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At the heart of the mission of the Church is the transmission of a living faith from
one generation to the next. The two primary works of the Church in undertaking
this mission are evangelisation and catechesis.

The “Missionary Mandate” given in Mt 28:19-20 states, "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; and I
am with you always, until the close of the age." We note that the task of
evangelisation is to “make disciples” and this involves “teaching them”. Thus,
evangelisation naturally flows to catechesis.

In the Apostolic Exhortation, Catechesi Tradendae, Pope St John Paul II comments,
“Let us first of all recall that there is no separation or opposition between catechesis
and evangelisation. Nor can the two be simply identified with each other. Instead,
they have close links whereby they integrate and complement each other”. (CT 18)
Evangelisation and catechesis work in union with each other.

Catechesis

What is catechesis? In Catechesi Tradendae Pope St John Paul II described
catechesis in these words,

Within the whole process of evangelisation, the aim of catechesis is to be the
teaching and maturation stage, that is to say, the period in which the
Christian, having accepted by faith the person of Jesus Christ as the one Lord
and having given Him complete adherence by sincere conversion of heart,
endeavours to know better this Jesus to whom he has entrusted himself: to
know His "mystery," the kingdom of God proclaimed by Him, the requirements
and promises contained in His Gospel message, and the paths that He has laid
down for anyone who wishes to follow Him. (CT 21)

Catechesis, or formation in Christian living, is always to be understood as leading a
person more deeply into their relationship with Christ, building upon the initial work
of evangelisation.

Thus catechesis is not just a matter of the communication of information, but is
fundamentally aimed at promoting ongoing conversion and fostering the Christian
growth of the person.

We could say that catechesis is a matter of the heart as well as the head. Catechesis
has as its aim the formation of mature Christian disciples.
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The Catechist

In 1993 the Sacred Congregation for the Evangelisation of People produced a
document titled “"A Guide to Catechists”. With its mandate focussed on missionary
endeavours and the establishing of new and young churches it sought to affirm the
role that the catechist plays in the newly emerging churches stating “from the very
beginning of Christianity and wherever there has been missionary activity,
catechists have made, and continue to make, an outstanding and indispensable
contribution to the spread of the faith and of the Church". (GC 1)

The catechist is one who senses a vocation to serve in this very important ministry
of the Church. Their ministry flows from the sacraments of Baptism and
Confirmation which they have received, but is marked by a special call.

At the origin of the catechist's vocation, therefore, apart from the sacraments
of Baptism and Confirmation, there is a specific call from the Holy Spirit, a
"special charism recognised by the Church" and made explicit by the Bishop's
mandate. It is important for the catechist candidate to recognise the
supernatural and ecclesial significance of this call, so as to be able to respond,
like the Son of God, "Here I come" (Heb 10:7), or, like the prophet, "Here I
am, send me" (Is 6:8). (GC 2)

We are reminded by St Paul that there are a variety of gifts or charisms within the
Christian community. Among them is the charism of being a teacher of the faith. In
I Corinthians 12:28-30 and again in Ephesians 4:11 St Paul mentions the charism
of teaching among other ministerial charisms.

A catechist understands that their desire to hand on the faith comes ultimately from
the Holy Spirit. It is their particular way of assisting in the building up of the
community of faith. It is a call to serve the mission of the Church. They know that
their gift functions alongside other gifts, like pastoral leadership, preaching and
administration.

In the Church’s tradition it has been understood that the bishop has the role of
discerning and confirming any charisms or calls. Thus, for the catechist there is both
a supernatural and ecclesial significance of this call.

The Guide for Catechists says: "The catechist is a lay person specially appointed by
the Church, in accordance with local needs, to make Christ known, loved and
followed by those who do not yet know Him and by the faithful themselves". (GC 3)
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Formation of Catechists

A catechist needs adequate preparation for this important role in the Christian
community. Thus, sound and systematic formation is required. In the mind of the
Church, according to the Guide, a catechist needs thorough formation in five key
areas: human, spiritual, doctrinal, apostolic and professional. (GC 19)

Catechetical formation will build on the human qualities already present in the
person to develop them and add the necessary skills for a fruitful ministry.

A catechist needs to have and develop a deep spiritual life. At the heart of their faith
is a love for the person of Jesus Christ. They must have a strong prayer and
sacramental life.

The Guide states, “"The need for doctrinal training is obvious, as catechists must first
understand the essentials of Christian doctrine before they can communicate it to
others in a clear and interesting way, without omissions or error”. (GC 23) Doctrinal
formation will include Sacred Scripture and theology, with ethics and liturgy also
vital. A knowledge and familiarity with the Catechism of the Catholic Church is
essential.

The pastoral dimension of the formation of the baptised lay person involves
nurturing a truly pastoral heart, following the example of Christ, the Good Shepherd.
Generous love, or pastoral charity, for their students will inspire their teaching. A
catechist will burn with missionary zeal.

Finally, the catechist requires professional formation so that they are able to be
effective in their work. So they should be trained in methods of pedagogy and
classroom management.

Catechetical Institute

To ensure the effective preparation of Catechists there is a need for a Catechetical
Institute.

Catechetical institutes have a long history in the Church. They can be traced back
to apostolic times. According to St Jerome the Catechetical School in Alexandria was
founded by St Mark the Apostle. The earliest recorded dean was Athenagoras (176).
He was succeeded by Pantaenus in 181, who was succeeded as head of the school
by his student St Clement of Alexandria in the year 190. One notable theologian
inspired by the School was Origen. Such was its reputation that St Jerome and St
Basil made trips to the School to interact with the scholars there.
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In more recent times catechetical schools have become important contributors to
the work of the Church in mission lands. The Guide for Catechists referred to above
produced by the Congregation for Evangelisation of Peoples addresses the role of
the catechist in mission territories. In many of the young churches in Africa, Asia
and the Pacific, the role of the catechist is integral to ecclesial life and mission. A
sign of the importance of the catechist in the parish community is shown that in
many places there is the priest’s house and the catechist’s house within the parish
compound. Catechists are often leaders in smaller communities where there is no
priest.

To meet the need to form catechists, many mission dioceses have established
catechetical institutes which have developed quite advanced programs of formation.

It is noteworthy that now many dioceses across the world, especially in the United
States, have developed catechetical institutes to form lay people in the faith so that
they can serve in their diocese. These institutes have fulltime staff and offer
comprehensive programs in theology and pastoral studies.

In the Archdiocese of Hobart, the Verbum Domini Biblical and Catechetical Institute
was established in 2015 under Dr Christine Wood. It has offered courses in Sacred
Scripture, theology and philosophy. Its founding purpose was to form Catholics in
the faith that they may, as missionary disciples, contribute to the mission of the
Church in Tasmania.

The Catholic Education Office is in the process of establishing the Thomas Aquinas
Teaching Institute to form teachers for Catholic schools, using a clinical teaching
model.

Mandated by the Bishop

Within the tradition of the Church there are minor orders. While initially understood
as steps to the priesthood, following the Second Vatican Council, some minor orders
have been opened for lay people. Thus, the Order of Lector and Acolyte are now
given to lay persons.

The Catechist has long been seen as a key ministry in the Church. To recognise the
importance of this ministry within the Archdiocese it is proposed to establish the
Order of Catechist. This would give this ministry the appropriate status and standing
it deserves.

A person wishing to become a recognised Catechist within the diocese would first
receive recommendation from their Parish Priest. Then they would undertake a
period of formation. Once completed, and with the recommendation of those
responsible for their formation, candidates will be presented to the bishop to receive
a formal mandate to be a Catechist in the Archdiocese.
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The Guide for Catechists says of the mandate,

The canonical mandate or mission which is conferred in certain Churches is
something to be encouraged, as it brings out the link between the catechist's
mission and that of Christ and his Church. It should take place during a
liturgical or liturgically inspired ceremony, at which the Bishop or his delegate
will confer the mandate, accompanied by some suitable sign, such as the
presentation of a crucifix or a bible. (GC 26)

Thus, the Archbishop in a liturgical setting formally institutes a person as a Catechist
for the Archdiocese of Hobart. In a similar way to an Acolyte they would have an
officially recognised role in the Archdiocese. Recognised as such they are able to
take up this ministry as appropriate.

Work of the Catechist

The Church has and will always have at its heart the Missionary Mandate. Pope St
Paul VI stated in his landmark Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Nuntiandi, “The
task of evangelising all people constitutes the essential mission of the Church. It is
a task and mission which the vast and profound changes of present-day society
make all the more urgent”. (EN 14)

The task of advancing the evangelising work of the Church through catechesis is an
urgent task in the light of the increased secularisation of our society.

In Australia our Catholic schools have been the principal agents for the general
catechesis of children. We benefit from an extensive system of Catholic schools in
our Archdiocese.

However, parishes also play an important role in the provision of catechesis.
Parishes are the places where the faith is lived and practised. They are centres of
catechesis in a variety of ways.

Catechesis is provided for parents who present their children for baptism. Parishes
conduct the RCIA to provide for adults who wish to become Catholics.

A major task for parishes is the preparation of children for the sacraments. In the
Archdiocese children are prepared for the sacraments of Confirmation, Penance and
First Holy Communion within the parish community. The role of catechising children
in preparation for receiving these sacraments is a combined effort of priest and lay
people. The latter are often parishioners or teachers from the parish school.

To expand the catechising work of parishes, circumstances today do call on parishes
to consider taking on a role in providing systematic catechesis for children.
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For example, some parents have chosen to send their children to an independent
non-Catholic school or a State school. Some parents who home school their children
may be grateful for systematic catechesis provided by their parish. Parents who are
active in the parish may wish that their children receive further catechesis on top of
what is being offered at the Catholic school. Such catechesis can be offered on a
Sunday before and after one of the Masses.

Parishes are also places where adults receive ongoing formation in faith. The
catechesis offered here forms parishioners to be able in their turn to advance the
evangelising mission of the parish.

Providing systematic catechesis at the local parish level opens up new possibilities
for parishes to be active agents of advancing catechesis as an evangelising mission.

Thus within the parish setting there are a variety of openings for the ministry of a
Catechist. It can range from systematic catechesis to preparing children for the
Sacraments of Confirmation, Reconciliation and First Holy Communion. They can
also take on the role of preparing catechumens within the RCIA process. Catechists
could also assist in the preparation of couples for marriage and work with couples
when they present their child for Baptism.

Conclusion

Pope St John Paul II, in addressing catechists of Angola during his visit to that
country recognised their important work: “So many times it has fallen to you to
strengthen and build up the young Christian communities, and even to found new
ones through the first proclamation of the gospel”.

The Pope recognises that catechists have been vital contributors to the evangelising
mission of the Church. He adds, “Give thanks to the Lord for the gift of your
vocation, through which Christ has called you from among other men and women
to be instruments of his salvation. Respond with generosity to your vocation and
your names will be written in heaven (cf. Lk 10:20)".

While these words apply to catechists in a young Church in Africa, they also reflect
the hope of the Church that catechists will play an important role in the transmission
of the faith.

We seek the intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary as we place the Order of
Catechists under the patronage of Our Lady, Seat of Wisdom.

Archbishop Julian Porteous
Feast of St Augustine - 28 August 2020
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