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COMMENTARY 

Catechism's publication is first step 
By Father Richard P. McBrien 
Syndicated columnist 

I've been asked at least a few times 
during die past several weeks whether 
I would consider doing an article com
paring die newly translated Catechism 
of the Catholic Church and the re
vised and updated edition of my own 
"Catholicism" book, both just pub
lished in June. 

Because I am still immersed in the 
final editing stages of an ambitious 
one-volume encyclopedia of "Catholi
cism" that my publisher and I hope 
will be ready for release next spring, 
I'm limited in what I can do right now. 

In any case, I would prefer that 
someone else make the comparisons. 
One should not be the judge of his or 
her own case. On die other hand, if an 
enterprising editor were to invite Car
dinal Joseph Ratzinger to do the same 
thing, in the same.issue, that would 
be anodier matter entirely. 

I'll await any proposals. In the 
meantime, I should like to share an 
initial impression about the two 
works' respective structures, inde
pendently of their treatment of spe
cific topics. Comparing die way books 
are structured can be useful because 
organization is already an act of in
terpretation. 

The Catechism has a fourfold struc
ture: the Creed, the sacraments, 
morality (die life of faith), and prayer. 

"Catholicism," on the other hand, 
has seven major parts, with two in
troductory chapters (on the nature of 
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Catholicism and on faith). The seven 
parts are: human existence (nature, 
grace, original sin), God (including 
chapters on revelation and other re
ligions), Jesus Christ, die church, the 
sacraments, morality, and spirituali
ty (including liturgy, prayer, and de
votions, Mary and the saints, and the 
last tilings —judgment, heaven, pur
gatory, hell). 

Although both books are about die 
Catholic faith and tradition, the Cat
echism doesn't address the question 
of Catholicity until die section on die 
church (p. 220). The "Catholicism" 
book starts with the question, "What 
is Catholicism?," in Chapter 1 where, 
unlike the catechism, it explains the 
distinction not only between Roman 
Catholics and non-Catholics, but also 

between Roman and non-Roman (i.e. 
Eastern-rite) Catholics. 

While die Catechism's first major 
doctrinal topic is God, "Catholicis
m's" is the human condition and the 
human person, in keeping with the 
structure of Vatican II's Pastoral Con
stitution on die Church in die Mod
ern World and its emphasis on the 
need first to read the "signs of the 
times" and then to interpret diem "in 
the light of die Gospel" (n. 4). 

The initial emphasis on die human 
person in die "Catholicism" book is 
also consistent with Pope John Paul 
II's own insistence that the human 
person is at the heart of the Gospel. 

In his very first encyclical, Redemp-
tor Hominis {1979), he wrote: *In real
ity, die name for diat deep amazement 
at man's worth and dignity is the 
Gospel, diat is to say die Good News. 
It is also called Christianity" (n. 10, 
para. 2). It is a dieme die pope has re
peated and emphasized ever since. 

At the heart of any theological and 
doctrinal treatment of die human per
son is grace. We are not, and never 
have been, in a state of "pure nature." 
We are, and always have been, des
tined for glory. We are offered grace, 
which is the divine presence, and it is 
through grace that we are, in a real 
sense, divinized. 

The Catechism's reflection on die 
nature of die human person focuses 
on original sin, but surprisingly grace 
isn't treated until die section on moral
ity, toward die end of die Catechism. 

Neverdieless, die structures of the 

two books are similar in many ways. In 
both, the presentation of die doctrine 
of God is followed by diat on Jesus 
Christ, which is followed, in turn, by 
diat on the church. 

But this is where the use of the 
Aposdes' Creed as die basis of orga
nization gets in the Catechism's way. 
Eschatology (judgment, heaven, pur
gatory, hell) becomes sandwiched in 
between the church and the sacra
ments. 

The situation arises because the 
three articles on die "last dungs" ("I 
believe in die forgiveness of sins;" "I 
believe in the resurrection of the 
body;" "I believe in life everlasting") 
come at die end of the creed, follow
ing die article on die church ("I be
lieve in die Holy Cadiolic Church"), 
while die sacraments aren't even men
tioned in the Creed. 

Sacraments, however, are an inte
gral part of die church's mystery. Ei-
dier diey should be treated within ec-
clesiology (as they were in the first 
edition of "Catholicism"), or given 
separate treatment, but immediately 
after the church (as in the new edi
tion of "Cadiolicism"). 

These are not necessarily major 
problems. The Catechism, after all, 
was not originally intended to be read 
and used by the general public in its 
present form, but rather as a basis for 
the development of national cate
chisms all over the world. 

The publication of the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church is supposed 
to be only the first step in die process. 

Heart determines our life's direction 
By Father Albert Shamon 
Courier columnist 

Sunday's Readings: (R3) Mark 7:1-
8,14-15, 21-23; (Rl) Deuteronomy 4:1-
2, 6-8; (R2) James 1:17-18, 21-22, 27. 

In Sunday's Gospel Jesus gives a 
profound insight into man's actions 
long before professional psychologists 
existed. He answered the question, 
"Why does a man do what he does — 
do good or evil"? 

Psychologists tell us that one of a 4-
year-old child's main tendencies is to 
blame others for messes they create. 
"I didn't do it, he did it!" Some never 
seem to grow out of diis habit of blam
ing odiers for their faults. How often 
we hear. "My parents were too strict;" 
"they gave me too much freedom;" "if 
I hadn't met her or him!;" "if he didn't 
start me on pot or drugs." Or the 
church: "Why did she have to make all 
those changes?" Or God: "He knew I'd 
be tempted. Why did He permit it?" 

In a sensitivity session I once wit
nessed, everyone talked about his or 
her problems. Nobody had the same 
problem. Yet everyone had one thing 
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in common: no one blamed the prob
lem on himself or herself. Everyone 
was sure it was caused by some other 
person or set of circumstances beyond 
his or her control. 

Adam had the best of circum
stances. He had no genetic weak
nesses, yet he sinned. Jesus, the sec
ond Adam, had the worst of circum

stances: He was in a desert where dev
ils were supposed to dwell, and He 
was 40 days widiout food or water. Yet 
when He was tempted, He triumphed. 

Where then is the seat of all our 
problems? From whence does good 
or evil arise? Jesus put His finger on 
it when He said: "Wicked designs 
come from the deep recesses of the 
heart ..." In other words, good and 
evil come from within a person, not 
from without. Thus Shakespeare has 
Cassius say: "The fault, dear Brutus, is 
not in our stars but in ourselves that 
we are underlings." 

Why do we do good tilings? Why do 
we perform evil acts? The reason why 
is because we want to. If there were no 
desire witiiin, diere would be no evil 
widiout. Sin is due to die pull of our 
evil droughts and desires. Widiout diis 
inner wanting, temptation would be 
helpless. What good is a camera if you 
do not have sensitized film In it. So no 
temptation can tempt us if there is 
nothing in us to which it can appeal. 

It is the tilings we like or dislike diat 
make us or break us. Our heart de
termines the direction of our lives as 

die rudder of a ship determines where 
it goes. The heart is like the spring in 
a dock: all the clock's movements de
pend on the spring. The heart is like 
a mint factory, coining thoughts and 
desires. Whether the currency of ac
tion will be good or counterfeit will 
depend on the thoughts and desires 
coined in the heart. 

The thoughts and desires of our 
hearts often depend on what we see 
and where we go; what we read, and 
the company we keep. The mill will 
grind whatever is put into it. So God 
gave us eyelids and feet to control 
what we see and where we go and the 
company we keep. It is no use pump
ing water out of a leaking ship if die 
leak is not plugged. It is no use trying 
to reform our lives, if our reformation 
does not touch our hearts. For "all 
evils come from within and render a 
man impure." 

As you think in your heart, so shall 
you be. William James put it diis way: 
Sow a thought and reap an act; sow 
an act and reap a habit; sow a habit 
and reap a character; sow a character 
and reap your destiny. 
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