History has left Ireland with a unique system of school-based religious education.  Our teachers have contributed so much to passing on the faith.  But times have changed.  The strongest critique of the current situation comes from teachers of religion, who are aware that children arrive in their schools without almost any of the presuppositions for the development of faith. These teachers feel left on their own.  Parish and family have not been playing their part...  


 What is being proposed in the Directory is revolutionary for our parishes.  There is need to provide a new generation of catechists in our parishes, both full-time professional catechists but above all a new group of committed lay people who will take on a period of formation to be voluntary catechists in their parishes.  I am not saying that what teachers are doing is ineffective.  But the locus of faith formation is primarily within the worshipping faith community…


4. Need a deep cultural change
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 We can no longer assume faith on the part of young people who have attended catholic schools nor indeed young people who come from Catholic families.  This is not to say that there is a lack of generosity and idealism among young people.  …There is a search for deeper values and meaning in many lives…   

I welcome the Directory wholeheartedly but I simply wish to point out that it is not a magic formula or a programme which can be launched in the way one would launch a sales push or a political platform.  


Faith is a deeper matter; it is a matter of a deep encounter between the individual and God.  Such an encounter cannot be forced on someone or pushed through like a hard sell.  Evangelisation is always counter cultural but not a-cultural. Culture must be evangelised by men and women who live within that culture…  Evangelisation is about an encounter with the God who is totally other, but who became incarnate as one of us to enable us to know ourselves more fully and thus to find our true identity.

Faith finds it roots and nourishment in the faith community which is the Body of Christ, where Christ is active in calling each of us to holiness, renewing his people as he did throughout human history through his faithful love.   

Dublin 5th Jan. 2011
LAUNCH OF “SHARE THE GOOD NEWS”
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The National Directory for Catechesis in Ireland

Comments of Archbishop Diarmuid Martin
4 Key Points
· “Being a Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with…a person [Jesus Christ]”.
· A developed and mature Christian faith requires knowledge of the scriptures.
· We have to know the scriptures, to love the scriptures, to understand the scriptures, to prayerfully read the scriptures.  All of us have to learn to take up the scriptures every day.
· Evangelisation is about an encounter with the God who is totally other, but who became incarnate as one of us to enable us to know ourselves more fully and thus to find our true identity.
The new National Directory for Catechesis in Ireland is published at a very significant moment in the life of the Church in Ireland.   We are living in a time of great change in Irish religious culture and I believe that we have not yet faced the challenge of that change as fully as we should….  


I was recently criticized for saying that we have a situation in Ireland in which many young people leave Catholic schools after years of catechesis “theologically illiterate”.  In their reactions to my comments, some showed that they had misread what I said and felt that I was saying that the Irish were a race of theological illiterates...  The Directory is not just a new framework; it is a call to look at the challenge of evangelisation with totally different lenses.  The change in religious culture in Ireland requires a real culture change in the way we evangelise.


1. Need for a Personal Relationship with Jesus 


God communicates.  The God who is Trinity is not enclosed in self-power.  God has spoken in various ways throughout history.  He spoke firstly in creation and indeed continues to speak today through creation.  He spoke through the law and the prophets throughout the history of salvation and through his care for his people.  However with the mystery of the incarnation God communicates in a totally new way:  God reveals himself in Jesus who becomes one of us, a human bring.  God reveals himself as love. 

In the Mystery of the Incarnation God communicates in a totally new way.  In Pope Benedict’s recent document - Verbum Domini - he recalls that the revelation of the Word at the incarnation is no longer primarily a revelation in “discourse, concepts or rules…Jesus himself is the definitive Word which God speaks to humanity”.


The Pope stressed the same theme in Deus Caritas Est:  “Being a Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with…a person [Jesus Christ] which gives life a new horizon and a definitive direction”.


If the Christian faith is about an encounter with the person of Jesus, then our catechesis has to move beyond ”discourse, concepts and rules”, which for so often dominated our catechesis, into a catechesis which introduces us more directly into knowledge of Jesus the person.  Renewal in the Church must focus on a renewed relationship with Jesus within a believing, sacramental faith community... 
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2.  Need to Know the Scriptures: 

In his Apostolic Exhortation Verbum Domini Pope Benedict talks about a biblically inspired catechesis.  He quotes the General Catechetical Directory which talks of a Catechesis “permeated by the mindset of the Gospel through assiduous contact with the texts themselves.


I have already spoken about the need to move from a catechesis of mere discourse, concepts and rules to a catechesis focused on a personal relationship with Jesus.  There is however a possible danger here.   Our relationship with Jesus cannot just be any kind of vague relationship in which I decide what Jesus would have done or would do in my circumstance.  


Where will our people come to their knowledge of Jesus and where will they find the nourishment needed to enable their relationship with Jesus to develop and mature as their lives evolve and encounter ever new challenges?  A developed and mature Christian faith requires knowledge of the scriptures. 

This is something revolutionary in Irish Catholicism where most families may not even possess a bible and where reading the scriptures is far from being the order of the day in the home or the classroom.  Last year I had a quarter of a million copies of a well prepared edition of the Gospel of Saint Luke distributed to parishes in the Archdiocese of Dublin.  The initiative went very well.  However, some parishes did not feel any need to receive copies of the Gospel.

When we speak, as the Pope does, of a catechesis “permeated by the mindset of the Gospel through assiduous contact with the texts themselves” then we are speaking of letting the Word of God inspire every dimension of Church life.  The Word of God is the soul of all theology and the driving force of pastoral activity.  The reform that is called for is truly radical and we are only at the very beginning. Each of us has to begin to place the word of God at the centre of our own spirituality and of our Christian life. We have to know the scriptures, to love the scriptures, to understand the scriptures, to prayerfully read the scriptures.  All of us have to learn to take up the scriptures every day. 


Those parishes which took part in the distribution of the Gospel of Saint Luke – and they are the majority – have made a leap forward in the right direction and they are aware of this….  But they know that there is a huge path still ahead.  Pope Benedict stresses this need – which is more than urgent – for “provision to be made for the suitable preparation of priests and lay persons who can instruct the People of God in the genuine approach to scripture”.
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3. Need to Revolutionise our structures:

The new Directory proposes various new structures regarding catechesis in the life of the Church.  Once again, it is not a question of adding some new structures but of revolutionising all our structures.  


The National Directory must involve the entire Church in Ireland.  It is not a document entrusted to the catechetical establishment.  It is a time bomb thrown into the catechetical establishment and indeed into the religious education establishment.  It is an invitation to break away from our current situation which is overly school-oriented and bring back into the picture in a more focused way the central role of the parish and the family.  It is a reminder that catechesis does not end with the Leaving Certificate. 

