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An Ecclesial Approach
to Catechetical Methodology

Given the context and principles offered in the first two
chapters of this part of the book, I would like to offer some
practical suggestions for methodology that might be useful
for religious educators. I have already noted that there is no
one absolute methodology that must be followed and that,
whatever approach is taken, will have to make ample adapta-
tion for social, cultural, and developmental factors, utilizing
both inductive and deductive approaches.

Nonetheless, the ecclesial approach to catechesis outlined

in this entire book represents something of a shift of emphasis
from what has been more common in American catechesis,
and so I believe it will be helpful to suggest briefly some pos-
sible practical strategies that might be considered by those re-
sponsible for creating catechetical textual materials and pro-
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Recent decades have seen a rediscovery of the Church’s
ancient tradition of contemplative and centering prayer. This
positive development should be exploited by religious educa-
tors to help those they serve to find that “inner room” where
they may really commune with the Father and hear His Word.
Experience has taught us that even young children will re-
spond positively to a call to contemplative prayer. In this step,
inventive catechists will find ways to use appropriate music
and other mood-setting devices to help create an atmosphere
in which participants can “be still and know that I am God”
(RSV Ps 46:10 [11]).

A second aspect of the preparation phase is perhaps even
more challenging. The whole post-Enlightenment culture and
world-view have so focused Western people on their subjec-
tivity — and consequently on their feelings, desires and will
—_ that the first step of authentic catechesis must be to help
people overcome and step out of this self-absorbed environ-
ment and into the bright sunlight of the living and loving God.

This first step, therefore, I believe, must be to call be-
lievers to acknowledge in depth that “none of us lives as his
own master and none of us dies as his own master. For if we
live, we live for the Lord, and if we die, we die for the Lord; so
then, whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s” (Rom 14:7-8).

Overcoming the dominant subjectivity of our culture is a
first step and a great challenge for catechesis. It must be done
gently, not brusquely, realizing that people are on a complex
faith journey in a generally hostile world. Creative catechists
need to explore ways of moving in a program from hospitality
and true welcome of participants to a true orientation of open-
ness and eagerness for God’s Word. As in all the steps sug-
gested here, this “step” may be the work of several sessions,
but I believe it is an indispensable prelude to what follows.

Whatever strategies are adopted in this first step must
always respect the dignity and freedom of participants and avoid
manipulation by the teacher or catechist. Nonetheless, the first
step of authentic catechesis needs to be this preparation in
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which the catechized are called before the living and loving
God to hear His Word with an attitude of humble and gener-
ous receptivity.

Second Step: Proclamation

The new Catechism of the Catholic Church insists in the
Prologue that catechesis involves in a central way “transmis-
sion” of the content of the faith. Accordingly, it seems to me
that, presuming the preparation noted in the first step, the sec-
ond step of catechesis is the proclamation, the announcing of
God’s Word. It is this aspect that from the start gave us the
word catechesis — coming from the Greek word meaning to
reecho, to resound the Word of God.

Primacy in catechetical methodology, therefore, must be
given to the faithful and effective announcement of this Word
as it is expressed in the Scriptures and in the Church’s living
Tradition enunciated by its Magisterium and “authentic Teach-
ers” the Pope and bishops — who have the spiritual guidance
of the Holy Spirit for their exercise of this task.?

This proclamation may interweave deductive and induc-
tive approaches, but the catechist needs to be clear that ulti-
mately the truths being taught are from God, are based on
Revelation, and can only make sense with the inner teaching
of the Holy Spirit.

“Indeed, the word of God is living and effective, sharper
than any two-edged sword, penetrating even between soul and
spirit, joints and marrow, and able to discern reflections and
thoughts of the heart” (Heb 4:12). The second step of
catechesis, which is really the central one, must allow this Word
to fulfill its task as described in Hebrews.

The catechist will always be aware that this Word he or
she proclaims is simultaneously a “Good News” of God’s sav-
ing love and a judgment on the sinfulness of humanity. The
catechist will be faithful to this double aspect of the Word which
he or she proclaims.
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great pluralism and many conflicting ideologies. A proper ex-
planation in catechesis will always help participants to be able
to find “a reason for your hope” (1 Pt 3:15). Our explanation
will help present the credibility of the Christian faith and mes-
sage as well as their special relevance to our times.

The role of memory, as mentioned in the previous chap-
ter, should not be underestimated or neglected in this process.
An explanation can very usefully include key sentences and
phrases for commitment to memory. This helps deepen the
assimilation process and can be a help in providing the words
for future conversation on faith topics. The lack of a common
religious vocabulary among Catholic students of the past two
decades is a significant ecclesial and catechetical problem,
which needs to be remedied by including memory exercises in
this third step. Catechetical texts should include key words
and a glossary of terms to assist the catechist in this task.

Explanation, however, will at its best transcend the merely
intellectual and exploit the religious imagination, engaging both
right- and left-lobe brain operations. The power of image, story,
and symbol to help the Word have its fullest impact on the
believer must never be underestimated. Jesus’ own example in
his rich use of parable and story should be the inspiration for
the catechist in designing creative explanations of the Word.

Fourth Step: Application

Knowledge is to enhance life, and in the Christian view
religious knowledge is not intended to be sterile but to lead to
transformation of the individual and society. However, as Pope
John Paul II points out in Catechesi Tradendae, “Firm and
well-thought-out convictions lead to courageous and upright
action.” So the step of application of the content of faith pre-
sumes, in my judgment, the full implementation of the prior
three steps.

In biblical and ecclesial terms, what is hoped for as a
result of catechesis is a life of “witness” and “service.” In the
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fourth step of catechesis, as I envision it, the focus is on hav- |
ing the truth and knowledge acquired in the prior steps now
bear fruit. This involves a deeper level of conversion in the
person being catechized and a commitment to expressing this
conversion in his or her lifestyle.

The concept of “witness” is deeply rooted in early Chris-
tian experience and writing, always linked to the work of the
Holy Spirit in us. Jesus promised His followers: “You will re-
ceive power when the holy Spirit comes upon you, and you
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

This fourth step of catechesis is intended to facilitate a
response to the call to be a witness for the Person of Jesus as
the world’s only Savior and to His way of life. This is not al-
ways easy in a culture in which there has been a great
privatization of religion. People are reluctant to give public
testimony to their religious beliefs, and yet this is an essential
part of the vocation of the baptized person, who shares in
Christ’s priestly and prophetic mission. .

Despite the widespread implementation of the Rite of
Christian Initiation of Adults, the overall number of converts
to Catholicism has greatly decreased in the United States, while
the number of unchurched has greatly increased. Catechists
must see it as part of their task to help believers recapture their
essential missionary vocation.

The concept of “witness” has renewed relevance in our
day, as Pope Paul VI so trenchantly pointed out in his letter on
Evangelization: “Modern man listens more willingly to wit-
nesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is
because they are witnesses.”® The catechist must encourage
and equip those served to bring to their brothers and sisters
the life-transforming Good News of Jesus Christ.

“Service” is the other aspect of this fourth step of appli-
cation. The Gospel image of Jesus washing the feet of His
disciples sets the tone for Christian living: “If I washed your
feet — / I who am Teacher and Lord — / then you must wash

145



6t1

40y pue odrel] :00s1ouBI ueg) uoyvonpy w:omww%
upsidy7) AWO0IH “H SeWo L, £q 3o0q [enuanjul 3y} 39§ "L

"y ou
“puptguny 1]23uUpaz UOUEHIOYXH orjoysody ‘TA Ined adod 9
‘7z -ou n.ﬁo Qo G

"(L861 ‘moY pue

Jodiey] :00S1OUERL] UeS) SUIov2] Jfo £3oj02y ] 211 ut Apssyq
uy ‘uoyUISDUJ sno131jay puv Sutyona ‘srrre BUBIN 998 ¥
*(€ "OU ‘aDpudPDA] 153Y2218]) "¢

‘gz ou
“unnyuaL) uawn Yoy Sy} uo yonmnsuo) I UedneA 7
‘07 PUE 61 "SOU ‘2DpudpvA] 153YI2I0)) CEINE |

SION

JoIny[Nno SIJTJUSIOS pue
[enustiadxe UE U PISISUIUI SJUSPTIS JO UOIBYISaY pue WsIo
-ndaxs ayi ym 1e3p nok op moH -(3streyong ‘Aputiy, ‘uoneu
-1eouy ©-§9) UOSEAI UBWINY PIpIEUn JO somod o) puokaq symnn
S[eaAR )] Teinyeuradus st Jurepoold om KioshAw, 9yl ¥
4 UOSS3] [EONOYD3IED € FULIMONAS Ul ooue]
-s1p pue aoeds Ajoy siy} 2yeald O} A1 nok pnom MOy pasod
-xa Apjueisuoo ale Adyj YoTyM 03 1[nuhs [eWIalXa JO uorepun
-uI SYURL 8Y) WO} 2DUAYLS PUe AJUBISIP OATEOI0 SWIOS (SPUI
pue s3183Y §,juspngs ut 20eds,, aWOS PajesId 3q 0} Spas a1y}
‘roydey)) sty ul padin sISAYIAED poseq-uone]aAY JO puny oy}
ur pon) o piom 91} 03 aandasar pue uado oq Ann oL, '€
juossa] ojdures e Ul Yoed ayezodiodour
noA pjnom moH (AUM (1ay01d noA op yoeoxdde yorym (081
(IO 995) SISAYIIYED UL PO 2ATINPID,, oy} pue  SALONPUL,
oy} U99MmIaq SOULISJIP Iy pueisIopun nok op MmoH ‘T
(suonjejussald sse[d Aw ur ey oy ur K308
-epad Jo a1nsEAY,, §,YDINYD) SYHJO SHUIUIS[2 snowrea asay) yesod
-100ut 0} 13 ] Op MOH "(SSOID JO SUOHEIS ‘K1eSOY] “3'9) spuLy

81

JUSIJJIP JO SISIDIAX3 feryuuds ‘s1oke1d ‘suorjoasp Sunsasans
pue }STY09}Ed JY} JO SSAWIM [euosiad oY) pue SyULes JO ssou
-Im 9 Suruonuour ey ayy ut £308epad Jo ainseaxn S[qet
-edwoout,, s,ya10y) Y3 JO syeads (1%1 ou) DAO YL 1

suonsan{y uoIssnIsiq

-301A10S PUE SSIUIM UENSLIYD oIy JO 31 B SA1] 03 WA}
a]qeUs pue WAy} UM SA0] pue o] S,poD JO 1amod ay3 03 dn
s1aAa1]eq uado T[im drysuonear 1ofe1d & yong 's}0jy9 1o JO
100132 WIa3-3U0] JueoyTudIs JSOUr oY} 3q [[3M Keul S1Y) ‘9AIS
om 90T} 103 [[3Mm ST} OP 3 3 JSISaYDa)ed UL [e08 awnin
1mo st s, — (86ST ‘ou) poo YNMm . diysuone[al,, e 12150f 03
s1 104e1d 3O asodind oy 1By} soziseydwe wis1yo210) YL

-K3ojopoyota
[eonaYdajed Ino ut uoIRIQI[3d pUB ‘gone[dwajuod ‘1ake1d yo
doys gL STy} 03 SAT3 03 I pINoM 1 souejzodut aU3 03 y1oddns
9AI 0} STdS — 1ofe1d uensuy) — WAUWI3 jofewr YInoJ ©
apod pue }nd P22 Jo 2INIOTLIS [E0NAY09YED [BUONIPEN AU} 0}
sppe yo4nyD) 21oyIv) 4! Jo wistyoap)) U3 JeU 1983 34 L
-udg AJoH pue
‘uog ‘1oyyey — Fuikouinof are AU} 29BIQUID 9SOYM OFUT 3A0]
JO VOTUNWILIOD [BUIAND JeTl 0} epryeId JulA0f JO uoissaidxo
e 03 syuedronyred oy ostel Pinoys 3] JeI01ARY2q PUE “OATIOYJE
‘aanrudoo — 89S PInOYS S18909380 YoIyMm asuodsal 1830} JO
pup| ot} eyIoe] I 7y} Ajun e UoIssas S an1g pue sdais
oy 19Yjo 9y} 1oyye03 utiq p[noys ‘gatp ‘dors Yyy1J ouL
“qures ey 0}
ayerzdoidde joquAs auI0S UO poIouad 104e1d & pue ‘uonISJal
juapts ‘sSunum sjutes o woyy ofessed € Jo Jurpeal :2A0QR
pouIpno 2Ionns ) Furmo[[oy sdetiad — peye1qa[ed pue
pajou aq piroys i “U01SS3S € 0) K1eyenzdordde pajoautios 2 ued
Jures jey) Jo 1529} 94131 -0SS2OISJUT PUE JUSWIOFRIN0IUS ‘fopout
© 9q 0} ST oYM JUTES paziu30031 € 11J8 powied fjqewnsaid a1e
swrerdoxd mo ut syuedionyed oy Jo SO ‘sjures oy} Jo s1sedy
oY) 2A195Q0 03 ST uoneIqa[ed 10} Ayungroddo YUY

:
i
1
£
b
]
:
3
4
h
b
»
%
i
*1.
3




S e A B LA W

By O I

s

AT e Tan

one another’s feet. / What I just did was to give you an €x-
ample: / as I have done, so you must do” (Jn ﬂu..g-ﬁv.. The
Lord has made just such service the criterion for our ultimate
judgment (see Mt 25:31 ff). . .
Inculcating “service” in our modern society will be a
countercultural challenge. It will mean challenging a consumer
society that even creates artificial needs while o&ﬂ human
brothers and sisters lack essentials. As the Catholic commu-
nity moves into upper levels of education, affluence, and in-
fluence, this part of catechesis becomes even more demand-
ing. .
Much has been written in the past decade about praxis-
oriented religious education” This approach has been a cow-
eficial corrective to a too-abstract view of catechetics that did
not adequately make the missing link with life and woao.s. 7@
reflections on this step are intended to contribute to ﬁEm.Em-
cussion by suggesting that our primary source for mEm direc-
tion might be found less in sociology or political science E”“S
in a recapturing of our own deepest scriptural and ooo_.mmE_
roots. This is the reason that I prefer the scriptural terminol-

ogy about “witness” and “service.”

Fifth Step: Celebration

If the catechetical process begins, as 1 have suggested, in
prayerful attentiveness and openness to the &\oa. of Qo&.v I
believe that it must also end in prayerful gratitude and praise
to God. L

The Eucharist is the summit and source of Christian life.
Ttis the celebration “par excellence,” but at its core it is thanks-
giving — which the Greek word Eucharist means. So we say,
“Let us give thanks to the Lord, our God” at the heart of every
Mass. o . )

This attitude of thanksgiving and praise is paradigmatic
for all of Christian life. We look at the “wonderful things”
God has done in the Creation and Redemption and are sponta-
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part and the climax of a catechetical process and methodology
that is deeply rooted in the Church’s own faith and self-under-
standing.

Again, creative catechists will find effective ways to ex-
ecute this fifth step in an inspiring way. The usual three mo-
ments of liturgical celebration might give a basic framework:
proclamation of the Word, silent reflection, common response.
Connected, therefore, to the theme of-the particular topic be-
ing taught, a Scripture passage might be chosen and pro-
claimed; a period of silent reflection might follow; and then in
common prayer or song, a response might be expressed. Such
a framework also becomes an implicit teaching vehicle in it-
self to demonstrate to participants one way to structure their
own prayer life.

The use of symbols can be a powerful strategy in this
final step of celebration. In 1992, I was part of a large throng
in St. Peter’s Square, Rome, for the combined Palm Sunday
and World Youth Day Liturgy. After the moving readings and
rites of the day, the Holy Father announced the site for the
1992 World Youth Day in Denver, Colorado. As he then stood
before the altar, a group of young people from Poland, site of
the last Youth Day, came across the square carrying a large
wooden cross. From the opposite direction came a group of
young people from the United States, and before the Pope the
large cross was passed from one group to the other. This very
central symbol about the following of Christ, and of the unity
of these young people in the one body of Christ, was deeply
moving to the whole immense congregation.

The cross should be one of the major symbols we use in
catechetical celebrations: “May I never boast except in the cross
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal 6:14). Yet, I have noted how
rarely catechetical texts suggest its use; there is much utiliza-
tion of water, flowers, rocks, candles, etc., but great
underutilization of the chief countercultural symbol of Chris-
tianity — the Cross!
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