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Ultima tely, the hope of all catechists is to help persons to develop their SPECIAL FEATURE 
relationship with Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior. As the GDC explains, 

quoting Pope John Paul II's Cateches£ tradendae (On Catechest"s in Our Time), 

no. 5, "the definitive aim of catechesis is to put people not only in touch, but 

in communion and intimacy, with Jesus Christ" (no. 80).Justas the baptismal 

catechumenate culminates in people's entcring into the reality of the paschal 

mystery-experiencing and celebrating the life, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ in a very special way at the Easter Vigil-so too all of our cate

chetical efforts must be permeated by the desire to lead people to a deepen

ing friendship with Jesus. The GDC's call for the formation of catechists is 

clearly inspired by the catechumenate's emphasis on initiation. 

Looking to the baptismal catechumenate for inspiration for catechesis 

does not answer all the questions or challenges facing catecherical ministers 

today, but it certainly offers enlivening and dynamic insights into how we can 

improve and enhance what we are already doing. Groome provides words of 

caution that must be heeded, but they must not stifle the conversation or 

keep us from pondering what catechesis, fueled by the inspiration of the bap
tismal catechumenate, might look like in the twenty-first century. ~a.  
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A Middle Way� 
THE ROAD NOT TRAVELED 

From an educational point ofvierrlJ, there needs� 

to be another choice besides nurture or conversion.� 

Catechesis is not a matter ofeither/or.� 

By KIERAN SCOTT 

W
hen old debates and controversies keep resurfacing, one can 

safely say that past attempts at rcsolution have been inade

quate. When new attempts to address the problem repeat the 
standard formulation of the issue, one can safely say history 

has not taught its lesson. This seems to be the case in the "nurture versus con
version" debate in current Roman Catholic catechetical circles. 

I have friends on both sides of this conversation. Good friends, I pre

sume, can agree and disagree, and keep conversing-especially when the 
issues at stake are so fundamental to our work. I find much to agree with, 

especially the general intention and direction, on both sidcs. However, what 

is kecping the two sides apart, from my frame of reference, seems a distinc

tion without much of a difference. This is not an Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
However, the advice I offer would be much the same: strategically step back 

from this regional conflict and look at the broader picture. 

As I attempt to naviga[e betwecn both sides, I will not use my limited 
space to accentua[e all the particulars on which we agree. Rather, I will offer 

the following threc points to complement and to supplement Tom Groome's 

analysis (featured in this issue of The Living Light) of the emerging direction 

of catechesis in the United States: (1) the normativity of the catechumenate 

paradigm; (2) the relation of catechesis and religious education; and (3) the 
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tWO languages of religious education. The points address questions of process I adult and becoming Christian need a wider context than the psychological (how), identity (what), and language forms (context). 
framework offered by Fowler. Bushnell, Coe, and Fowler have each offered a 

THE NORMATIVITY OF THE CATECHUMENATE PARADIGM 

The modern history of religious education can be read as a struggle 

around the issue of nurture versus conversion. Much of Protestant education 

has been caught in this debate for a century or more. The initial formulation 
of the issue by Horace Bushnell still governs much of Protestant Church 
writing.' Bushnell framed the discussion in light of what he saw in the 

mid-nineteenth century and reacted against the evangelistic and revivalistic 
approach to religion. This conservative framework holds that the child begins 
a sinner and that education is a preparation for conversion. Everything is 
staked on this one moment of conversion. Adolescence, according to this 
approach, would be the optimal period for this deep turn, which would then 

make any future education unnecessary. 
Bushnell, on the other hand, had a more liberal and optimistic view of 

human nature: the child who is born inco a Christian family is already Chris
tian. He looked upon conversion with skepticism. He viewed education as a 
"nurturing" of what is already there. The child is to be brought up in conver
sion. Bushnell's argument is epitomized in his famous dictum: "that the child 

is to grow up a Christian, and never know himself [or herself] as being oth
erwise.") Bushnell's perspective showed the early traces of a developmental 
approach to religion. He believed in a calm, continual growth of the child into 
full Christian maturity. 

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, George Albert Coe com
bined Bushnell's religious view with the emerging views of educational psy
chology. For Coe, religious education should make conversion unnecessary. 
One should never give over an adolescent to an "uneducational evangelism." 
Education is not to press the child inco a prearranged mold. The task is to get 
out of the way of the child's natural unfolding powers. l In declaring "conver

sion unnecessary," however, Coe was relinquishing a central Christian term. 
The process of redemption, for him, was at root one with the process of edu

cational growth. Conversion and natural unfolding were conflicting dynamics. 

James W. Fowler, in his writings, tried to avoid this conflict.' He affirms 
both development and conversion. His attempt, however, to transcend this 
split between liberal and conservative approaches to Christian education 

restates the question without solving the problem. The processes of becoming 
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theory of religious nurture or development, but none of them have done so 
adequately. Bushnell, however, comes closest when he advocates that the 

child should be educated in conversion rather than to conversion. How ironic 
it is to see Roman Catholics cover much 
the same ground over a cen tury later. 

From an educational From an educational point of view, 
the choice between nurture and conversion point ofview, the choice 
is clearly inadequate today. In their educa between nurture and 
tional endeavors, Protestant churches 

conversion is clearly
lumped all the positive activity under the 

inadequate today. word "nurture." Teaching religion in church 
schools is described as "nurturing children 

in the faith." The activity of nurture clearly belongs in the family, where 
Bushnell intended it. When it is aIlowed to roam into other educational set
tings, like the school, nurture obscures the role of the schoolteacher. This is 
particularly problematic when the schoolteacher is also a teacher of religion. 
Current catechetical endeavors, working with the metaphor of socialization, 
are in danger of falling into the same trap. 

The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA) has the dynamics of 
conversion at its center. The General Directory for Catechesis (GDC) points 
to the RCIA as "the inspiration for catechesis in the Church" (no. 90). "The 
model for all catechesis," it notes elsewhere, citing the 1977 Synod, "is the 
baptismal catechumenate.... This catechumenal formation should inspire the 
other forms of catechesis in both their objectives and in their dynamism" (no. 
59). Does this make the catechumenate model normative for all catechesis, or 
does it over-interpret, over-impose, and over-totalize this paradigm? In light 
of the historical context I have sketched above, the answer is no and yes. It 
depends on the meaning of "norm(ativity)." 

If "norm" means the number of times something is done, the answer is 
no. Adult baptism does not mean that infant baptism will cease being the 
most common form of initiation. Children may still be the majority of those 
baptized. To interpret otherwise is to misunderstand the spirit of the RCIA. 

If, on the other hand, we give "norm" its richest meaning as a standard 
of judgment or a regulative ideal, the answer is yes. Yes, church membership 

ought to be rethought from the point of view of psychological, social, and 

religious maturity. Conversion here keeps repeating and revising throughout 

A MIDDLE WAY • 39 



one's life, particularly at midlife. The intention and direction that are sought 

lead toward Christian adulthood. What does this mean? "It means," writes 

Jesuit William Harmless, "that once we come to experience the RCIA as our 

operative norm, we may again come to realize the weighty demands and spa

cious contours of Ch ristian initiation: that is, ini tiation, in the richest sense, 

should happen in stages and with a panoply of rites; it demands faith and con

version; it involves community and apostolic commitment; it is accomplished 

slowly--over a period of years."5 This developmental perspective, if carried 

throughout the life span, could be a profound inspiratiou to all catechesis. 

This perspective could be catechesis's organizing principle and provide a hori

zon against which all catechetical work is understood. This developmental 

perspective, however, needs linkage to a variety of educational processes. We 

need to speak another language in addition to the RCIA. This is where 

Groome seeks to make his contribution and yet-in my view-falls short. 

For this discussion, I will turn to my second major poim; the relation of cat

echesis and religious education. 

THE RELATION OF CATECHESIS AND RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 

The RCIA has been the most successful educational model to emerge 

since Vatican II. The role of the catechist is closely tied to sacramental life. 

This relational linkage of instruction and sacramental ritual could be carried 

over into other parish formats. The strengths of RCIA, however, also became 

its weakness and limitation. Its priority is formation in the Catholic Christ

ian way. It is to be "an apprenticeship in the entire Christian life" (GDC, no. 

30). The root metaphors guiding the process are induction, initiation, and the 

passing-on of a way of life. Catechesis and the RCIA are engaged in this 

process of "traditioning." This traditioning can no longer be taken for 

granted in .the twenty-first century. Preserving and transmitting what is most 

religiously valuable from one generation to the next requires particular atten

tion today. Criticism of tradition is indispensable. However, one canuot crit

icize it until one recognizes that it is within us and all around us. 

Still, Groome has legitimate concerns that the catechumenate model 

(and catechesis in general) is "no more than an agency of socialization."G This, 

he fears, will be counterproductive to the model's true purpose and not be suf

ficient by itself to promote Christian maturity. This socialization process alone 

tends simply to maintain the status quo. We have a choice, Groome asserts, 

between being conscious participants in tradition or unconscious victims. The 
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key to the former is the incorporation of a critical educational process. The 

name he gives to this process is "permanent catecheticaI education." 

Catechetical education is "education in faith" across the life span. It 

applies a hermeneutics of retrieval and a hermeneutics of suspicion to the reli

gious tradition and correlates it with people's lives. Pedagogically, the process 

is facilitated by a "shared Christian praxis approach." The attempt here is to 

move away from a passive mode of incorporation to active participation, from 

passive recipients to self-conscious subjects, from repressive silence to dia

logue. In short, the educational strategy should evoke a personal response 

within the traditioning process. If this handing-on is done effectively, the reli

gion (or way of life) will be critiqued, recreated, reshaped, and redesigned. It 

will become the living voice of the dead. The religion-in this case Roman 

Catholicism-will be transformative for people in their lives. 

There is little doubt that this incorporation of a critically reflective ped

agogy into catechesis in general and the RCIA in particular would be advan

tageous. However, Groome's adding of the word "education" to catechesis 

seems redundant. On the other hand, the RCIA's rejection, from the begin

ning, of identifying with education seems unwarranted. Some clear educa

tional distinctions and the naming of diverse educational forms and processes 

are needed here. The catechumenal model (and catechesis is general) is a form 

of education. It is education as formation. The educational agent, content, 

context, and process are the lived life of the congregation. This is education 

as religious nurture. The RCIA's resistance to the language of education 

springs from its reductionist identification of education with schooling. In its 

attempt to get beyond "a cerebral way of entering the Church" (Harmless, 

17) (which it identifies with a school mentality), the catechumenal paradigm 

explicitly takes itself outside an educational framework. This is unfortunate. 

It lends itself to anti-schooling rhetoric and obscures the role of the teacher 

of religion in the classroom of the school. Roman Catholics need to speak 

another language in addition to the RCIA. Education, with its multiple forms 

and diverse processes, may be a friendly complement. 

A final note under this heading: Groome, in adding the word "educa

tion" to catechesis, identifies the term "catechetical education" with religious 

education. This is consistent with his writings over the last two decades. Reli

gious education here becomes a form of revisionist catechesis, an integration 

of Christian nurture and critical openness.] This interchange of catechetical 

education and religious education falls into reductionism. Religious education 
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is reduced and domesticated to church matters, and Catholic religious educa

tion becomes a small and segregated part of the Church's work. 
Groome and the RCIA represent one face of religious education.' They 

share a common ground and a common aim. They seek to form members 

(old and new) who will carry on the practices and mission of the Catholic 

Church. The pedagogical purpose is to teach people to be religious in a 

Catholic way. The goal is a better practice of one's own (or newly acquired) 

religious life. 
There is a second face of religious 

educa[ion, however, that Groome and the 
Catechetical education catechumenate model do not attend to.� 
is ((education in faith» This face (or form) of religious education� 

is to provide an understanding of reli�across the life span. 
gion. Religion here is an academic cate

gory. Its object is multiple: the phe

nomena of religion. Its subject matter can be the content of one's own reli

gion and the religious life of the Other. This activity is mostly a matter of 
the mind. The focus is on understanding. But how does one understand reli

gion? An indispensable starting point is one's own religion. But to under

stand is to compare; to understand one's own religion involves comparing it 

to some other religion. This is the study of religion. The teacher of religion 
in a classroom facilitates this conversation. He or she designs an environ

ment to enable students (young and old) to step back from their immediate 

practice of religion and try to understand. The teacher of religion is a provo

cateur of the mind, one who searches for truth that may go beyond all insti

tutions. This form of teaching is an alternative to imposition, inculcation, 
and absolute proclamations. The sole aim, however, is understanding. The 

student has to discover thc link between the (new) understanding and exter

nal practice for him- or herself. 

These two forms of religious education do not function on parallel 

tracks or separate compartments. A gentle but continuous interplay ought to 

operate between them. The interplay is bctween practice and understanding 

(theory). If held in creative tension, this interaction can be fruitful for both. 

This is the form of ed ucation in religion that is needed for an intelligent reli

gious life in our postmodern world. 

42 . THE LIVING LIGHT 

THE TWO LANGUAGES OF RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 

Lutheran theologiap George A. Lindbeck describes religion as a lan

guage." As a cultural linguistic system, it functions like a language or a culture. 

That is, it is a preexistent system. We do not so much invent our language and 

our culture as much as it invents us: we learn to speak the language and dwell 

in the culture we have inherited. This miracle of language and culture, accord

ing to Lindbeck, makes us the kind of people we are. Language is our house 

of being, giving us our particular view of the world-our outlook on life, 

expectations, and values. The language of catechesis and the catechumenate is 

such a language. 
Groome and the RCIA share this common catechetical language: the 

Catholic Church's internal language of religious education. This warm, inti

mate, caressing language nurtures Catholic becoming and belonging. It fos

ters religious identity and cultivates convictional knowing and practice. 

Church ministers (catechists, homilists, liturgists, etc.) have a right and duty 

to preserve this internal language. 
Catecheticallanguage, however, is the first language of faith. As a lan

guage, catechetical speech has taken on an inner ecclesial scope and an exter
nal missionary focus that may be problematic. In terms of its internal scope, 

catechesis has spread itself out within all the ministries of the Church. This 

overreaches its original function as a ministry of the word and places an 
excessive burden of work on the person(s) designated catechist(s). In terms 

of its external focus, catecheticallanguage has taken on an evangelizing mis
sionary zeal. Setting the enterprise within evangelization may not come 

across very ecumenical to other religious bodies. The "new evangelization" 

still sounds suspicious beyond Catholic walls. 
Catechesis and the RCIA need a complementary language in both gath

ering educational efforts within the Catholic Church and establishing a 

bridge with other religious and educational agencies beyond it. A more pub

lic language of religious education is needed, one that will provide a linguistic 
world where Catholic educational endeavors can encounter the educational 

endeavors of the Other in the public square. This linguistic framework could 

save catechesis/RCIA from being encapsulated in its own linguistic world. 

"Without public speech," writes Thomas F. Green, "there is no public ... only 

pleadings, pronouncements, claims and counter-claims. Without public 

speech ... we are left with nothing we can reasonably speak of as public edu

cation, public service, or public life."'o In the same spirit, Groome's mentor 
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professor Dwayne Huebner advocates, "We need a public language, as we 

need public buildings, public gardens, public transportation, public cere

monies."11 It wiH provide the grounds upon which we meet. It will create the 

basis for community. It will give direction as we do things together. It will 

provide the context for lifelong developmental conversion. ~•. 

KIERAN SCOTT is an associate professor ofreligion and religious education at 

Fordham University in New York. 
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SPECIAL FEATURE� 

liturgy as Catechesis for Life� 
The Emmaus story, the basic paradigm for liturgical catechesis,� 

is set in the context ofa journey. In presenting the Scripture� 

in a new way, the Stranger stirs the hearts of the disciples,� 

and their eyes are opened with the breaking ofthe bread.� 

It is a short step from mystagogy to mission.� 

By GILBERT OSTDIEK 

CATECHESIS AND LITURGY 

In the recent past, the ministries of catechesis and liturgy occupied sep

arate pastoral niches, meeting occasionally and momentarily in rimes of 

preparation for and celebration of the sacraments. Vatican II planted rhe seeds 

for a new and fuller coordination of these ministries. Sacrosanetum concilium 
(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy) (SC) decreed the restoration of rhe care

chumenate, which it described as a period of well-suited instruction "sancri

fied by sacred rites to be celebrated at successive stages" (no. 64). What rhe 

Council had in mind was not a superficial juxtaposition of classroom-style 

instruction and liturgical celebrations. Rather, Ad gentes divinitus (Decree on 

the Church's Missionary Activity), no. 14, spoke of the catechumenate as "a 

period of formation in the entire Christian life, an apprenticeship of suirable 

duration, during which the disciples will be joined to Christ their reacher.'" 

This vision was implemented in the Rite of Christian Iniriation of 

Adults (RCIA), particularly in the often-quoted no. 75, which calls for an 

intcgrated formation in Christian life during the catechumenate period, to be 

achievcd through catechesis, community life, liturgy, and mission. Those 

same four elements are echoed in the less-noted description of the period of 

mystagogy: "This is a time for the communiry and the neophytes togerher to 

grow in deepening their grasp of the paschal mystery and in making ir part of 
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