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What is the Church’s vision for Catechesis?

The Church understands Catechesis as an integral element in Evangelisation.   

“Evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. She exists in order to evangelize”. (Evangelii Nuntiandi, On Evangelisation in the Modern World, Paul VI, 1975, 14)

The Church’s call to evangelisation is her response to the Great Commission, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you”. (Matthew 28:19). 

Catholic Evangelisation means proclaiming the basic message Christ (the kerygma), the conversion of people to believe in Jesus Christ, catechesis in the faith, sacramental initiation and incorporation into the Church.

Catholic Catechesis , an element of evangelisation, is an orderly and systematic instruction in the Christian faith, in accordance with the magisterium of the Church, leading to the fullness and maturity of Christian life.

Pope Paul VI laid stress on the integrity of the content of catechesis, “We also insisted on the grave responsibility incumbent upon us, but which we share with our Brothers in the Episcopate, of preserving unaltered the content of the Catholic faith which the Lord entrusted to the apostles. While being translated into all expressions, this content must be neither impaired nor mutilated. … it must remain the content of the Catholic faith just exactly as the ecclesial magisterium has received it and transmits it”. (Evangelii Nuntiandi  65).

Canon Law affirms that the first function of every bishop is to teach the Faith, along with his other key functions of sanctifying and governing - CIC 375, 386, 756. (These three functions express the call of all Christians to share in the ministry of Jesus as prophet, priest, and king). Likewise teaching of the Faith is the first responsibility of priests - CIC 519, 757 - who share in the bishop’s threefold office of teaching, sanctifying and governing. The laity are also called on to spread the good news of the Gospel - CIC 759.  

The Church’s Aims for Catechesis could be summarized as to:

· be an integral part of the Church’s mission to evangelise and make disciples of all peoples, safeguarding and handing on the deposit of faith,

· help people believe that Jesus Christ is the only Son God, professing faith in the one God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit,

· educate and instruct in Christian doctrine in an organic and systematic way, safeguarding the integrity of the message and avoiding any partial or distorted presentation,

· thereby bring people to true conversion and the fullness of Christian life, which gives courageous witness to faith in Jesus Christ,

· and help to build up the Body of Christ.

Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1992. 4,5.





Congregation for the Clergy: General Directory for Catechesis, 1997, 23,26,39,80,82,111.

Pope John Paul II, Catechesi Tradendae: On Catechesis in Our Time, 1979.1,5,6,18,30,49.   

Vatican II Declaration on Christian Education: Gravissimum Educationis, 1-4. 
Catholic catechesis pre-Vatican II

At primary school level, doctrine was taught using a small catechism containing the basic doctrines of the Church in a simple question and answer format. The most popular Irish version was known as The Penny Catechism; in the USA the most popular version was the Baltimore Catechism. There was a big emphasis on memorisation of all the answers in the catechism. The catechism was generally supplemented by Bible Stories, Lives of the Saints, and sacramental preparation for Confession, Holy Communion and Confirmation. 

At secondary level there was a programme of Scripture, Church History, Liturgy, and Apologetics (explanation and defence of the Faith). Adult catechesis came through the sermon at mass, retreats, missions, sodalities, and celebrations of major feastdays.

Catechesis played an important role in the Church’s missionary activities; in some mission territories more than others. One of the most successful missionary endeavours of the 20th century was among the Ibo people of south-eastern Nigeria, led by Bishop Joseph Shanahan CSSp. Key elements in Shanahan’s evangelisation strategy were the training of lay catechists who went out into the villages, and the establishment of Catholic schools. Among the huge numbers of young Ibos who came to the Faith through the schools was one lad, now internationally famous as Francis Cardinal Arinze.

The standard reference for pre-Vatican II catechesis was the Catechism of the Council of Trent, 1566, also known as The Roman Catechism. Pre-Vatican II catechetics was highly successful by any reasonable measure, but like all other aspects of Church life, needed renewal in response to the great movement of the Holy Spirit in the Church through the Second Vatican Council.

Post-Vatican II high hopes run into problems 

Throughout her history the Church has always sought to present the unfathomable mysteries of God in a manner best adapted to successive generations. Pope John XXIII entrusted the Second Vatican Council with the task to guard the precious deposit of Christian doctrine and present it better so as to make it more accessible to all. 

Pope Paul VI described Vatican II as the great catechism of modern times. Some bishops at the Council called for a “Catechism of Vatican II”, to succeed the 400 year-old Catechism of Trent. The Council decided instead for a “directory for the catechetical instruction of the Christian people, dealing with fundamental principles, organisation, and preparation of relevant books”, (Decree on Bishops, 1965). 
After Vatican II optimism ran high about renewal in the Church, the field of catechesis being no exception. There was considerable enthusiasm for a movement in catechesis which had started before the Council, known as the ‘Kerygmatic Movement’, because of its emphasis on proclamation of the Good News and conversion of heart, in addition to ‘head knowledge’ of the Faith.

However, soon after the Council problem signs appeared, with the integrity of the faith being undermined by false ideas, all in the name of renewal in the ‘spirit of Vatican II’. Pope Paul VI found it necessary in 1967 to warn of, “New opinions in exegesis and theology, often borrowed from bold but blind secular philosophies, that have in places found a way into Catholic teaching”. In 1968 Paul VI issued the Credo of the People of God, which was a restatement of the great Creed of Nicea, “with some developments called for by the spiritual condition of our time” (i.e. to state more explicitly the Church’s teaching in areas where errors were prevalent).
Pope Paul’s efforts were not too successful in the field of catechetics. The Kerymatic Movement faded out, and a new international catechetical movement gained influence through the 60s, & into 70s. The new movement in favoured a catechesis based on human experience as the way to discover God, with a focus on human betterment in this world to the neglect of the eternal perspective, and an openness to dissenting theological views. (These developments internationally in Catholic catechesis are well described in Catechisms and Controversies – by Monsignor Michael J. Wrenn, published by Ignatius Press). 
An ominous landmark was the publication in 1966 of A New Catechism for Adults (known as the ‘Dutch Catechism’), which raised significant disquiet. Pope Paul VI appointed a Commission of Cardinals to study the ‘Dutch Catechism’. The Commission commended originality, but listed ten doctrinal areas that needed correction. Some subsequent editions of the ‘Dutch Catechism’ included the corrections as an appendix, but the main text was never corrected. The ‘Dutch Catechism’ proved very influential; the doctrinal problems identified by Paul VI’s Commission persist in many catechisms to this day, with a secularizing of catechesis and/or the replacement of authentic Christianity with spiritualities that harmonise better with secular thinking.

The Church’s follow-through to Vatican II

The call of Vatican II for a directory for catechesis was realized in 1971 when Paul VI approved and promulgated the General Catechetical Directory. This was followed in 1975 by Evangelii Nundtiandi, ‘On Evangelisation in the Modern World’, and in 1979 by Catechesi Tradendae, ‘On Catechesis in Our Time’. 

In spite of these excellent documents problems persisted in Catholic catechesis; by the early 80s many bishops had concluded that there was indeed a need for a ‘Catechism of Vatican II’. The 1985 assembly of the Synod of Bishops called for the composition of a catechism or compendium of Catholic doctrine concerning faith and morals. Pope John Paul II took up this call, culminating in the publication in 1992 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), as a sure and authentic reference text for teaching Catholic doctrine and for preparing local catechisms. The CCC is also offered to all the faithful who wish to deepen their knowledge of the unfathomable riches of salvation, and to all who want to know what the Catholic Church believes.

Many other superb Church documents have been published, dealing directly or indirectly with catechesis. In 1997 the Vatican Congregation for the Clergy published the General Directory for Catechesis (GDC), which is a comprehensive revision and updating of the 1971 General Catechetical Directory. The GDC provides guidelines and advice on catechetics, acting as a point of reference for content, pedagogy (teaching strategy) and methodology. The Church emphasizes that catechesis is for not just for the young or new converts; adult catechesis is normative and life-long.

Catholics are particularly fortunate at the beginning of the Third Christian Millennium in having a comprehensive, inspiring and authoritative range of documents setting out the Church’s vision for catechesis, covering aims, content, methodology and strategy. The following are a selection of relevant Church documents: 

Documents of the Second Vatican Council, 1963-1965, especially: 

· Lumen Gentium, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church 

· Dei Verbum, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation 
· Gaudium et Spes, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World  
· Ad Gentes, Decree on Church’s Missionary Activity 
· Gravissimum Educationis,  Declaration on Religious Education

Pope Paul VI, Credo of the People of God, 1968

*Congregation for the Clergy, General Catechetical Directory, 1971

Congregation for Divine Worship, Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, 1972

*Pope Paul VI,  Evangelii Nuntiandi: On Evangelisation in the Modern World, 1975

Congregation for Catholic Education, The Catholic School, 1977

*Pope John Paul II, Catechesi Tradendae: On Catechesis in Our Time, 1979

Congregation for Catholic Education, Lay Catholics in Schools, 1982

Congregation for Catholic Education, Educational Guidance in Human Love, 1983

Code of Canon Law, 1983

Pope John Paul II, Christifideles Laici, 1987
Congregation for Catholic Education, Religious Education in Catholic School, 1988

Pope John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio, On Church’s Missionary Mandate, 1990

*Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1992 (revised 1999)





Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor: Questions of Church’s Moral Teaching, 1993

Pontifical Biblical Commission, Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, 1993

Congregation for Evangelisation of Peoples, Guide for Catechists, 1993

Pontifical Council for the Family, Truth & Meaning of Human Sexuality, 1995

*Congregation for the Clergy, General Directory for Catechesis, 1997

Congregation for Catholic Education, Catholic School on Threshold of 3rd Millennium, 1997

Pope John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, Faith and Reason, 1998

Congregation for Catholic Education, Consecrated Persons in Schools, 2002


*  Items of special relevance to catechesis

These documents are readily accessible on the internet or in bookshops. The situation on availability of source material for catechesis has probably never been better in the history of the Church. Three documents of special importance for Catholic catechesis today are: 

· The Catechism of the Catholic Church, for the content of the faith (the what).
· The General Directory for Catechesis, for norms and criteria on presentation of catechesis (the who, why, how, where, when).
· Sacred Scripture, which along with Sacred Tradition, transmits Divine Revelation, which is foundational for all catechesis

In order to safeguard faith and morals, the Church has established official approval procedures in the Code of Canon Law 1983 for catechetical and other religious texts. The procedures normally operate at diocesan level, and are clearly set out in CIC 823, 824, 827, 829, 830. Catechisms produced by a National Episcopal Conference require prior approval from the Holy See, CIC 775#2.  

Method is a key issue in catechesis. The GDC uses the terms ‘pedagogy’ for teaching strategy and approach, and ‘method’ for particular teaching techniques. The GDC insists that Catholic catechesis must look to the ‘pedagogy of God’, but says that it does not favour any particular ‘method’. In popular parlance, the term ‘method’ often means what GDC calls ‘pedagogy’, so there is more than a little confusion surrounding the issue of ‘method’.

The two main ways of learning are instruction and experience; both are essential, but the relative contribution of each depends on what is being taught and to whom. Catholic catechesis recognises a divinely revealed deposit of faith, to be taught and learned; experience can lead to a deeper understanding of the truths of faith and learning how to live in Christ. A secularised ‘Christianity’ (often with theist / pantheistic tendencies) diminishes or rejects a ‘deposit of faith’ and tends to favour personal experience as the way to find ‘God’ and ‘faith’.  

But problems persist

While putting forward good material, the Church has generally avoided public correction of specific catechetical errors (with some notable exceptions, such as the ‘Dutch Catechism’ in 1966 as noted above, and US catechisms in 1997 and 2003, see below). While praising positive developments, the Church has also expressed cautions in general terms, mainly concerning integrity of the content of faith, as these quotations illustrate:

Numerous very successful works have been produced and are a real treasure in the service of catechetical instruction. But it must be humbly and honestly recognized that this rich flowering has brought with it articles and publications which are ambiguous and harmful to young people and to the life of the Church. …. catechetical works which bewilder the young and even adults, either by deliberately or unconsciously omitting elements essential to the Church's faith, or by attributing excessive importance to certain themes at the expense of others, or, chiefly, by a rather horizontalist overall view out of keeping with the teaching of the Church's magisterium. (Pope John Paul II, Catechesi Tradendae, On Catechesis in Our Time, 1979, 49). 

The course of catechesis during this same period [1965-97] has been characterized everywhere by generous dedication, worthy initiatives and by positive results for the education and growth in the faith of children, young people and adults. At the same time, however, there have been crises, doctrinal inadequacies, influences from the evolution of global culture and ecclesial questions derived from outside the field of catechesis which have often impoverished its quality. (Vatican Congregation for the Clergy, General Directory for Catechesis, 1996, 2).

The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops set up a Standing Committee on Catechesis to review catechetical texts for conformity with the Catechism of the Catholic Church. The Committee published Progress Reports in 1997 and 2003, which listed widespread and serious doctrinal deficiencies, which were strikingly similar to those identified thirty years earlier in the ‘Dutch Catechism’.

The following list summarises the areas in which doctrinal deficiencies were identified in the ‘Dutch Catechism’ in 1966 and in US catechisms in 1997 & 2003:  

The Blessed Trinity & divine nature of the Persons of the Trinity. 

Trinitarian structure of Church’s beliefs / teachings

 Christ’s divinity (implication that Jesus is different from or even less than God).

Redemption from sin through Christ’s death. 

The Holy Spirit (treatment either missing or flawed). 

Distinctly Christian anthropology (the nature, origin and destiny of human beings).

God’s creation of human soul, and creation of angels. 

The Fall, Original Sin and sin in general.  

Perpetual virginity of Mary, Mother of God. 

Truth of Church’s teaching of doctrines of faith.

Special character of the ministerial priesthood; authority of pope and bishops to teach and rule. 

Relativistic re Church and faith (one religion or church as good as another). 

The sacraments, (esp. priesthood, Eucharist, Confession, Marriage, Anointing of Sick). 

Mass as both sacrifice and banquet. 

Real Eucharistic Presence via transubstantiation.

God’s initiative in the world, & transforming effects of grace (with overemphasis on human action).

Christian moral life (esp. moral teachings of Church, morality not simply matter of personal choice, relationship between moral life and eternal destiny).

Sacred Scriptures (with implication that they are to large degree merely human texts). 

Eschatology – the last things; souls in Purgatory, Second Coming & general resurrection.

Have international developments impacted on Irish Catechesis?

Huge changes in Irish Catholic school catechetics have taken place in the post-Vatican II era. A new primary school programme, the Children of God series, was introduced in the mid 70s, and was revised  (‘re-presented’) in the early 80s. Starting in 1996, one year a time, the Alive-O programme has been introduced to the primary schools, replacing the Children of God series. The final book in the Alive-O programme, Book 8 for 6th Class, was introduced in September 2004. 

At secondary level the 70s saw the elimination of the earlier comprehensive RE programme, and its replacement with unstructured class discussions on topics of the day. Each school handled RE as best it saw fit; it appears practices varied greatly, but data is lacking on what was happening. Recently the State has introduced religious education as an examination subject in Junior and Leaving Certificates.

Opinion in Ireland is sharply divided on the catechetical changes since the 70s. The ‘official’ view is that all the changes are excellent and flawless, and a great advance over pre-Vatican II catechesis, which was in many ways deficient and/or defective. An alternative view is that Irish catechetics has largely copied the bad international trends, and has implemented catechetics which are not in conformance with the teaching of the Catholic Church. The official view is not supported by experience. The generation that received the pre-Vatican II catechesis are mostly still practicing the Faith, whereas the ‘new catechetics’ have largely failed in handing on Catholic Faith to an entire generation. 

Many people would agree with the observations of Fr Peter McVerry SJ at the ‘Reimagining the Catholic School’  Conference in March 2002,  “When I look at the last forty years of Catholic education in Ireland, I am led to the conclusion that Catholic education has completely failed. ……..are we forming young people who are committed Catholics? Well, clearly in Ireland today we are not. First Communion could be renamed not quite Last Communion but Second Last Communion because there is one more day in church and that is Confirmation. ….Yes children, welcome to adulthood”.

It is perhaps not surprising that this sorry state of affairs is similar to international trends; the General Directory for Catechesis, 181, referring to the developed world in general in 1997, states, “Very often at this time the pre-adolescent, in receiving the sacrament of Confirmation, formally concludes the process of Christian initiation but from that moment virtually abandons the practice of the faith”. 

My research into the Irish primary school catechesis 

I am currently undertaking a PhD in theology at St Patrick’s College, Pontifical University, Maynooth. My area of research is the catechetics programme in the Irish primary schools, the Alive-O programme. I have studied the first four years of the programme in detail, Books 1-4, which were introduced one year at a time from 1996 to 1999. There was a year’s break in 2000 and some changes were made in personnel responsible for the programme. Books 5-8 were then introduced from 2001 to 2004. 

The Alive-O programme is very attractively and professionally presented. It makes extensive and imaginative use of a comprehensive range of teaching resources: illustrations, stories, songs, videos, poems, games, discussion sessions, drama and activities. Alive-O was first published in 1996, two years after the publication of the English-language edition of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC). Therefore, the expected reason for the Alive-O’s replacing of the Children of God series would have been to ensure perfect harmony with the CCC, as required by the Church (GDC 284). However, the Alive-O programme makes no claim to be in conformance with the CCC, and projects itself strongly as “Alive-O”, rather than as Catholic catechesis. 

I have studied Alive-O books 1-4 in detail and found to diverge substantially from the teaching of the Church; they suffer from the deficiencies in the Dutch and US catechisms noted above, plus some more. The deficiencies arise mostly through omission of important elements of Catholic faith. Some omissions are complete; others proportionate, that is, given so little attention as to convey an imbalanced or distorted picture of key truths of the Faith. Omissions of their nature are difficult to detect, which is made more difficult still because of the huge volume of material in the Alive-O Teachers’ Books and the absence of an index.

I have studied some aspects of Books 5-8, but have not yet analysed them fully in detail; a preliminary analysis shows much improvement, but some elements are still not satisfactory (e.g. teaching on angels and demons, teaching the Ten Commandments, some elements of Confirmation, Holy Orders).

Alive-O Books 1-4: The following are the principal shortcomings found in Alive-O Books 1-4 in comparison with the Catholic Church’s vision for catechesis:

Aims and Sources

1.    Aims at variance with the Church’s aims for catechesis, more expressive of theist spirituality.

2. Understanding of the nature of faith is more theist than Christian.

3. Deficient treatment of Divine Revelation - Scripture treated as freely changeable, Tradition largely ignored and the key role of Church’s Magisterium omitted.

Profession of Faith

4. Different understanding of the Blessed Trinity - the foundational truth of the Christian faith.

5. Deficient and confusing teaching on God the Father

6. Treatment of Jesus Christ as special human being, with no clear teaching that Jesus is our God and Saviour.  

7. Confusing teaching on the Holy Spirit, more as a presence of God than separate Divine Person.

8. Absence of clear Christian teaching on creation, but instead an approach which is more reflective of a pantheistic spirituality. 

9. Minimal and deficient treatment of angels; nothing on fallen angels, Satan and the demons. 

10. Deficient teaching on creation of the human person.  Absence of teaching on the immortal soul, the Fall, Original Sin, and the need of the human race for redemption and a saviour. (a true Christian anthropology).

11. Inadequate presentation on Mary, consequent on deficient teaching on Jesus.

12. Minimal teaching on the Catholic Church.

13. Deficient treatment of the last things; heaven, purgatory, hell, last judgment, eternal life (Christian eschatology).

Liturgy and the Sacraments

14. Inadequate presentation on liturgy and sacraments in general, the grace particular to each sacrament, and the sacramental role of the ordained priest.

15. A secularized understanding of Baptism, as entry rite to a human community.

16. Teaching on the Sacrament of Reconciliation so inadequate as to give children no reason for repeating the sacrament after First Confession.

17. Deficient and confusing presentation of the Eucharist, in particular relating to the Real Presence, and the Mass as Christ’s redeeming sacrifice. 

Life in Christ / Christian Morality

18. Alive-O favours secular theories of moral development, in preference to the Christian vision for the moral life.

19. Alive-O sets aside the moral law and Commandments, which are gifted to us by God for our guidance. Instead Alive-O follows a humanist approach of facilitating the children to choose their own moral principles. 

Christian Prayer

20. Alive-O’s treatment of prayer fails to bring out the meaning and significance of Christian prayer, and seeks to incorporate a pantheistic (New Age) spirituality.

21. Alive-O fails to teach the meaning of the great formal prayers of the Church, in particular, the Our Father, which is the fundamental Christian prayer.

Pedagogy & Methodology

22. Alive-O’s pedagogy is a secularised theistic approach, which sees human experience as the way to ‘God’, rather than the pedagogy of God, as taught by the Catholic Church.  

23. Alive-O’s teaching methodologies are comprehensive, attractive and imaginative, immersing the children in a powerful learning environment, which is unique and different to the Church, and which has the capacity to form children in Alive-O’s own particular spirituality.  
24. Alive-O gives teachers a significant amount of instructional material, which is not faithful to Church teaching.

25. Inadequate memorisation of the key elements of the Catholic faith and absence of assessment of pupil learning.

26. Imbalance in the respective roles of home, school and parish, giving almost total control to the school, marginalising the parish and undermining parents.

27. The Church’s official approval procedures are not being followed, so there is no effective control or accountability over the programme.

There are currently plans by the Bishops’ Commission on Catechetics to replace the Alive-O programme. This offers a wonderful opportunity to introduce authentic Catholic catechesis to the primary schools. However, there are worrying signs of highly-placed influences that would replace Alive-O with something even worse – an ill-defined ‘religious education’ in which all religions have equal value (with ‘religion’ understood so broadly as to embrace any value-system, not necessarily belief in anything supernatural). 

Catechesis for Youth

The standard of reference for content is the Catechism of the Catholic Church The General Directory for Catechesis gives very sound norms, criteria and guidelines The Bible is an indispensable source for catechesis.

The CCC may look rather daunting, but it is quite readable, and can be used directly section by section by a teacher is presenting aspects of the faith. Summaries of the CCC have been published: A Concise Catholic Catechism, by Michael Shaughnessy SW, published by Burns & Oates; The Faith of the Catholic Church, edited by Bishop David Konstant, published by the Catholic Truth Society. Both these summaries have the proper official approvals – the Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur. 

It is good to be creative in methodologies for youth. Drama, artwork, and music are very powerful tools, while humour should not be neglected. Discussion has an important place in helping to appropriate teachings that have been given.

Issues of Faith and Morals. Author: Archbishop George Pell (Melbourne). Publisher: Ignatius Press.  Covers many contemporary topical issues of interest to young people. 

The Maryvale Institute, Birmingham, publishes an excellent quarterly catechetics magazine for home, school, and parish, called ‘The Sower’.

©    Éanna Johnson, 2005
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