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It is :more 1mpo:tant to know God “than to know about #
Gad. Surely the Cure of Ars and Joan of Arc dre'proof

. enogérgli of that. And yet--very wrongly, I believe—we tell

i -youngsters all about God. for 12 .

years and very rarely show ways -
the: youngsters can .meet this
- elusive and, to them, most?
academic “subject.” i
l -

Then we assume, sinde the
“subject” has been explained so
often, that the youngsters un-:
-.f . derstand it, accept it and (becanse
| it was memorized) will remeinber *
_it. Such- enviable naivete flies,
du'ectly in the face of every -
 teacher’s experience. Moreover,
what adult can still rattle off the
seven gifts of the.Holy Ghost, or .
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i
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the cardinal sins or any other-

(catechism answers after tHe first two or -three? Nor did *

‘memorizing the catechism seem to daunt Adolf Hitler or
James Joyce or Dutch Schultz. What kept us'in the ‘Church .

-~ was not catechlsm answers, it was felt faith and hope and

love and need.

Nonetheless, 'we are intelligent human - beings and
rational probing of the data of our faith carries experience °
of God into the realms of understanding and fulfills our
purpose as images of| the All-Knowing Father. However; -
there are three different aspects of learning peculiar, to
‘religious educanon- (1) khowledge of the facts (cognition),
what can be called lacademic theology, which can be
formally” tested and graded just’like any otheér academic
course — it is not whiat you believe but what you know,l(Z)
individual acceptdnce! of the facts’as tru[y :meaningfig in
one’s own life (realization), what can beé-called personal
belief, which can be elicited and assessed but not formally
tested by exams;-(3) adtual incorporation of those facts into
one’s personal life (transformation), what can be-called
religious conversion; perhaps - observable but tately’
verbalized adequately ;and surely ungradable.

The job of religious educators--teachers, pastors" and ~
parents—is hopefully 'to lead their children- ‘through not
merely the first but all three stages in regard to the core of
the Christian Message: How? There are two qdite different
approaches to that triple task. In the first strategy, the
child’s immediate questions, and receptivities .dictate the
hatter; in the second s’trategy,ufhe Message:is primary-and,
although the teacher tries to relateVit:to the.child’ s needs
knowledge of the Message ce{nes ﬁrs&"

s

The first strategysl strength lles in it§ lmmedxacy of
relevance; its weakness'is that it sometimes fails;to open up -
the student to a wider horizon than thesone he has-- which
is precisely what “conversion” -means. The second
strategy’s strength lies. in .its clarity and its complete
coverage of religious topics; its weakness is that children -

"Tearn" thé matter whether they find it meaningful enough )
to remember or ngt. | _ .

On the one hand, there is a value in collages, films and_
. discussions. But it can be deceptive. It can go-on tog long,
longafter the time when youngsters need sorne ‘'solid logic.
stcussxons can be a rmelil € pooling of ignorance or a;way ta .
*“one up” the teacher* st as. with. Engltsh and- decllmng
SAT scores, rellgloui educatxon can give in, .ofice’ more
going in TV's doer nd staying ‘there. It can, in short, it

pander without chaflef!gmg ‘ R N

On the other- haqd there can be a walue in -stiict
~academic theology, alpologetlcs and even to some extent
memorizing. But it too, can be deceptive. It can begin far
too early, a$ if the use df real reasoning dctually did begin-
at age seven., Any religious 'educator knows that
sophomores will lyawln over materia] ‘that seniors will be
truly enthusiastic- abov.lt. (Whyp—dxdnt they . tell -us.-this
before!” “We did. You yawned.”}” What's- more; - it"can. -
become as uninvolving and- unrelafed ‘tor"gVeryday. life--
decisions as math,or }ustory‘f It can, iR short be bldodless:-

The greatest obstacle 1o youngs}ers 'comptehensmn of
academic theology (a 5 dlstmgu ish
rock-bound resist
to instant everythi
-wluch is just-wh
dis d- '

- about three out ¢

absolute contradxctnon, they want rehgxon both umvocally

sunple and thoroughly {:\omplex at the same Himel - b

~Ten years ago, I said to-a-class of very lg,nght seniorss “1
- find it difficultto understan,d liow many people, frequently
: inztheir lives could perfectly fulfill the thiee requxrements
‘for miortal sin. What do ‘sufficient’ reflection and “full’
consent really mean?” That's what I said; it was:writtén in
my-class notes. But before : the day was out, the: then-reCtor
had me on the carpet and.growled, “What's this I hear
about you saying there’s no- such thing' as mortal sin!”
When [ told him I hadn't 'said it-because I don't believe it,
he-replied, “Well, F've had two dlfferent parents call and
say you. dldl : L

What had hap ned? What robably happened wnth

l,)eten -readers ol? the’.precedmg ragraph
“on this very page!l‘Re-read and yo Note that I in ,v_er.
said | didi't accept; I said “I find’ &
Note also'that I didn’t say sifi was'i possible but spoke
“many’ :people frequently in- their hVes perfectly fulfil mg
the irements”..-All -the ' nuarige and - qualification
droppec
nothing but’ the subject, verb and ob)ect i.e. ‘what they
wanted to hear me say. .

Concretely, what can we do? I believe that collages and
films have a place in religious?education--in the lowex-'
levels of elementary school, and in ever-decreasing’ doses
afterwards. In the latter years of elementary school, by all

" means let there be memory of the catechism. As with

English grammar or Mornigpoly or baseball there is no way
around learning the rules of the game and practicing them

.over and over—and high school . students’ theelogical

“illiteracy” is appalling. But let this catechism be stripped

“toithe barest essentials, not totally” comprehensx\ze, And let
it be geared to the chlldren s hves -and receptivities, not

incomprehensible data, What pugpose is served in giving
children answers about the relationships in the Trinity or
the Virgin Birth or simony or hell? What would Jesus Rave
con51dered it important for young shlldren to know? '

Fmally, from the begmnmg, Jet us- engage our chlldren in,

- such gxcellent experiences as!Realxty, Seminar, fetreatsand -

practice in: methods of prayer--even if they have' t§ be

adapted to grade-school.students. It is not -primari lyi

theologians we are, trainifig:;it is saints. Qur primary;
is not mere cognition but; the transfonnatxon of whatb
himan can mean, the opemgg oﬁone s honzons in a

conversxon

-
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It is a pamful fact that )ust when a young person is
. ready to begin a’ serious study of theology, he stops'his
formal religious education. Just at the time he becomes

'xntellectually capable and even willing to cope with nuance

and detajl-in mathematics, literature and other- disciplines,
he leaves relxgxous studies behind in high school

Whenwfbr “instance,” was the-last time most parents read
ca challengmg book on modern theology or scripturé, one-
- that inight.open both their cognitive and afféctive horizons,
‘on rehgxous,questlons; Even setting.agide the deepening of -
their .own. Christidn lives,: the-parents are in a l:'n better
-position, to cope.with their: children’s questions than any--
othiér teacher.. Unfortunately, though. - when 1 ask student’s
‘each year. to ask their parents what- they think of God,
: riost prefer justto guess withott asking They're too afrald
of a.hassle or too arrogarit or too reluctant to jar their
“Comfortable preconceptions of what. their parents think,
"Ov they're afraid their parents dor’t know. And’ yet,
religious edication is primarily-the job of the parent--not

merely to monitor the texts and doctrine of teachers (even. -
" though the parent has not read.a theology book in years),. -
not enly to coerce the children to Mass, but mtelhgently
and fearlessly to cope with their-children’s understandmgs
Buit if the parent’s own theological leammg stopped in 1948
or. 19}152:l his theolagxcal knowledge may be 20 years behind
“his.chi s' N .

. The suscepttbxhty to “real’ theologxzmg begins somewhere
in_high school--not in thé first ‘two years (for most), but
earlier than most regders waould think. Three years agq, for
the first time; 1 taughtiexactly the sarhe course (in scnpiure
and mytltlr‘to both seniors;and. gophomore& Rather than -
atechxsm, i gave-a Zu-pmnt uiz every smg]e~qasg

ey’ hated ‘me for it::So beif. On the purely .cognitive
lével, theré was .very litt
rigé"was exactly the same'in each of the thiee sénior and
asses.:Most-of them knew the raw facts

out,~and at least two students were left: with:

i

difference. ap- all. The. grade- '

qtisa pair‘zful fact
that, just whena
young person is ready

'hzs formal

:;educatzon

Blut the dlfference in realnzatlon was. enormous. The
o+ | questions raised by the seniors, the intentness of thejr.
! more mature that | wondered if the course was not only
. wasted on sophomores but--beyond the baxi'e

“meaningless” data--outside ! their real understanding.

. Furthermore, this year [ am again teaching“each of tHe
L " same young men | taught twd years ago as sophomores-
! but now they are seniors. The difference in the ability to
. understand at a deeper level is stunning, At the age of - 15,
1
be comprehensxble—-to l‘nm. ;* .
i : - : fr,

e

A l they weren't. capable even of hearmg what they could hedr .
-1 at17. It does not have'to be~en)oyable but it does have fo _

And yét we cannot leave all challengmg courses unqih

- senior year!.It is.my suspicion that'we 'do not challenge
-students enough-on a stnctlracad’e"mnc level: We can ard
do rai g f ‘social problens-iF G 1

& They are too: yoiing at. ]‘5
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, ; attention,. the free responses they wrote were so much ¢
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