifference must be planned...




c)  As a solid reference point for parochial catechesis it is necessary to have a nucleus of mature Christians, initiated into the faith, to whom different pastoral concerns can be entrusted. ...




d)  While the preceding points refer mainly to adults, at the same time catechesis for children, adolescents, and young people - which is always indispensable - will also benefit greatly.  (258)

Small Communities, solidly rooted in Scripture and church tradition, have the potential to become centers of evangelization both for their members and the world in which they find themselves. Integral evangelization is at the core of the faith life of small communities.

Small communities share common elements:  prayer and ritual, on-going formation, faith sharing, pastoral care and fellowship, service and outreach. They provide their members both a sense of belonging and purpose. The smallness of the community allows for a concentration of church life and mission. COMMUNION AND MISSION: A Guide for Bishops and Pastoral Leaders on Small Christian Communities states:

Since the beginning, the Church has recognized itself as communitarian.  A small church community, by nature, is a communion with a mission.  This belief is grounded in the truth that the mystery of God and mystery of salvation are inseparable.  As groups with a mission, small church communities realize the Trinitarian relationships and God's saving activity among us.  

It is not an effort for separation from the parish.  The strength of the small communities comes from a concerted effort to delve more deeply into Christian life on a more personal level, while at the same time remaining intimately linked to the Church’s universal mission.

In his eighth encyclical, Redemptoris Missio (1991), Pope John Paul II echoed a reference to “new evangelization”, a term he first used in 1983, while calling for greater lay involvement in the evangelization efforts of the Church:

I sense that the moment has come to commit all of the Church’s energies to a new evangelization and to the mission ad gentes. No believer in Christ, no institution of the Church can avoid this supreme duty: to proclaim Christ to all peoples. 

For those in catechetical ministry, it is good to remember that the Church locates catechesis as a component within the broad scope of evangelization, a process that is at the very core of our ecclesial identity. The final word should be given to what has been the “source” material of our time on the subject:

“We wish to confirm once more that the task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential mission of the Church.” (Declaration of the Synod Fathers, 1974)  It is a task and mission which the vast and profound changes of present-day society make all the more urgent.  Evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity.  She exists in order to evangelize… (Evangelii Nuntiandi, 14)
II.  CATECHESIS: Growing in Wisdom, Age and Grace

Full authority has been given to me both in heaven and on earth: go, therefore, and make disciples of all the nations.  Baptize them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Teach them to carry out everything I have commanded you.  And know that I am with you always, until the end of the world!  (Mt. 28: 18-20)

The Church has always considered catechesis one of her primary tasks, for, before Christ ascended to his Father after his Resurrection, he gave the Apostles a final command - to make disciples of all nations and to teach them to observe all that he had commanded. Very soon the name of catechesis was given to the whole of the efforts within the Church to make disciples, to help people to believe that Jesus is the Son of God, so that believing they might have life in his name, and to educate and instruct them in this life and thus build up the Body of Christ.  The Church has not ceased to devote her energy to this task.   (On Catechesis in Our Time, Catechesi Tradendae, 1)
Throughout the centuries, the Church has used the word “catechesis” to describe the ministry that seeks to make faith living, active and conscious.  Derived from the ancient Greek katekheim meaning “to echo God’s Word”, catechesis implies “to teach by word of mouth.”  Those called faithfully and authentically to echo the word of God in each age and to each new generation are called “catechists.”  Although catechesis is a responsibility of the entire Christian community, it is the catechist who is uniquely charged with the ministry of promoting and educating in faith. (GDC, 220)

The Apostolic Exhortation Catechesi Tradendae places catechesis firmly within the Church’s evangelical mission and notes that evangelization is a rich, complex and dynamic reality that is comprised of essential and distinct “moments.” “Catechesis is one of these moments – a very remarkable one – in the whole process of evangelization.”(18) This is to say that there are activities that “prepare” for catechesis and activities that “derive” from it.  

Catechesis is a component of the evangelizing ministry of the Church, and is pre-eminently about the person of Jesus Christ.

…At the heart of catechesis we find, in essence, a Person, the Person of Jesus of Nazareth, “the only Son from the Father… full of grace and truth, who suffered and died for us and who now after rising, is living with us forever…The primary and essential object of catechesis is… “the mystery of Christ.” (On Catechesis in our Time, 5)

The fact that Jesus Christ is the fullness of Revelation is the foundation for the “Christocentricity” of catechesis. (GDC 41)

Catechesis provides an understanding of and appreciation for the person of Christ, in his many manifestations (in Eucharist, in Word, in ecclesial community, in history), so as to inspire our deepest longings to follow him and participate in his mission.

...authentic catechesis is always an orderly and systematic initiation into the revelation that God has given of himself to humanity in Christ Jesus, a revelation storied in the depths of the Church’s memory and in Sacred Scripture, and constantly communicated from one generation to the next by a living active traditio... (GDC 22)

Quite early on, the name catechesis was given to the totality of the Church’s efforts to make disciples, to help ... believe that Jesus is the Son of God so that believing they might have life ... to educate and instruct them in this life, thus building up the body of Christ. (GDC 4)

This comprehensive formation includes more than instruction: it is an apprenticeship of the entire Christian life; it is a “complete Christian initiation.”  (GDC 67)

Indeed, the Church has recognized and affirmed the organic relationship between comprehensive catechesis and the process of initiation into the Christian community since Vatican II and has increasingly called for this link to be made explicit. The General Directory for Catechesis quotes the 1977 Synod of Bishops “Message to the People of God: Cum iam ad exitum on catechesis in our times”:

“The model for all catechesis is the baptismal catechumenate when, by specific formation, an adult converted to belief is brought to explicit profession of baptismal faith during the Paschal Vigil.” This catechumenal formation should inspire the other forms of catechesis in both their objectives and in their dynamism. (GDC 59)
Awareness and concern for the needs of those to be catechized is critical to the catechetical process.  Catechesis is always done within a unique cultural milieu. Great attention must be given to these dynamics of culture, for though there is but one Gospel for all times and place, it does no good to proclaim it in a manner that can be neither understood, nor embraced by those who may not be native to a particular culture.  The Catechist in the Third Millennium: Call, Mission and Formation (Redemptoris Missio), states:
...we are aware of the urgency of the tasks of both evangelization and catechesis and the challenges these present to those called to be catechists.  In a rapidly changing world, our parish and school communities are being shaped and enriched
by people new to our state and country who bring new languages, traditions, and cultures.  We are called to work toward inculturation of the Gospel message and the Church’s mission while respecting the gifts of culture and tradition of all peoples.  (Redemptoris Missio 52)

In addition to the Gospel imperative to address cultural dynamics in proclaiming Catholic faith, the Church is further challenged to actively reach out to all those who, for reasons such as disability and financial distress, may be beyond the scope of parish vision for catechesis. Parish leaders and general membership of a parish must do all they can to educate themselves to appreciate fully the contribution these persons and other often-forgotten people can make to the spiritual life of the Church.  Following the example of Christ, who reached out to the marginalized in his culture, we must make all people feel welcome as they participate in parish faith formation. Disabilities, the barrier of language, or an inability to pay for catechetical services should never prevent or limit access to catechesis.  This includes, but is in no way limited, to catechesis related to the sacraments.

Because it is through catechesis that faith is imparted, the Church is bound to provide effective formation in faith for its entire people. This foundational importance of catechesis is found in the Code of Canon Law:

There is a proper and serious duty, especially on the part of pastors of souls, to provide for the catechesis of the Christian people so that the faith of the Faithful becomes living, explicit and productive through formation in doctrine and the experience of Christian living.  (Canon 773)

Catechesis, as Canon Law strongly concludes, is a fundamental right of all the faithful, in all conditions and in all times.  It is constitutive to the life and ministry of the parish. The evangelization and formation of Christ’s modern day followers for a full life in the faith should be accessible to all who seek it and a priority concern in every community. The necessary attention and resources must be devoted to catechesis if the Church is to continue forming disciples through the Third Millennium.

III. THE CATECHIST

But those sown on good soil are the ones who listen to the word, take it to heart, and yield at thirty- and sixty- and a hundredfold.  (Mk. 4: 20)

There are different gifts but the same Spirit; there are different ministries but the same Lord; there are different works but the same God who accomplishes all of them in everyone. (1 Cor.2:4-6)

A catechist is an initiated Christian who shares his or her personal and active life of faith, and in doing, so echoes with fidelity the living faith of the universal Church in Jesus Christ. The catechist, by example and word, serves others in offering joyfully the fullness of revelation contained in Catholic faith.  This is true no matter what age group the catechist serves, whether adults, young adults, youth, or children.

What is true for the catechist is even more so for the catechetical leader, whose task it is to recruit, form and support the catechists of a parish community. Catechetical leaders should see the following as applying not only to those whose ministry they coordinate, but to themselves as well, as catechists of the catechists.

A.   The Call to be a Catechist

The General Directory for Catechesis recognizes that the vocation of catechist flows  from Christian identity established through the initiatory sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation.  (Participation in Eucharist, the third of the initiatory sacraments, then, as for all disciples of Christ, serves as “food for the journey” for the catechist.)

Through the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation (catechists) participate in the “priestly, prophetic and kingly ministry of Christ.” (Rituale Romanum, 62)  In addition to the common vocation of the apostolate, some lay people feel called interiorly by God to assume the service of catechist. The Church awakens and discerns this divine vocation and confers the mission to catechize.  The Lord Jesus invites men and women, in a special way, to follow him, teacher and formator of disciples.  This personal call of Jesus Christ and its relationship to him are the true moving forces of catechetical activity.  “From this loving knowledge of Christ springs the desire to proclaim him, to ‘evangelize,’ and to lead others to the ‘Yes’ of faith in Jesus Christ.” (CCC, 429)  To feel called to be a catechist and to receive this mission from the Church acquires different levels of dedication in accordance with the particular characteristics of individuals.  (GDC 231)

By virtue of the sacraments of initiation, all Christians are called to recognize and embrace their identity as leaders of prayer (priestly) and proclaimers of God’s Word (prophetic). Some members of the Body of Christ discern a calling to participate explicitly and publicly in the formal catechetical mission of the Church. “At the origin of the catechist’s vocation…is a specific call from the Holy Spirit.” (GC 2)

A vast proportion of today’s Catholics who serve as catechists are lay people.  The laity, who bring a richness of life experience, talent and faith to their roles, are a blessing to catechetical ministry and to the Church. Their place in catechesis is affirmed in the Second Vatican Council’s Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et spes:
The laity are called to participate actively in the whole life of the Church; not only are they to animate the world with the spirit of Christianity, but they are to be witnesses to Christ in all circumstances and at the very heart of the community of mankind. (GS 43)

In 1970, at the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, the following role description of a catechist was developed: 

“The catechist is a lay person specially appointed by the Church in accordance with local needs, to make Christ known, loved and followed by those who do not know Him and by the faithful themselves.” (GC 3)

Thus, it is God who initiates the invitation, deep within the person, to actively share one’s life in faith and truth. It is then the responsibility of the parish community to engage with the person in further discernment and to explore the individual’s gifts being offered to the service of the faith community.  

B.   The Role and Responsibilities of the Catechist

No methodology, no matter how well tested, can dispense with the person of the catechist in every phase of the catechetical process.  The charism given to him [her] by the Spirit, a solid spirituality and transparent witness of life, constitutes the soul of every method.  Only his [her] own human and Christian qualities guarantee a good use of texts and other work instruments. The catechist is essentially a mediator. He (she) facilitates communication between the people and mystery of God, between subjects amongst themselves, as well as with the community. For this reason, his (her) cultural vision, social condition and lifestyle must not be obstacles to the journey of faith. Rather, these help to create the most advantageous conditions for seeking out, welcoming and deepening the Christian message. …(the catechist) ensures that his (her) activities always draw support from faith in the Holy Spirit and from prayer. Finally, the personal relationship of the catechist with the subject is of crucial importance.  (GDC 156)

At its core, catechesis is relational.  It involves the catechist, those being catechized and their families. Indeed, in the case of those who catechize children, catechists function as  partners with parents, who are considered “the primary educators in the faith” of their children. (GDC 255) Catechesis also involves relations with other parish catechists and ministers, the entire Body of Christ, the Church (including those around the world and those who have gone before us in faith), and of course, God.  

Very often it is through the person of the catechist, more than a text or other resources, that faith is transmitted and encouraged. The person of the catechist in the religious formation process is an echo of Christ, an embodiment of the love of God: “In the school of Jesus the Teacher, the catechist closely joins his action as a responsible person with the mysterious action of the grace of God.” (GDC 138) The catechist is called to bring a full measure of faith, experience and skills to bear in creating a setting conducive for the nurturing of the seed of faith.

The catechist is an instrument of God’s grace, in the informal sense, a sacrament through which the good news of God’s love and Christ’s saving person is made real, accessible and effective. This is a profound privilege and responsibility. Participation in the role of catechist must never be undertaken lightly.  Rather, it should be seen as a meaningful and beautiful opportunity to serve God’s plan of salvation and fulfill one’s vocation to teach as Jesus taught. Therefore, it is important that the catechist 

“is prepared or formed so as to facilitate a growth in the experience of faith, which he himself has not implanted for it is God who has sown it in the heart of man. The responsibility of the catechist is merely to cultivate this gift by nourishing it and by helping it to grow.” (GDC 244) 

Catechists need to come to know those in their care, understanding their learning styles and abilities/disabilities and the nature of their faith development, valuing their experiences, cultures and personalities. The catechist is called to love those in their care and pray for them and for their families, understanding that it is only through the power of grace that lives can be formed and transformed.  

It is of vital importance therefore, that the catechist sees her/himself as a work of grace that is still “in progress”, as a disciple on the journey of faith.  The catechist needs to be open to continuing personal formation, seeking to grow in knowledge and integration of Catholic faith, in spirituality and an active life of faith, as well as in catechetical/pedagogical ability. The GDC insists that a catechist’s personal spiritual formation be nourished “so that his (her) activity springs in truth from his (her) own witness of life.” (239)   

If a catechist can foster, through authenticity of life, an environment of openness and trust in the catechetical setting, the opportunity exists for deep and honest engagement of the mysteries of life and grace and Catholic faith.  The catechist is to facilitate this process of learning and deepening shared faith, at times teaching and inspiring, at times eliciting active participation, and indeed, at times listening and learning.  To do this effectively, even the most skilled and well-formed catechist must prepare for each catechetical session with a diligence and a prayerful openness to the direction of the Holy Spirit.

In the formal catechetical setting, the catechist is charged with animating the Gospel and connecting the truth of Catholic faith with the lives of those in religious formation.  The catechist shares one’s own faith with humility, sensitivity and conviction.  The catechist seeks to bring about holistic conversion in those being catechized to the person of Jesus, and to foster a deep desire to know and serve Christ within Catholic community and practice. Within this context, it is naturally appropriate for important and beneficial information, for example, “liturgical life, moral formation, prayer, belonging to community, [and] missionary spirit” (GDC 87), to be taught in a manner so that, over time, these can be integrated into what is commonly called “Catholic identity” – a system of Catholic thought and belief that permeates the believer’s life and actions. 

The catechist is called, through baptism, not only to proclaim and teach, but also to be a leader of prayer. This differs from teaching about prayer. As prayer leader, the catechist makes a subtle but definite shift away from the intentionally “catechetical” and into worship -- a communal engagement of the sacred.  In praying well together, using ancient symbols, universal (and local) practices and the liturgical traditions of the Church, the catechist offers those in formation a taste of the rich fare of Catholic spirituality, not in theory, but in the true experience of calling upon God.  Praying well in the catechetical setting is of great importance, particularly where communal/liturgical prayer is not a normal part of the experience of many of those being catechized. Indeed, learning to pray well is considered an integral part of faith formation. (See GDC 87)

Along with competencies in relationships, subject matter and prayer, a catechist in the modern world is called to be competent in communication, familiar with, and able to make use of modern media technologies. “Along with the traditional means, such as witness of life, catechetics, and personal contact, popular piety, the liturgy and similar celebrations, the use of media is now essential in evangelization and catechesis.” (Aetatis novae,11)  

Today’s catechist must embrace the possibilities of the media, such as audio and video technology, computers, and, of course, the printed word, and use them in catechesis, at the same time studying them and teaching people to filter the messages with a critical eye to the moral implications in what they see and hear, relative to the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ:

The power of media either to reinforce or override the traditional reference points of religion, culture and family underlines the continued relevance of the council’s words (from Inter Mirifica, 4): “If the media are to  be correctly employed, it is essential that all who use them know the principles of the moral order  and apply them faithfully in this domain.”  (AN,4)

In a busy and fast-changing world such as ours, even for one called to share faith as a catechist, the profound responsibility of proclaiming Jesus Christ can seem overwhelming at times. Today’s countless challenges can frustrate even the most experienced and patient catechist.  The catechist, however, does not serve in isolation, but rather participates in the mission of the universal Church.  He or she is called to fulfill a role in relationship to a parish program and vision for catechesis, ministering collaboratively under the parish leadership and with a team of other catechists. In this way the catechist can feel supported, offer support to others, and gain from the collective wisdom within the faith community.

Perhaps, more than anything else, the catechist must always remember to never try to do anything apart from the power and love of the Holy Spirit. On our own, we may be able to make a bit of a difference. But with the Holy Spirit, all things are possible. We sow seeds of faith that will bear fruit in God’s time and in God’s way. All of us in catechesis must remember, it is really God’s task to bring people to salvation and into relationship, and we are instruments serving God’s will.

C.   The Formation of and Care for the Catechist

To ensure the working of the catechetical ministry in a local Church, it is fundamental to have adequate pastoral care of catechists. Several elements must be kept in  mind in this respect.  Indeed efforts must be made…

· to encourage in parishes and Christian communities vocations for catechesis. …

· to organize adequately the formation of catechists, both in relation to basic training and continuing formation;

· to attend to the personal and spiritual needs of catechists as well as to the group of catechists as such.  …

· to coordinate catechists with other pastoral workers in the Christian communities, so that the entire work of evangelizaton will be consistent and to ensure that catechists will not be isolated from or unrelated to the life of the community. (GDC 233)

Formation, above all else, must help him (her) to mature as a person, a believer and as an apostle. This is what the catechist must know so as to be able to fulfill his (her) responsibilities well. This dimension is permeated by the double commitment he (she) has to the message and to man. It requires the catechist to have a sufficient knowledge of the message that he (she) transmits and of those to whom he (she) transmits the message and of the social context in which they live. This then is the dimension of savoir-faire, of knowing how to transmit the message, so that it is an act of communication. (GDC 238)

The formation, above all, nourishes the spirituality of the catechist, so that his (her) activity springs in truth from his/her own witness of life. Every theme covered by formation should feed, in the first place, the faith of the catechist. It is true that catechists catechize others by firstly catechizing themselves. Formation also constantly nourishes the apostolic consciousness of the catechist, that is, his/her sense of being an evangelizer. …The best way to feed this apostolic awareness is by identifying with the figure of Jesus Christ, teacher and formator of disciples by seeking to acquire the zeal which Jesus had for the Kingdom. Beginning with the exercise of catechesis, the apostolic vocation of the catechist – constantly fostered by continuing formation – will progressively mature. (GDC 239)

The General Directory for Catechesis (paragraphs 233-252) offers wonderful insights into the complex and varied dimensions of catechist formation in the universal Church.  

For the catechetical process to be most effective, those called (and responsive to the call) to serve as catechists must be sincere persons of faith, active and practicing their Catholic faith, who recognize themselves as instruments available to proclaim the Gospel message of Jesus Christ.  Catechists must be encouraged to understand that they are in relationship to a community of faith (parish), a local Church (diocese) and the universal Church, and that they act in the name of the Church in their formal role as catechist.  Being a catechist is a generous act of service that is connected to the life of the entire Church.

Catechists must see themselves as part of the pilgrim people of the Church, making the journey of this life with Christ, and on to the next with the hope of salvation.  They are people sincerely striving to grow in holiness, people of considerable charisms and virtues, who yet struggle with the limitations of their own human frailty.  Catechists understand that they still have much to learn and far to go, but who are nonetheless unconditionally loved by God.  

Catechists, with an honest, balanced understanding of who they are before God and in relationship to the Body of Christ, bring a powerful authenticity to their role.  In their willingness to allow others access to their stories of struggle and success, they offer an intimate experience of discipleship.  In their weakness and in their strength, they have the ability to inspire hope in those they serve.  Simply put, catechists need not be perfect, but they must be people of integrity.

Those charged with the pastoral care and formation of catechists have a tremendous responsibility.  Perhaps above all other responsibilities, administrative and otherwise, pastors and parish catechetical staffs must provide generously of their available resources for the personal, spiritual, theological and pedagogical development of those whose ministry serves so directly the very mission of the Church! The effectiveness of catechesis depends on the quality of this formation. 

Catechists in this local Church are largely a body of parish members, leading full lives and lacking in formal theological training.  This is not inappropriate, for these people bring wonderful richness and vitality to their ministry, but it does issue a challenge to those responsible for their formation: How do we provide what is needed for the enrichment of catechists in a way befitting and affirming their identity and vocation as laity?

There are any number of manners in which catechist formation can be done: Gathering catechists for formational events in the parish or in a multi-parish setting.  Participating in a diocesan formational opportunity.  Providing various modes of resources (pamphlets, books, videos, internet sites, etc.) for personal study and reflection.  Matching up groups to gather independently to reflect on such resources in a small faith community forum.  Advances in electronic communication make possible “virtual” settings where catechists increasingly participate in dialogue, study and reflection within a parish or across the nation.  While this technology holds great,undiscovered promise in the area of formation, it should never fully supplant the experience of gathering as a “real” community.

The elements of catechist formation should include:

· quality experiences of prayer and faith sharing.

· opportunities for adult learning in various area of Catholic faith (including central themes such as scripture, sacrament, liturgy, moral life, Church history and doctrinal development, basic theological doctrine (Trinity, Christ, Church) and Catholic social teachings).

· opportunities for development of understanding of the catechetical process and the acquisition of pedagogical skills needed for effective catechesis.

· settings and processes that are conducive to adult learning, such as a comfortable, non-threatening environment and the inclusion of group processing.

· fellowship, fun and food. 

Other elements of formation, such as participation in social service ministry and reflection upon such experiences, may also be appropriate for some parishes.

Just as catechists have the right to expect training and formation to enrich their ministry, so too, parish catechetical leaders have a right and responsibility to place formational expectations upon their catechists.  It is problematic to have people serving as catechists who not only lack the personal, spiritual, theological and pedagogical competencies needed for effective transmission of Catholic faith, but also possess an unwillingness or inability to engage in sufficient formation and enrichment to enable them to become appropriate candidates for ministry.  Those children, youth and adults brought by God’s providence to our parishes for catechesis deserve the very best religious formation possible.  Using various means that are in any combination sensitive, firm, persuasive challenging, realistic and creative, the catechetical leader has a responsibility to foster faith development in those serving as catechists in their programs, for the catechists’ own benefit, as well as that of those being served.

In addition to insuring appropriate, on-going formation, parish catechetical leaders should see themselves as having a pastoral relationship in their ministry to catechists. Parish staff must find ways to be available to listen to and truly be present to catechists. While they are called to model the person of Jesus for all parishioners, the catechetical leader must show particular care for and interest in their catechists. In large programs, this function can to varying degrees be appropriately shared among coordinators, master catechists and others. In programs where catechists have regular experiences of faith sharing and interaction, small community dynamics can often develop. In such an ideal environment, catechists provide significant pastoral care to one another, providing a sense of belonging and support that can be a source of tremendous meaning and satisfaction in their lives.

 IV. OTHER PRIMARY MINISTERS IN CATECHESIS




For my part, from the time I first heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your 




love for all the members of the church, I have never stopped thanking God for 




you and recommending you in my prayers.  (Ephesians 1:15-16)

Community and relationships are key to living and learning; this is especially true in the case of how we hear and internalize the Gospel.  For the ministry of catechesis to be effective and life-giving, the entire local Church community needs to be included: parents and family, the parish community, the parish/school catechetical leaders, the pastor and all the priests, the diocesan office, and the bishop. 

A.  Parish Community
The Christian community is the origin, locus and goal of catechesis.  Proclamation of the Gospel always begins with the Christian community and invites man to conversion and the following of Christ.  (GDC 254)

The parish is without doubt, the most important locus in which the Christian community is formed and expressed.  This is called to be a fraternal and welcoming family where Christians become aware of being the people of God. ...the place in which the faith is born and in which it grows.   (GDC 257)

Within every parish the individual families form a Christian community of persons whose lives and relationships are rooted in the Gospel. When individuals and families come together to worship, they become the Christian community of the parish, to nourish and strengthen each other in the grace to proclaim Christ to the world.  No longer are they individual families – whether traditional, single-parent, blended, foster, adopted, extended - rather they have become one in God, brothers and sisters in Christ.

B.  Parents and Family

...in a world often alien and even hostile to faith, believing families are of primary importance as centers of living, radiant faith.  For this reason the Second Vatican Council, using an ancient expression, calls the family the Ecclesia domestica.  It is in the bosom of the family that parents are “by word and example...the first heralds of the faith with regard to their children...”  (CCC 1656)

The initial experience of faith and catechesis comes from the family and the home.  For centuries, the faith was transmitted to children by parents and other family members through story, ritual and religious traditions.  By virtue of giving life to their children, parents are their children’s prime role models and catechists:

The witness of Christian life given by parents in the family comes to children with tenderness and parental respect. Children thus perceive and joyously live the closeness of God and of Jesus made manifest by their parents in such a way that this first Christian experience frequently leaves the decisive traces which last throughout life. This childhood religious awakening, which takes place in the family, is irreplaceable. 













         (GDC 226) 

Siblings and extended family members contribute in their own right to the catechetical formation of the children.  

Parents are the primary educators in the faith. Together with them, especially in certain cultures, all members of the family play in the education of the younger members. ...The family is defined as a “domestic Church,” that is, in every Christian family the different aspects and functions of the life of the entire Church may be reflected: mission; catechesis; witness; prayer etc. ...The family as a locus of catechesis has a unique privilege: transmitting the Gospel by rooting it in the context of profound human values.  (GDC 255) 

C.  Parish/School Catechetical Leaders

Some persons are called to be what the GDC terms “animators of catechetical activity” (233) – catechetical leaders. The Diocese of Joliet is blessed to have a great many talented and committed people serving the catechetical ministry needs of the faithful. These catechetical leaders, both lay and religious, hold positions such as director/coordinator of religious education, youth ministry director and adult faith formation director. Additionally, the administrators of Catholic schools should be viewed as catechetical leaders. All these have a responsibility to work with the priests of the parish community, who function as the primary catechetical leaders for the parish.

All these ministers must seek to serve the Word of God, as embodied in Christ, and proclaim the Gospel and the fullness of Catholic faith.  These leaders are called to this holy vocation by the grace and will of God. With the charisms given by the Holy Spirit, they inspire with their presence, words and vision. In their person these ministers are sacramental signs of hope and models of discipleship.

D. Pastor and all Priests

Pastors and indeed, all other priests, have the responsibility to catechize because of the sacrament they have received.   

The function proper to the presbyterate in the catechetical task arises from the sacrament of Holy Orders, ...the ministry of the priest is a service which forms the Christian community and coordinates and strengthens other charisms and services. (GDC 224)

As the primary “educator of the faith” in the parish, the Pastor is responsible for the Ministry of the Word to the People of God that he shepherds in the Parish Community.  His responsibility is to see that all the faithful in his parish are offered catechesis. By Canon Law, he is to insure adequate personal and financial support for formational catechetical leadership within his parish through the hiring and mutual support of other parish staff members, inclusive of, but not limited to, the Director of Religious Education, Director of Youth Ministry, Director of Adult Formation and the Principal of the School (Canons 776, 777; GDC#224).

As the Code of Canon Law states: The Pastor is required to provide and supervise the catechetical formation and sacramental preparation of the children, young people and adults in the parish he serves (Canons 776-7). The presence and participation of the pastor can enhance catechetical sessions and support all those involved in ministry.

The General Directory for Catechesis states as the catechetical responsibility of pastors and all priests:

·      to foster a sense of common responsibility for catechesis in the Christian community, a task which involves all, and a recognition and appreciation for catechists and their mission;

·      to care for the basic orientation of catechesis and its planning by giving emphasis to active participation of catechists and by insisting that catechesis be “well structured and oriented”;  

·      to promote and to discern vocations to the service of catechesis and, as catechist of catechists attend to their formation by giving the greatest attention to this duty;

·      to secure the bonds between the catechesis of their communities and the diocesan pastoral program by helping catechists become active cooperators in a common diocesan program. (GDC 225)

Pastors are responsible for the hiring, compensation and evaluation of catechetical professionals according to the guidelines established in the Employment Policies for Parish Catechetical Ministers.

E.  Pastoral Collaboration Toward Comprehensive Catechesis

Pastoral care offered by a particular Church in the area of education should establish a necessary coordination between the different loci in which education in the faith takes place. ...Any contradiction between these actions is harmful insofar as each one of them has its own specificity and importance.  Thus it is most important for the particular Church to provide a program of Christian initiation, which takes into account and integrates the various educational tasks as well as the demands of new evangelization.  (GDC 278)

Parishes are charged with the challenge to provide a comprehensive catechesis, which not only addresses the particular needs of individual groups within a parish community, but also fosters a continuity of theology and experience which brings the entire community together as a fully formed and functioning Body of Christ. This is, indeed, no small enterprise!  

Good collaboration requires individual ministers to see possibilities beyond the constraints of their particular perspective, and participate in genuinely collaborative and cohesive ministry planning for the benefit of the parish body. Too often there has been an artificial separation of parish ministries into what can look like “departments” in a business setting. Rather, it is important that pastors, parochial vicars, catechetical leaders (DRE’s and CRE’s, adult faith formation leaders, youth ministers) liturgists and pastoral musicians all view themselves as partners and servant-leaders rather than as in competition for the community’s attention and resources. Participation in ministry formation experiences as a group can provide an essential dynamic to bring individuals on a staff together, so they can vision and minister and lead effectively as a staff.

In the end, parish staffs are responsible to develop a comprehensive and sustainable catechetical vision for their community and work with the appropriate parish councils and committed parishioners to implement this vision. This process must locate catechesis, a foundational ministry in parish life, within the full context of parish ministry, and exploit its natural and integral synergies with the liturgical and social facets of the parish community.

F.  Role of the Diocesan Office

Along with the parents and family, the parish community of faith, the parish/school catechetical leaders, the pastor and all priests, the Diocesan Office has a responsibility to provide catechetical formation.  

The importance of the ministry of catechesis, however, would suggest that there should be in a Diocese a certain number of religious and laity publicly recognized and permanently dedicated to catechesis who, in communion with the priests and the Bishop, give to this diocesan service that ecclesial form which is proper to it. 
















   (GDC 231)

Assisting the Bishop and serving parish/school catechetical programs, the diocesan catechetical office helps to form and articulate the diocesan vision of catechesis. The National Catechetical Directory, General Catechetical Directory, the Catechism of the Catholic Church and the General Directory for Catechesis have set forth the following responsibilities for diocesan offices:



•  encouraging and supporting all involved in the catechetical ministry;

· advocating for effective catechetical ministry for all people


•  discerning the catechetical needs of the diocese;

· providing resources and resourcing to catechetical ministers


•  establishing criteria for effective catechetical programs;



•  providing guidelines for comprehensive catechist formation;



•  offering training opportunities for leaders and volunteers;



• establishing certification standards for catechetical leaders and catechists in parishes and Catholic schools;



•  offering alternative models for programming and training;



•  establishing policies and guidelines for sacramental catechesis;

•  recommending curricula and resources;

• keeping catechetical personnel current on initiatives and Church documents which pertain to catechesis;

•
collaborating with Liturgical Offices in areas of initiatory and liturgical catechesis and other offices in areas of social justice, ministry development and formation, family ministries and pastoral planning;

  

• collaborating with colleges, universities and institutes of pastoral formation to provide opportunities for further study;



•  advocating for a multi-cultural and family perspective in catechesis;



•  insuring that all children, youth, adults and persons with disabilities or special needs 
receive quality and comprehensive catechetical formation;



• providing assistance in the planning, implementation and evaluation of catechetical programs; and



• overseeing accountability that the vision and policies of the bishop and diocese are understood and implemented. (NCD, GCD, GDC)

In providing for the Ministry of the Word to the People of God, the Joliet Diocesan Religious Education Office has three primary goals.  They are:




•  Development of parish-based leadership, both professional and volunteer.




•  Provision of resources for parish/institutional use



• The offering of opportunities for communication and gathering as a Diocesan Church in order to provide both mutual support and growth in ministry.

G.  The Bishop

Bishops are “...beyond all others the ones primarily responsible for catechesis...”(CT 63b) As the primary “educator of the faith” in the diocese, the Bishop is responsible for the Ministry of the Word to the People of God. He is called to establish formational ministry as a primary goal and priority within the Diocese. At both the diocesan and parish level, with the assistance of the Diocesan Religious Education Director and the Pastors of the parishes, he initiates and maintains necessary structures to insure that appropriate catechetical/formational opportunities are designed, implemented and effectively evaluated (Canons 776, 777, GDC 223).

It is of great importance that the Bishop support this ministry by assuring that adequate staffing, budget, and resources are provided for quality catechetical training in his diocese. (CT 63c, Canon 775)  It is also important that he work with pastors to assure that this vision and priority is met on the parish/school level. 

The bishop is called to...bring about and maintain...a real passion for catechesis, a passion embodied in a permanent and effective organization, putting into operation the necessary personnel, means, and equipment and also financial resources. ...If catechesis is done well in your local Churches, everything else will be easier to do. (CT 63c) (CTM 12)

V.  CATECHESIS, LITURGY AND SACRAMENTS: 


 Forming Disciples to Carry on the Reign on God

May grace be yours and peace in abundance through your knowledge of God and of Jesus, our Lord.  That divine power of his has freely bestowed on us 
everything necessary for a life of genuine piety, through knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and power.  By virtue of them he has bestowed on us the great and precious things he promised...  













(2 Peter 1:2-4)

Catechesis and liturgy have an interdependent relationship in developing Christian disciples. For too long there has been an artificial separation of these two areas -- in most parish communities they are treated as if they were separate “departments” within the organization rather than related elements of a whole picture. The Catechism of the Catholic Church brings together the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy and Catechesi tradendi to show the important link between liturgy & catechesis in forming people for Christ:

“The liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; it is also the font from which all her power flows.” It is therefore the privileged place for catechizing the People of God.  “Catechesis is intrinsically linked with the whole of liturgical and sacramental activity, for it is in the sacraments, especially the Eucharist, that Christ Jesus works in fullness for the transformation of men.” ...catechesis aims to initiate people into the mystery of Christ by proceeding from the visible to the invisible, from the sign to the thing signified, from the “sacraments” to the “mysteries.” (Catechism #1074-1075)

Although liturgical celebrations normatively take place as public action of the parish community in the church, rather than in a classroom, liturgy, in particular, the celebration of the sacraments, certainly has a recognizable catechetical dimension by its very nature:

The purpose of the sacraments is to make people holy, to build up the Body of Christ, and, finally, to give worship to God; but being signs they also have a teaching function.  They not only presuppose faith, but by words and objects they also nourish, strengthen, and express it; that is why they are called “sacraments of faith.”  They do indeed impart grace, but, in addition, the very act of celebrating them disposes the faithful most effectively to receive this grace in a fruitful manner, to worship God rightly, and to practice charity.  (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy 59)

Not only does celebration of liturgy help us learn to live the life of Christ’s followers, it continually binds us together in community as the Body of Christ:

§1  Liturgical actions are not private but are celebrations of the Church itself as the ‘sacrament of unity’, that is, the holy people united and ordered under the Bishops. Accordingly, they concern the whole body of the Church, making it known and influencing it.  They affect individual members of the Church in ways that vary according to orders, role and actual participation. 

§2  Since liturgical matters by their very nature call for a community celebration, they are, as far as possible, to be celebrated in the presence of Christ’s faithful and with their active participation.   (CANON 83)

At the community’s celebration of the Mass, the faithful are regularly exposed to the transformative power of God, in both Word and Sacrament. The Introduction to the Lectionary (1998) points out that “the Church is nourished spiritually at the twofold table of God’s word and of the Eucharist: from the one it grows in wisdom and from the other it grows in holiness.” (10)

Particularly when the word is proclaimed in their presence, the power of God to change people’s lives is made present, incarnated among them by the very act of proclamation. Catechesis has a role integral to this process, of preparing people to receive the word of God.  By helping people develop their faith and learn to love and understand the Scriptures, catechesis tills the “ground” to make them ready to hear; it makes possible the work of the Spirit through the word of God:

The Sacred Scriptures, above all in their liturgical proclamation, are the source of life and strength. As the Apostle Paul attests the Gospel is the saving power of God for everyone who believes. Love of the Scriptures is therefore a force reinvigorating and renewing the entire people of God. All the faithful without exception must therefore always be ready to listen gladly to God’s word. When this word is proclaimed in the Church and put into living practice, it enlightens the faithful through the working of the Holy Spirit and draws them into the mystery of the Lord as a reality to be lived. The word of God reverently received moves the heart and its desires toward conversion and toward a life resplendent with both individual and community faith, since God’s word is the food of Christian life and the source of the prayer of the whole Church. (Introduction to Lectionary, 47)

Clearly, it is evidence of the reciprocity between liturgy and catechesis when the word of God proclaimed at liturgy is a force to move the heart toward conversion. The GDC places the Ministry of the Word as a key “moment” in evangelization, just as it places catechesis as another moment in that process. (GDC 50, 63) 

Catechesis for liturgy should prepare the faithful to receive God in Word and Sacrament. By the conversion that is fostered by both catechesis and liturgy, the members of the Body of Christ come to recognize the presence of prayer, reflection, sharing the Word and living a life of peace, charity and justice. 

A.  Preparation for Sacraments

Sacraments are joyful celebrations of God’s actions in the life of the community of believers.  They represent specially graced moments in which we are privileged to come closer to the reality of God’s ever-present love in our lives. Although every moment of life is “sacramental” – that is, filled with the presence of God, 

Sacraments are “powers that come forth” from the Body of Christ” which is ever-living and life-giving. They are actions of the Holy Spirit at work in his Body, the Church. They are “the masterworks of God” in the new and everlasting covenant. …Celebrated worthily in faith, the sacraments confer the grace they signify. They are efficacious because in them Christ himself is at work…(CCC 1116, 1127)

Catechesis for sacrament preparation is vital because in order to receive the fullness of the grace of a sacrament, the person must be “properly disposed” (Canon 843) While the sacrament always has an effect by its very nature, the openness and receptivity of the individual to the experience determines how that effect is lived out through conversion, faith and devotion. The sacrament’s lasting effect can remain largely dormant if a person has not been properly prepared and ready to receive the fullness of the grace conferred by the sacrament. 

...authentic practice of the sacraments is bound to have a catechetical aspect.  In other words, sacramental life is impoverished and very soon turns into hollow ritualism if it is not based on serious knowledge of the meaning of the sacraments, and catechesis becomes intellectualized if it fails to come alive in sacramental practice. (CT 23)

According to their respective offices in the Church, both pastors of souls and all other members of Christ’s faithful have a duty to ensure that those who ask for the sacraments are prepared for their reception.  This should be done through proper evangelization and catechetical instruction, in accordance with the norms laid down by the competent authority.  (Canon 843.2)


Preparation for reception of a sacrament involves a two-fold understanding of sacrament’s communal dimension. The family is the primary community for sacrament preparation, for it is within this structure that we first form values and attitudes, and we first encounter God. At the same time, the Church community or parish offers “intensified support” to families (NCD 25) through structured sacrament preparation programs and parish communal celebrations of the sacraments. Sacraments must never be seen as individualized private celebrations, but part of the life of the entire Body of Christ.

Since sacrament preparation is a formational responsibility of the entire parish, it is strongly recommended that it be structured in whole or in part as separate from catechetical sessions held in either parish religious education programs or Catholic schools. In all cases, the highest value should always be family and community involvement, not only in the preparation and the celebration, but also in the ongoing reflection and integration, which should follow celebrations of Baptism, First Reconciliation, First Eucharist, Confirmation and Marriage.

B.  Mystagogy Following Sacraments

It is now commonly accepted that the celebration of a sacrament does not end with the event.  In order to experience the fullness of the sacrament’s grace and meaning, a period of post-sacramental gathering and reflection is needed. This period of reflection and integration is called “mystagogy” and is one of the key periods of formation in the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults. The RCIA has helped the Church rediscover a deepened understanding of the role of mystagogy to discern the connection of the sacrament to the individual’s life experience and relationship with God and the community.

It is a time for deepening the Christian experience, for spiritual growth, and for entering more fully into the life and unity of the community. (RCIA 7 §4)

The third step of Christian initiation, the celebration of the sacraments, is followed by the final period, the period of postbaptismal catechesis or mystagogy.  This is a time for the community and the neophytes together to grow in deepening their grasp of the paschal mystery and in making it part of their lives through meditation on the Gospel. sharing in the Eucharist, and doing acts of charity. ... The neophytes are, as the term “mystagogy” suggests, introduced into a fuller and more effective 
understanding of mysteries through the Gospel message they have learned and above all through their experience of the sacraments they have received.  For they have truly been renewed in mind, tasted more deeply the sweetness of God’s word, received the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, and grown to know the goodness of the Lord.  Out of this experience, which belongs to the new Christians and increases as it is loved, they derive a new perception of the faith, of the Church, and of the world.  (RCIA 244-45)

Not only is this time important for those being fully initiated into the community through RCIA or RCIC (Rite of Christian Initiation of Children) but any person who is part of a sacramental celebration can benefit from the mystagogical process. Catechetical programs should ideally allow for at least a short period of gathering for mystagogy for parents, godparents, sponsors and persons who received the sacrament, even though this may in fact be in conflict with the “school model” calendar.

There needs to be a time during which what was experienced can be named and shared, put into the context of the person’s life and the life of the Church. Mystagogy is a lifetime experience that is deepened with spiritual maturity. For both children and adults the time spent after the reception of the sacraments is essential and key for growth and connections to take root and mature. Too often, we think only of the preparation period and fail to create the space that mystagogy offers not only to the individual but more importantly to the community of faith.  

C.  Sacraments of Initiation

The sacraments of Christian initiation - Baptism, Confirmation, and the Eucharist - lay the foundations of every Christian life.   (CCC 1212)

Catechesis is …a fundamental element of Christian initiation and is closely connected with the sacraments of initiation ... the aim of catechetical activity consists in precisely this: to encourage a living, explicit and fruitful profession of faith.  The Church, in order to achieve this, transmits to catechumens and those to be catechized, her living experience of the Gospel, her faith, so that they may appropriate and profess it. (GDC 66)

Ongoing catechesis before and after celebration of initiation helps integrate the experience into a sacramental life style. It clarifies what the person has been initiated into (the Body of Christ) and what it means to live a full Christian life. Indeed, most catechetical programs for children incorporate these elements, training them, over a period of years, for life as a disciple of Christ, exploring belief, celebration, morality and prayer, the four “pillars” of the Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

Christian initiation is accomplished by three sacraments together: Baptism which is the beginning of new life; Confirmation which is its strengthening; and the Eucharist which nourishes the disciple with Christ’s Body and Blood for his transformation in Christ.   (CCC 1275)

Baptism is the sacrament of faith. But faith needs the community of believers.  It is only within the faith of the Church that each of the faithful can believe.  The faith required for Baptism is not a perfect and mature faith, but a beginning that is called to develop.  (CCC 1253)

Confirmation perfects Baptismal grace; it is the sacrament which gives the Holy 
Spirit in order to root us more deeply in the divine filiation, incorporate us more firmly into Christ, strengthen our bond with the Church, associate us more closely with her mission, and help us bear witness to the Christian faith in words accompanied by deeds.   (CCC 1316)

Catechesis for Confirmation and its accompanying mystagogy should lead confirmandi to an understanding of their place in the Church, as well as the place of the Church in their lives. Indeed, in this there is an implicit understanding that regular celebration of the Eucharist is essential for the life of every Christian disciple.

The Eucharist is “the source and summit of the Christian life.”  “The other sacraments, and indeed all ecclesiastical ministries and works of the apostolate, are bound up with the Eucharist and are oriented toward it.  For in the blessed Eucharist is contained the whole spiritual goods of the Church, namely Christ himself, our Pasch.”   (CCC 1324)

The emphasis placed on the Sacraments of Initiation by liturgical documents, the National Catechetical Directory, and the directives of the United States Bishops has a serious impact on the way in which we prepare people for reception of the Sacraments, particularly Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist. Sacrament preparation, celebration and a period of mystagogy comprise the process of Initiation into the Catholic Christian community.  Those being initiated are drawn by the community into the experience and the truth of the saving action of Christ in the world. Initiation is a beginning; it is not the end result of great labor or a reward for accomplishing a set of tasks. The process of initiation is to be one of ongoing formation, mystagogy, which elicits a response on the part of the individual being called by God’s love.

These three sacraments are the beginning of the faith journey and the source of our life as

Christians.  We are signed, clothed and fed; anointed and nourished to proclaim Christ to the world. In a lifelong formational setting, we continue to encounter God and the community in the other sacraments. Ongoing catechesis is needed for these sacraments as well for people to understand them well and to benefit fully. 

D.  Sacraments of Healing

The Lord Jesus Christ, physician of our souls and bodies, who forgave the sins of the paralytic and restored him to bodily health, has willed that his Church continue, in the power of the Holy Spirit, his work of healing and salvation, even among her own members.  This is the purpose of the two sacraments of healing: the sacrament of Penance and the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick.  (CCC 1421)

The sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick is given to us to heal our bodies.  So that the faithful might better appreciate this sacrament and receive it when health is in danger or when age becomes a factor, catechesis is essential for all ages. We have only one body, which is the temple of the Holy Spirit, and that body is in need of healing from time to time.

The sacrament of Penance, commonly known as Reconciliation or Sacrament of Forgiveness, is one of the Healing Sacraments, for the healing of the soul, the spiritual life of the individual.  While the Second Vatican Council retained the title “Sacrament of Penance”, it appropriately described the effect of the sacrament as being that of “Reconciliation (Canon 959).”  Thus, any catechesis for the preparation of receiving the Sacrament of Penance should originate from an understanding of the importance of reconciliation between humanity and God, and humanity and itself, brought about by the saving action of Jesus Christ.  (cf Liturgy, 72)

It is important for all the faithful to understand the continuing importance of Reconciliation in their lives and to avail themselves of it frequently. Ongoing catechesis about this sacrament, along with the example of the person of the catechist, should make obvious to community members of all ages the value of Reconciliation. Opportunities for communal celebration, alongside other family and community members should be encouraged, both within catechetical programs and in parish life.   

E.  Sacraments of Vocation

Two other sacraments, Holy Orders and Matrimony, are directed towards the salvation of others; if they contribute as well to personal salvation, it is through service to others that they do so.  They confer a particular mission in the Church and serve to build up the People of God. (CCC 1534)

Through these sacraments those already consecrated by Baptism and Confirmation for the common priesthood of all the faithful can receive particular consecrations. Those who receive the sacrament of Holy Orders are consecrated in Christ’s name, “to feed the Church by the Word and grace of God.”  On their part, “Christian spouses are fortified and, as it were, consecrated for the duties and dignity of their status by a special sacrament.  (CCC 1535)

Preparation for and understanding of all the sacraments is essential to catechesis. Today, more of an understanding and appreciation for both of these sacraments is needed.  People need to learn to see their vocations as the call of God to which each of has a responsibility to become informed. We need to learn how to look deeply into our lives to listen to what God is asking of us.

Those being catechized for marriage should be encouraged to look for the signs of God’s presence and action in the world and in their lives, through reflection on Scripture, and hearing the stories of how God has acted in the lives of others, so as to learn to recognize the presence of God in their own “story.” It is only through this that people become aware of God’ call and presence. Catechetical leaders should be willing to share their own (appropriate) faith stories in this way, to encourage catechists, parents, and others in the community to do likewise, and to provide opportunities for such growth and sharing in small faith communities and other groups.

F.  Toward Discipleship and Personal Holiness

We know that God makes all things work together for the good of those who have been called according to his decree. ... If God is for us, who can be against us?   (Romans 8: 28, 31b)

To what does God call us?  God calls us to be the best people we can be; to live up to the potential that is given to us; to listen to our heart and the messages of God that are spoken in the silence and the stillness. Each of us is called to personal holiness. In answering that call, we are invited to be the Body of Christ, to look within our hearts to see how we can best respond to the mission to proclaim the Gospel to the whole world.  As we are open and responsive, we carry out the works of peace and justice through the everyday action of our lives.

It is to this purpose that people of all ages are to be continually catechized about Christian morality and prayer, that they may learn to discern the voice of the Holy Spirit, calling them to live a life in more perfect conformity to the Gospel. Catechesis within a local community fortifies the People of God and equips them for a life of holiness in the world. It is the responsibility of the pastoral, catechetical and liturgical staff of a parish to provide people of all ages every opportunity for ongoing growth in discipleship.

The source of our Christian lives is in our baptismal commitment, when we were anointed with the oil of chrism “priest, prophet and king.” What a strong sign and image, to be marked as God's chosen ones! We are charged with the role and responsibility of a priest: one who invites others to pray. We are prophets: so filled with the presence of God that we feel and experience God as we live in solidarity with the poor and oppressed. Finally, we are kings or queens: from the royal line of David, who is leader by power of baptism. Discipleship takes occupations and fills them with God’s grace, transforming them to God’s touch in the ordinary - to ministry - living out the Reign of God in the world.

VI.  PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES  

As Jesus walked along, he saw a man who had been blind from birth .  His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, was it his sin or that of his parents that caused him to be born blind?”  Neither” answered Jesus:  “It was no sin, either of this man or of his parents.  Rather it was to let God’s works show forth in him.”   (John 9:1-3)

Jesus was fully inclusive whenever he dealt with people. In the gospels, he frequently paused along his way to deal directly and sensitively with the person in front of him. Quite often that person had a physical or mental disability – a need for healing. Not only did he meet and heal the man born blind, but those possessed by demons, the woman who was bent over, and many others persons with disabilities were recipients of Jesus’ compassion and care. Consistently, Jesus treated these least ones as full human persons, worthy of dignity and love. As a community of faith, we are called to do no less.

The same Jesus who heard the cry for recognition from the people with disabilities 2000 years ago calls us, his followers, to embrace our responsibility to those with special needs. (U.S. Catholic Bishops’ Pastoral Statement on Persons with Disabilities, 1)

We are called to invite all people to become closer to God. Jesus never turned away anyone who wanted to come to him. Rather, against the usual cultural norms, he sought out those whom society rejected and treated them more humanely than they were treated by most other people of his time.

A recognition and commitment to human dignity is part of the essential outlook and lifestyle that makes us Catholics. It calls us to look at persons of all ages and with all types of special needs not with the eyes of human beings, but with the compassionate eyes of God. Indeed, canon 213 asserts the dignity of all Catholics in the sight of God and their right to full participation in the life of the Church. The United States Catholic Bishops further point out 

In accord with canon 777, no. 4, pastors are responsible to be as inclusive as possible in providing evangelization, catechetical formation, and sacramental preparation for parishioners with disabilities. Persons with disabilities, their advocates and their families, as well as those knowledgeable in serving disabled persons, can make a most valuable contribution to these programs. Parish catechetical and sacramental programs may need to be adapted for some parishioners with disabilities. Further, parishes should encourage persons with disabilities to participate in all levels of pastoral ministry (e.g., as ministers, catechists, etc.)  Guidelines for the Celebration of the Sacraments with Persons with Disabilities (5)
Adaptation of parish catechetical programs to serve persons with special needs makes clear that these persons are just as important as any other. By making them feel welcome and accepted for their unique giftedness, we image in our programs the mercy of God and compassionate acceptance, which communicates to the parish community at large the value of welcoming everyone as Jesus did. When working with persons with special needs, we need to view the person as possessing certain gifts, focus on helping the person discern his/her gifts, and encourage them and help them find opportunities to use these gifts for the good of the community.

What disabled individuals need, first of all, is acceptance in this difference that can neither be denied nor overlooked. No acts of charity or justice can be of lasting value to persons with disabilities unless they are informed by a sincere understanding love that penetrates the wall of strangeness and affirms the common humanity underlying all distinction. Scripture teaches us that  “any other commandment there may be [is] all summed up in this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself (Rom 13:9) In his wisdom, Jesus said, “as yourself.” We must love others from the inside out, so to speak, accepting them for their difference from us in the same way that we accept our difference from them. (US Catholic Bishop’s 1988 Resolution on the Tenth Anniversary of the Pastoral Statement on Persons With Disabilities)

The Bishops noted that parish pastoral staffs are called to proclaim an attitude of joyful inclusion in the life of the parish by developing programs to help people of the parish become more open to those with disabilities:

The creation of a fully accessible parish reaches beyond mere physical accommodation to encompass the attitudes of all parishioners towards persons with disabilities. Pastoral ministers are encouraged to develop specific programs aimed at forming a community of believers known for its joyful inclusion of all God’s people around the table of the Lord.  Guidelines for the Celebration of the Sacraments with Persons with Disabilities (6)

It is important to include persons with disabilities in the full catechetical and sacramental life of the parish community, and to make them feel valued, accepted for their unique gifts and truly welcomed by the community. Not only do such persons of any age or condition have the right to fully accessible catechesis, to sacrament preparation, and to share in the role of catechist, but above all, they have the right to a community that truly welcomes them with love and understanding, like Christ, who accepted those who came to him with special needs with open arms, as our primary model. 
VII. CONCLUSION

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ instruction and the communal life, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.  A reverent fear overtook them all, for many wonders and signs were performed by the apostles.  Those who believed shared all things in common; they would sell their property and goods, dividing everything on the basis of each one’s need.  They went to the temple area together every day, while in their homes, they broke bread.  With exultant and sincere hearts they took their meals in common, praising God and winning the approval of all the people.  Day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.   (Acts 2: 42-47)

Catechesis is ministry in conversation with the Word of God, the Word that is Christ.  Catechesis is foundational ministry, a part of evangelization, which engages us in the mystery of coming to “know” God. Hence, it is fully appropriate that parishes make development of their catechetical ministries an ongoing priority. With a vision of comprehensive parish catechesis as a foundational ministry of parish life, parishes will see themselves as transforming communities drawing people of all ages continually deeper into the experience of Christian discipleship. From both knowledge about and personal encounter with God, we are drawn to love and serve God. Both personally and communally, for minister and participant alike, catechesis ought to be a transformative experience, influencing our entire way of life, inspiring our sanctity and hastening the Kingdom of God.
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