The Way Forward
Good Morning-to you my sisters and brothers who share the catechetical ministry, and to you,  Bishop Malooly.    I want to thank Chris and the committee who have invited me to be with you for this conference.  It is an honor for me to be with sister and brother catechists in the archdiocese of Baltimore.  I want you to know how highly we  think of the catechetical community in Baltimore.  Under Carol Augustine’s leadership, and of course that of your current archbishop and former Cardinal, Baltimore has an outstanding reputation of thoughtful and faithful development in catechetics and so to be here today with you is a great honor for me.
My remarks will be in three parts, spaced throughout this morning’s prayer, but they have all been developed in relationship to two ideas:

Your theme:  The Way Forward
And an articulation of the theme suggested by this quote from the Holy Father’s last encyclical Spe Salvi 
“Human life is a journey.  Toward what destination?    How do we find the way?  Life is like a voyage on the sea of history, often dark and stormy, a voyage  in which we watch for the stars that indicate the route” 

The three parts will be:

· that the way forward is a journey  and what starts us on the journey is a call and so we will reflect on our vocation as Christians, as disciples, as catechists.
· That we need to know where we are going on this journey? I will propose the Kingdom of God as our destination .

· And we need to know who we are, so that no matter how stormy things are, we can find the way?  We will examine the importance of our Catholic identity
The Call
We have just heard that “God is calling you.” And it is precisely this call that I want to reflect on with you.  We all know that when we talk about a call, or the call we are speaking about a vocation, which, as you know,  comes from the Latin word vocare, to call. 
I would like to reflect on three aspects of this call

· What is the call?

· To What Are We Called?

· How Will We know when we have responded to it?

When you hear the word “Vocation”  what comes to mind?  (pause—in five words or less, tell your neighbor what came to mind for you)  

If you are like most Catholics, you will automatically think of priest or vowed religious.  And this appears to be a very “Catholic” way of thinking about the call.  Historically it appears that the “monastic movement so powerfully affected people’s notions of the extent to which one might go in answer to a divine call that “vocation” came to be associated with this one role in the Church.” (Conyers,  The Meaning of Vocation ).  
On the other hand, what comes to mind when we hear Vocational  School?  A job.  And this second meaning of “vocation” came through the Protestant wing of Christianity when Luther and other of the Reformers wanted to emphasize that every person, no matter what he/she did was responding to a divine call.  

So the first meaning,  narrows the scope of vocation to only a small number of the faithful but keeps a religious focus.  The second meaning, anything that one does is a vocation broadens our understanding but moves it away from its religious home into the secular world.  

In recent times there has been an attempt to  both broaden its focus (beyond) priestly and religious life and at the same time to reconnect vocation with its religious roots
On another front, the idea of vocation has shifted away from it being a response to a call   to vocation  being a choice that I make.  Now this change might be more difficult to grasp because it is more subtle.  Let me explain.  If someone or something calls me, I do have a “choice” , to respond or not to respond.  Call  --  Response.    Someone calls        I respond.   It is up to me to decide what I will do, (the emphasis on  my freedom.)   This is a modern focus, on the response and not on the call and it is a focus that has crept into much of our thinking about vocation.  But even more, it has shifted,  according to one author, A. J. Conyers, from a call from beyond ourselves to listening to the call from within.
What am I to do?  How am I to respond?  Like so much in the modern world, the individual, the self moves to the center of things, to the center of the universe, to the center of vocation.  It is all about me!   Now don’t get me wrong, there are some very good things about the modern emphasis on the individual, the self, but like so many changes in modern life, there are also negatives.

Last year a book by a theologian named A. J. Conyers entitled The Listening Heart: Vocation and the Crisis of Modern Culture  was published posthumously.  In it Conyers focuses on the shift in our understanding of vocation.  He points out that the in earlier times, and in the biblical understanding, vocation emphasized the call, not the response, because the call dictated the response.  He characterized the earlier understanding of vocation in these ways.

Conyers: 
· The idea of a call implies an agent outside of the one who is subject to the call.

· The summons is often against the will of the one who is called into service

· The call involves, in almost every case, hardships that must be overcome in order to answer the summons.

· The greatest danger appears not in resistance to the goal but in the possibility of being diverted or distracted from the goal..

I would like to look at each of these aspects quickly:
1.  The call comes from outside of one’s self—even a basic knowledge of the Scriptures, shows us this aspect of vocation:  Think of Abraham and Sarah called out of Ur, and the call of Moses.  The call (anointing) of David;   The call of the prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos.  Think of the call of the Apostles by Jesus and finally think of Paul, knocked from his horse.  So much of the modern emphasis is on an inner call not a call from God who is beyond us.
2. Now if we just take a few of these people we will see that it is against the will of the one called to service:   Moses asked God to send his brother Aaron who spoke so  much better than he did, Jeremiah said that he was too young, and who can ever forget Jonah, who left town in a hurry running away from God’s call, or Peter’s statement to Jesus after the Resurrection when the Lord said, “when you were young (Jn  21:18) …..and even Jesus, who in the Garden asked the Father to take away this cup if it be God’s will.  The modern response is to emphasize reason.  “Is this what is best for me.”  

3. And how those who responded suffered, Moses was mocked by the Pharaoh and constantly put upon by the people, Jeremiah was thrown into a pit to die, Amos chased after his unfaithful life and Paul was in his own words, “five times at the hand of the Jews I received forty lashes minus one.  Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked. I passed a night and a day on the deep.” (2 Cor.)    He was later imprisoned and executed.   According to tradition most of the apostles died violent deaths, and  we especially remember the Lord’s own suffering as he lived out his vocation.  The modern idea is to see vocation as that which brings us happiness and joy and not the suffering that is involved in carrying out the call.
4. Conyers points out that a fourth characteristic is more often the temptation to distraction or diversion rather than outright rejection of the call.  The people of Israel in the Deuteronomic histories were constantly being lured away from their worship of God to chase after other gods.  The defining line, in the prayer of a disciple is “lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”  The Gospels are filled with examples of good intentions that go astray.  I think of the young man, that Jesus loved, but he just couldn’t give it all up to follow the Lord.  Or the disciples who so often misunderstood Jesus, intentions and mission.  Too often today we settle for a minimalist notion of vocation, of an inner call that has no public (communal) implications
With that background about vocations:  that the call comes from outside, that the call isn’t always what we want, that following the call will often cause suffering, and that the greatest challenge is not just outright  rejection, but distraction and diversion,

I want to shift for a moment to your call and my own call, to your vocation and mine.   
Call To Holiness 
Vatican II, in Lumen Gentium reminds us of the Universal Call to Holiness.  Each of us is called to be holy.  And so this is our call:  God calls us to holiness, to be holy, in whatever we do.   Basil Pennington says, “Every vocation is a call to grow in love and express it in a particular context.  Every vocation is a call to serve in love.  This fact gives every work the dignity of a vocation, a call.  Each activity we undertake is a response to God’s love and presence, a part of his salvific presence and mission.”

As a member of God’s people, you are already holy for you are a member of the body of Christ, and Christ is holy.  As Paul says, you are a temple of the Holy Spirit.  
We are called to discipleship 
By baptism we are each called to follow Christ, to become his disciples.    In Lent we listen to many of the readings which let us know much about discipleship—about the joys, sorrows and challenges of it.  We are each called to come follow the Lord.  The National Directory for Catechesis (NDC) says that catechesis should be a “school for discipleship.”  So each of us has to learn at the feet of the Lord what it means to be a disciple.  

Discipleship is not a spectator sport.  A friend of mine once remarked that too many people see our faith in that way.  There are a few select, professionals, who play the game.  Then there are some who buy the jerseys, wear the colors, know every player, buy the tickets and show up to cheer and live vicariously.  But the vast number of people, just sit at home and watch the game on TV or listen on the radio as they go about their business.  They never play the game., just talk about it with others at the water cooler.  This is not what discipleship is about.  It is costly.  It may not even be what we want, it is easy to be distracted.  By baptism we are buried with Christ and rise with Christ.  We have to put on Christ, pick up our cross, love the stranger, proclaim the Lord in season and out.  We need to be ready to suffer, to wake up after the game with lots of bumps and bruises.  And we need to keep your eye on the path forward.  Not to be distracted.  We need to run the good race.  
Call to be a Catechist 
Within that call to discipleship which is the call to all who are baptized, I would like to consider, a focus of that general call to discipleship, that is, the call to be a catechist.  
The National Directory says, “The Call to the Ministry of Catechist is a vocation, an interior call, the voice of the Holy Spirit.” And it is this particular vocation that I would like to reflect upon with you.
1. As a catechist, you are not a volunteer.  You are a minister, called by God through Baptism to teach the faith of the Church, the Revelation of God in Jesus Christ to the whole world.  The Lord left his disciples with this mandate, Go and Teach all nations making disciples of them.   God has called you.  Are you  ready and willing to respond?

2. As we see in the Scriptures, God’s plan for someone is not always evident to them.  Abraham was happy living as a prosperous herder; Amos tended his trees, (ran a nursery), the Lord’s  disciples were fishermen, one, a tax collector, when they were called.  You have been called to be catechists, through many and various ways.  Regardless of how the call arrived you are carrying out a critical ministry in the life of the Church.  The Church needs you, your parish needs you and the children, youth  and adults you work with need you.  Will you go forward as a catechist?

3. Being a catechist is not easy.  First of all, you have to walk the talk.  You cannot stand in front of the children, youth, or adults and tell them about the Lord, call them to discipleship (The NDC says that catechesis is a school for discipleship) unless you  are on the path yourself.  You don’t need to be a saint, but on the road to  sainthood.  You need to be living the life of a disciple and that isn’t easy and that will cost you?  Are you ready to pay the cost?
4. You will be distracted and tempted to forego the vocation of a catechist, but if it is truly a vocation you  will get back on the path not for yourself, not because it is easy, not because it is always satisfying, but because God is calling you to teach his  people.   It always strikes me that when Jesus looked on some of the cities of Israel, the Scripture writer tells us, “he looked on them with great compassion, for they were like sheep without a shepherd.   Who is going to teach our children, who is going to walk with our youth, who is going to enter into a dialogue with our adults, if not you?  Are you ready to continue your ministry as a catechist?
How will you know if you have a vocation as a catechist as you go forward?

Is God calling you?  Is it at times not what you want to do?  Does it cost you?  Are you tempted to give up?  Sounds pretty crazy, but vocations are like that,  they take us on a way  we may never have known was there. 

The Kingdom Of Heaven

We have just heard the gospel story where Jesus sends out his disciples and tells them to proclaim “The Kingdom of God is at hand.”  As we look at the gospels, we see that this is the central theme of Jesus teaching.  In Pope Benedict’s book on Jesus of Nazareth, he says, “ This announcement is the actual core of Jesus’ words and works.” (pg. 47)  …”he is telling us: God is acting now—this is the hour when God is showing himself in history as its Lord, as the living God, in a way that goes beyond anything seen before.” (pg. 56) 
So this is where we are going?  We are going to the Kingdom of God.  But where is the Kingdom of God?
Jesus tells his hearers, that it is near, it is in their midst.  It grows from a small seed, it grows among thorns.  It is compared to a treasure buried in a field and to a pearl of great price.  It will bring division.  It is being attacked.  “The reality that Jesus names the “Kingdom of God, lordship of God is extremely complex, and only by accepting it in its entirety can we gain access to, and let ourselves be guided by, his message. (Benedict XVI, pg. 59)
So let us take a quick look at this complex reality…

It is present in our midst.   The Kingdom of God is now—As one reads the Scripture closely, it becomes clear that Jesus is telling his listeners that the Kingdom of God is here in their presence and he means in his presence (himself).  He is the Kingdom of God, the one exercising the Lordship of God.  In Jesus, God is bringing about a reunion of heaven and earth.  That relationship which had been broken by the first sin is now being healed, reconciled.  We have entered a new age.  Look around?  Do you see it?   Can you find it?   Look around?   Take a few minutes  and speak with your neighbor and share with him or her one place you find the kingdom of God   

It is not yet.  While the kingdom of God has been inaugurated by the Paschal Mystery, the life, death and resurrection and Ascension of Jesus, it is obviously not yet come to fullness, the story isn’t complete, because we also pray “Thy Kingdom Come” and we believe  and we await the New Jerusalem.  It is in the future and so we look to the future and in doing so, despite everything we see around us we are a people of hope.

Pope Benedict has written an Encyclical Spe Salvi that focuses on hope:

He says

 “We can face our present: the present, even if it is arduous, can be lived, and accepted if it leads towards a goal, if we can be sure of this goal , and if this goal is great enough to justify the effort of the journey.”  (Spe Salvi, 1), ““Only when the future is certain as a positive reality does it become possible to live the present as well.”  

What do we believe: Christ has died, Christ is Risen, Christ will come again.  We are people of hope, who look at the world around it and do not despair of this world, but do not confuse it with the kingdom of God.  And this is a great temptation today, 
In Spe Salvi, Pope Benedict  has written, “Biblical hope in the Kingdom of God has been displaced by hope in the kingdom of man, the hope of a better world which would be the real “Kingdom of God.”( SS, 30)    Modernity has placed its hope in science, in reason and logic as the way to the Kingdom, but they have not delivered, for there are other forces in the world and science has been turned against us and the unintended consequences have often been as great as the benefits.  
I believe that the reason for us not being able to find the kingdom of God is that we do not have enough of an imagination to find it.  In fact I think that one of the great challenges for catechists today is to develop a “Kingdom imagination” in ourselves and in those we catechize.
Tell the story of the young man and the tailor (from America, Feb. 08)
Our imaginations have been distorted in such a way, that we have conformed our lives to the distortions, and we don’t need a new body, but a new tailor.  
Let me give you a few definitions of imagination:

The great Jesuit preacher, Walter Burghardt, who died a few weeks ago said it is, “The capacity of the human person, the capacity we all have, to make the material an image of the immaterial or spiritual. 

Tom Groome, the noted religious educator describes it this way, “imagination is recognizing what truly is and how things are:  it is seeing what should be seen but could be easily missed.”

And Andrew Greeley says that, “Religion is imagination before it is anything else.

You see, it is the imagination that helps us structure our knowledge and to place it into a narrative that makes sense to us.  
Essential to imagination are stories.  “People make sense of the world and of our experiences in narrative structures and that we recall items in narrative structures better than in logically organized lists.  Imagination is not only a vital component in the composition of narratives, but also in understanding narratives…(Norman –Cultivating the Imagination in Adult Education.)
But in our time, as one author says, we have a “mutilated imagination…Narrowspeak has reigned.  The  price to pay for the dominance of a one dimensional scientific ideology was reduction of everything to quantifiable terms or in our country to economic terms.” (Michael Paul Gallagher, Clashing Symbols )
Example of the religious imagination? (airline or crossing street)
Where do you find the kingdom of God?  Wherever God is acting?  Where is God acting?   His Kingdom is not an imaginary hereafter, situated in a future that will never arrive, “his kingdom is present wherever he is loved and wherever his love reaches us.” ( SS 31)
Our imaginations have been hijacked by powerful images, but it is not too late to renew our imaginations, by putting on the mind of Christ, who saw the world with God’s eyes, who saw the future God has in mind for us.   
 There is much more I could say about the imagination, but most important,  I believe for the catechist is to teach the stories , James Loder, a theologian, has said that we have now entered a time when the current generation does not have a biblical imagination. (If time mention Huckelbee’s campaign) unless your students know the great stories of the Old and New Testament, their imaginations  will  never let them find the Kingdom of God.  
Catholic Identity

Our last reflection is that if we have a listen to the call of God and let it lead us toward the kingdom of God, we need to make sure that we don’t lose our identity on the way.  

In the February 11th issue of Newsweek, there was a fascinating piece, entitled “Talking to Kids about God.”  The author describes herself as a divorced twice, not a paragon of virtue, but still practicing Roman Catholic who takes her kid to church and finds comfort in the familiar rituals of the Church. Her daughter, who attends religious education classes, had asked her a question about death and the soul (around the death of Heath Leger).  It made her very uncomfortable because she didn’t know how to answer.  She goes on to reflect that she is a “cafeteria catholic”  who doesn’t accept all the tenets of my religion and who wants her daughter to be able to think  “critically and not doctrinally”   and she quotes a friend of hers, a Presbyterian, who had gone to a PTA meeting for Sunday School and who had told the leaders, “ I didn’t want a lot of emphasis on the spiritual side of things.”  
One of DRE’s told me last week that a woman had just come into her office and asked for a “crash course”  for her daughter so she could make her first Holy Communion this year.  She was too busy to attend religious education classes or any such thing, but her daughter needed to make her first communion, when asked why the rush, she told the DRE, well her cousin is making her communion.    
Welcome to your world and my world!  I am not sure how extreme these two examples are, but I think you could meet these people in almost any parish.  People who have a tenuous relationship to the Church and who have a rather distorted (by my understanding) Catholic identity.  

Catholic identity is an issue of central importance in the Church today.  Last year Cardinal Bertone, the Vatican Secretary of State, and close confidant of the Holy Father said that the main objective of Benedict’s pontificate  was to “recover authentic Christian identity and to explain and confirm the intelligibility of the faith in the context of widespread secularism.”
What has caused such a concern about identity?  There are many attempts to explain this phenomenon.  Some blame it on Vatican II, others on religious education (we haven’t taught the true faith still others on the parents who aren’t bringing up their children “right.”   Well, it can’t be the Council, for it is the work of the Holy Spirit and I think it is just too easy to blame religious education.  It just mimics the American attitude of blaming all of our ills on education.  And the parents attitudes are jus symptoms of an underlying problem.
The underlying problem or problems is in the culture.  What has happened, I believe is that there has been a massive shift in the underlying culture and subcultures that at one time created a thick web of Catholic identity.  

Up until the late fifties and even beyond, there existed in this country a vast Catholic subculture or subcultures rooted in the ethnic identities and communities.   The religious identity and the cultural identity were deeply intertwined and there was a certain amount of “us and them” attitude toward the dominant culture. We were different!   As Catholics began to move out of these communities and to merge into the larger dominant culture, many of those symbols, those stories, those practices began to fade away.  

As one noted historian has said, “in earlier generations your identity was given to you, in the present generation, they have to create their own identity.”  So hearing someone speak about the cafeteria model, doesn’t sound so harsh when you see it through the younger eyes, they think they have to create their own identity.  Of course, this also has to do with the tremendous emphasis in the larger culture on the “rights of the individual.”
So, one of the reasons for the loss of identity is the loss of the ethnic subcultures that embedded the faith in a rich mix of practices, symbols, stories.
A second great shift occurred around the same time, with the huge cultural upheavals  that began in the sixties and are still reshaping our cultural landscape.  I am thinking of everything from the changing attitude toward authority, to the women’s movement, to the sexual revolution,  from the creation of the first personal computer, to the Internet, from  three channels  on the TV to hundreds on cable tv; from Mr. Rogers to the Xbox, from modernity to postmodernity, from a manufacturing economy to a service economy, from one wage earner per family to two wage earners per family, from alcohol as the only available drug to a cornucopia of designer drugs and drugs of  choice, from marriage to cohabitation; from marriage to divorce; from two parents to single parents to no parents, from a time when people made things to a time when we are urged to buy things!
Need I say more!  Now some of the items mentions above have both  good and bad aspects.  Most of them have elements which are helpful and good, but they also carry within themselves the seeds of destruction.   This is our world, this is our culture and our people, our children live in this world.   

The funny thing about culture is that it is like the air we breath.  We don’t see it, but we inhale it and it partially shapes our identity.  Now there are several responses, once we know what is happening to us .  We can turn around and try to go back.  But as Cardinal George, commenting on issues of identity says, “you can’t  go back I think, and imagine that we’re in the 19th century, just taking those solutions, good though they were then, as ours now.”  You can just try to conform the faith to the culture, as I believe the young mother from Newsweek wants to do.  Or, we can take a position that says, there is no human culture that perfectly expresses the gospel.  Each contains both good and evil.  The question becomes, how do you know the difference?  And that calls for discerning in the culture what is of God and what is not.

The challenge of the catechist is to help shape and strengthen a Catholic identity in this culture.  Here are some suggestions: 
1. The word religion comes from a word that means “to bind”—our religion is not just one of the clubs, we belong to, but a way of life, it is living in the kingdom, which is here and not here.  It informs everything we do.  Teach the faith in such a way, as if it were a matter of life and death.
2. Identity is always rooted in relationships.  Do everything you can to invite the parents, the families into a more intense relationship with the Church community.  You represent the church as a catechist, develop a good relationship with those you catechize.
3. Catholic identity is rooted in “us” not “me”   In this way, Catholicism is counter cultural.  Emphasize the community
4. Story is central to identity.   We need to see ourselves as part of the great history of salvation, as on the journey to the Kingdom as the most noble, most worthy challenge we can have.  Know the stories, teach the story.

5. Give them an alternative imagination.   

6. Emphasize the essentials of the faith,  but support them with  good practices.

7. Engage the parents.  Don’t point fingers If someone were to enter your home, would they know it was the home of a Catholic family?
8. Be gentle, be welcoming.  Even the mother who wanted a “crash course” had some reason to come to us. 
9. Remember the  dictum of Pope John XXIII, unity in those things that are essential, freedom in those that are not essential and in all things charity.
We have come to the end of our reflection, on the way forward…

Jesus is calling us  to a great task…to be catechists in the Church

We are called to announce that His Kingdom is here and yet to come: our task is to create a Kingdom imagination…to be able to point out where the Kingdom is coming into being

We are called to help those we catechize know who they are:  members of the body of Christ, born anew in baptism and called to a way of life that brings joy and happiness not as the world knows it, but as the Lord has shown us..

Isn’t it a great privilege. 

Thank You

Reflections on Vocation
I fled Him, down the nights and down the days; 

I fled Him, down the arches of the years; 

I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways 

Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears 

I hid from Him, and under running laughter. 

Up vistaed hopes I sped; 

And shot, precipitated,

Adown Titanic glooms of chasmèd fears, 

From those strong Feet that followed, followed after. 

But with unhurrying chase, 

And unperturbèd pace,

Deliberate speed, majestic instancy, 

They beat -- and a voice beat 

More instant than the Feet --

"All things betray thee, who betrayest Me."

(The Hound of Heaven, Thompson)

Psalm 139

1 For the leader. A psalm of David. O LORD, you have probed me, you know me: 

2 

2 you know when I sit and stand; you understand my thoughts from afar. 

3 

My travels and my rest you mark; with all my ways you are familiar. 

4 

Even before a word is on my tongue, LORD, you know it all. 

5 

Behind and before you encircle me and rest your hand upon me. 

6 

Such knowledge is beyond me, far too lofty for me to reach. 

7 

Where can I hide from your spirit? From your presence, where can I flee? 

8 

If I ascend to the heavens, you are there; if I lie down in Sheol, you are there too. 

9 

3 If I fly with the wings of dawn and alight beyond the sea, 

10 

Even there your hand will guide me, your right hand hold me fast. 

11 

4 If I say, "Surely darkness shall hide me, and night shall be my light" -- 

12 

Darkness is not dark for you, and night shines as the day. Darkness and light are but one. 

13 

You formed my inmost being; you knit me in my mother's womb. 

14 

I praise you, so wonderfully you made me; wonderful are your works! My very self you knew; 

15 

5 my bones were not hidden from you, When I was being made in secret, fashioned as in the depths of the earth. 

16 

Your eyes foresaw my actions; in your book all are written down; my days were shaped, before one came to be. 

17 

How precious to me are your designs, O God; how vast the sum of them! 

18 

Were I to count, they would outnumber the sands; to finish, I would need eternity. 

19 

If only you would destroy the wicked, O God, and the bloodthirsty would depart from me! 

20 

Deceitfully they invoke your name; your foes swear faithless oaths. 

21 

Do I not hate, LORD, those who hate you? Those who rise against you, do I not loathe? 

22 

With fierce hatred I hate them, enemies I count as my own. 

23 

Probe me, God, know my heart; try me, know my concerns. 

24 

6 See if my way is crooked, then lead me in the ancient paths.
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