An Introduction to Whole Community Catechesis

This packet of information is for you and your household

If you are a parishioner of St. John Neumann Parish of any age or any stage of life, please review the following pages.  The following information is meant to provide a thorough vision of an important change in the parish that will benefit the community and each individual who participates.  The following information is not just for parents of children in the Religious Formation Program.

What is it?

Whole Community Catechesis is a religious formation model that brings the community, a group of all ages, together to learn, share, and grow.  To be clear, we should define that Catechesis has many aspects, and among them are the sharing and instruction in the Catholic faith.  Religious Formation means a development of a person’s life in accordance with the gospel and a process that strives to allow one to lead a life conscious and aware of the presence of God. It takes many forms, with the most predominant form at our parish being the St. John Neumann festivals, which makes up the religious formation program for families of the church.  There is no longer a grade-level program for children; there is an assembly process for the whole community.

Why are we doing this?
The leaders of the Catholic Church have been calling for a more holistic approach to religious formation for many years.  There are two main sources that call for this type of catechesis: The General Directory for Catechesis (GDC) and Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us.  The GDC is the international guide for catechesis for the entire one-billion-member Roman Catholic Church, which was called for at the Second Vatican Council.  Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us is a pastoral plan for commitment to adult faith formation from the U.S. Bishops.  Many other Catholic leaders have created a vision for a whole community approach to catechesis and the two approaches St. John Neumann has used for our model is a book called Whole Community Catechesis by Bill Huebsch and “Generations of Faith”, a process created by the Center for Ministry Development.  See the Resources Page for information on all of the aforementioned.

In essence, the church documents remind us that religious formation is ongoing and life-long for all members of the church, but that the primary responsibility of a parish is the religious formation of all adults.  Parents are the most important teachers of their children, and all adults need the skills, comfort level, and deepened faith in order to share it with their children, grandchildren, nieces, nephews, friends and co-workers.  Religious formation that is part of a child’s upbringing is highly preferable to the outlook of religious formation as “catechism”, “CCD”, or “religious education”, which are classes in which children learn facts about the faith.  Religious instruction and knowledge of the Catholic faith is vital, but experiencing it within the home from their most important catechists, their parents, is the ideal.  Additionally, it has become Catholic myth that learning about the Faith as a child is sufficient in remaining a faithful Christian.  The documents stress that this is a very dangerous idea and that religious formation is an ongoing process with the only graduation being entering eternal life.  It is exciting to know that many adults are searching for this knowledge and confidence in their faith.  Many do not feel “qualified” or comfortable sharing their religious beliefs with their children or peers.  This is something we are committed to changing. 

What is the Goal?

The goal of Whole Community Catechesis is to aid the creation of Households of Faith.  Whoever lives within the household should feel empowered in knowledge of their faith, a comfort level to share that faith, the ability to pray with one another, and feel a connection to the parish they are part of.  This involves openness to a deeper personal connection to Christ on the part of the members of the household.

We feel confident that a religious formation model that stresses shared experiences of faith will aid the progression to a Household of Faith.  We also feel confident that, if we were to continue to use only a children’s classroom model, the development of Households of Faith might be very difficult for most situations.

What does it look like?

Whole Community Catechesis at St. John Neumann will have a number of different aspects to it, but at the center are the liturgy and our monthly festivals.

The central piece of formation anywhere in the world is the liturgy (mass) each Sunday.  The whole church joins us in reaffirming the importance of weekly attendance at the liturgy in order to grow and be refreshed in the Word, in the Eucharist, and through the community who shares our deepest beliefs.

Outside of the liturgy, the centerpiece of religious formation at St. John Neumann will be monthly festival gatherings.  All parishioners are invited to attend the monthly festival.  By “all people”, we mean those who are very faithful members of the parish, those who attend mass only, those who only come to church once in a while or on holidays, and everyone in between.  The same festival is offered multiple times each month in order to allow for all parishioners to attend.  Registration information can be found inside this packet of materials.

The festivals will follow a theme each month, around the time of the church year or a significant part of Christian living.  The atmosphere is designed to be relaxed.  Different festivals will have different ways to teach and experience the lesson.  In the past, festivals have included live drama, movie clips, talks, games, reading, and sharing.  Each festival will always include a meal and prayer. Some festivals will give time for adults and children to break off into separate groups so that they can learn and experience the lesson on their own level.  At no point do we desire to put adults or children in situations in which they feel uncomfortable – special efforts are taken to allow for all to feel a sense of ease in participation.  

The response from those who have attended past festivals has been overwhelmingly positive.  Please see comments from the past festivals enclosed in this packet.  Any negative comments and suggestions have been looked at and addressed, sometimes even within the same series of festivals.

Whole Community Catechesis is not limited to liturgy and the festivals though.  The pastoral staff is still thinking over the many options for further incorporating this process into parish life.  We are considering having a parish Question of the Week that can be discussed beginning on the weekend of that liturgy.  Besides that, we have considered something popularly called “Breaking Open the Word”.  This means, at each parish meeting, to begin with reading the upcoming Sunday gospel passage and discussing it as a group.  This could apply to all parish meetings including Pastoral Council and the commissions, youth and young adult ministry, and all other parish study or social groups.  Both of these prospects offer a shared reflection on scripture by the whole community regarding a certain concept of faith and how to respond within our normal, everyday lives.  We see these options as valuable possibilities.  As this develops, parishioners will be informed of any of these new formation practices.  Input from parishioners is of course always welcome and carefully considered.


Who is involved?

All parishioners are part of Whole Community Catechesis, from the very young to senior members of the community.  All are invited and encouraged to attend liturgy weekly.  All are asked to attend the monthly festival.  All are asked to open their vision to creating a Household of Faith, no matter what their household looks like.  It comes as no surprise to church leadership at any level that many family situations are “non-traditional”.  We want any household, at any stage of life or struggle to open up to a vision of building a Household of Faith and for St. John Neumann to be a resource and support in doing this.

Some important households and individuals that need mentioning:

It is important that seniors feel included in this process, as the wisdom and care they possess is unique and vital to learning together how to really be the People of God.

Single-parent households are not only necessary for this process, but welcomed with a special desire, because the struggles and joys of these homes are crucial for the parish to experience the reality of life today, and support is necessary for a single-parent household to succeed in raising Christian children.  We warmly ask for your participation.

Adult men, singles, husbands and fathers, are needed as role models in the community of faith.  In households with two parents, because of the busy schedules we have, fathers oftentimes feel that other issues and tasks for the good of their families should come before being part of the church community.  We ask that fathers see festival sessions as one of the best times to spend time with and grow closer to their children and to take advantage of that opportunity for their own good and the good of their kids.

Young people have something unique to add to our experience if we are striving to be a real family of faith.  We ask that you give our parish a chance to let you feel included and valued.  You may struggle to understand the faith, or feel distant, but wherever you are at, we want and need your voice.

Single adults often feel that they do not fit.  There is a seat waiting for you and eyes and ears conscious of the fact that you may feel uncomfortable amongst many families with children.  There is a place for you and we hope that you accept the invitation.

Couples of different Christian beliefs, such as a Catholic and Lutheran marriage, along with interfaith couples are encouraged to take part together.  It is important that we make clear that all people of any faith are welcome in our community and to share similarities in beliefs and express difference of opinion.

We ask that no barrier, whether it be race, sexual orientation, anger with the church, or fear of ignorance of the faith, keep you from an experience that may be an opening to a new start or the feeling of community that comes from participation in the festivals or other aspects of Whole Community Catechesis.

We want all people to have a home with us.
A Quick Summary So Far…
· Whole Community Catechesis is a religious formation process for the whole parish that has been recommended by church leaders for many years.

· Formation of adults is the priority of parishes so that adults can help build Households of Faith.  The most important teachers of children are their parents, especially in matters of faith.

· Religious formation is a life-long process.  Christians are called to learn and grow in faith throughout life.

· Whole Community Catechesis has the liturgy and festivals as the centerpieces.  All parishioners are asked to attend liturgy weekly and a festival once per month.

· The goal of Whole Community Catechesis is to create a Household of Faith where faith can be shared and lived out without fear of ignorance or embarrassment.

· All people are invited and encouraged to participate.

I Have More Questions…
So there is really no children’s program next year?

We will no longer be using the classroom model.  We began last year with what is called a blended model, using both class sessions and festivals as time for catechesis.  The next step is to go only to whole community events only.  Some parents have raised concerns about not having class sessions and some have been very excited, citing that the classroom approach is not adequate, even when done very well.

Two main concerns have come out of this announcement.  First, some parents have been concerned that without the classroom, their children will not learn enough about the teachings of the faith.  This part of religious formation is called religious instruction.  Within the festivals themselves will be a significant amount of religious instruction, including the learning of prayers along with basic Catholic teachings on things like sacraments and beatitudes.  Besides that, information, similar to what you would get in a textbook will be provided in Take Home Packets.  This will help reinforce the lesson and provide parents with the resources for any additional religious instruction for their children.

Second, the loss of the relationship between catechist and student has been a concern.  Church leaders and our own instincts tell us that the most important catechist is a child’s parent.  If a lesson is presented in class and not reinforced in the home, it is often forgotten or seen as not important to a child.  We expect that the festival sessions allow for a relationship of parent as a catechist to their children to develop.  Parents need not be experts in the faith: the parish is here as a resource with information and materials that will be provided.  The bond between parent and child is one we are more concerned about than the bond between a non-parent catechist and child.  However, there still will be catechists taking part in the festival sessions, so there will be relationships formed among adults and children to these teachers.

Under the surface of these very good concerns are feelings of inadequacy at being the primary catechist of our children.  We affirm again that parents are capable and responsible for their child’s formation and that the parish will provide the materials to assist parents in this task.

Is once a month enough time?

No, it is not.  However, this is if we look at religious formation for that month as limited to the one festival session.

Liturgy occurs four or five times per month, depending on how many weekends are in that month.  There is a festival session each month.  Additionally, there are the resources provided in the Take Home Kits.  These are to be used throughout the month for adult formation and the formation of any children we have.

Besides the fundamental aspects of religious formation, there are important activities that go on at the parish to provide additional formation opportunities.  There are bible studies offered throughout the year, adult formation conference days, and a variety of Christian service activities.

Looking at the past classroom model for an idea of what is appropriate for religious formation will not suffice if we are to ascend to the goal we have in mind: creating Households of Faith.

When will we begin Whole Community Catechesis?

The festival portion of Whole Community Catechesis will begin in November.  This is because we will be going by the church calendar, which begins with Advent, as opposed to the school-year calendar.  This means this year’s festival season will run from November 2005 to October 2006.

What days will the festivals be offered?

In order to maximize the ability of a very large parish family to attend the parish festivals, there will be seven sessions of the same festival offered each month.

These will be on:  Friday evening, Saturday afternoon, Saturday evening, Sunday afternoon, Monday evening, Tuesday evening, Wednesday evening

For specific dates, please see the Calendar enclosed in this packet.

When does my household register for the festivals?
Enclosed in this packet is information about registration.  Each household will register using the forms enclosed.  These can be mailed in or turned in to the Religious Formation Office or on the weekend at a designated place in the Gathering Area.  All questions about registration can be answered by calling the Religious Formation Office at (734) 455-5986.

I’m an Adult: I don’t think I need any more Religious Formation!

This is a common feeling among many Catholic adults.  Religious formation for adults is imperative for their own growth.  Many adults believe that the Catholic Church assumes its members are only asked to participate in faith formation as children, but this is not true.  Many adult Catholic are searching for answers in life and for a deeper faith, but don’t feel there is a way to find these things.  In addition, for most adult Catholics, the last time we had any Christian formal instruction in a topic such as morality, was fifth grade.  When we are in fifth grade, we are taught at that level.  As adults, we are looking for a better understanding of faith and decision-making that is at a mature level.

A great many adults would say that they don’t feel they really understand their faith tradition or would feel “unqualified” to explain the Catholic faith to someone who asked them about it.  This does not have to be the case.  Whole Community Catechesis takes essential parts of the faith, teaches them, and gives resources on that topic that relate to you as an adult.  The Second Vatican Council makes it very clear that it is the main responsibility of the laity, the non-ordained, to spread the gospel in the world.  The clergy serve the faithful in order to instruct and encourage them in this work.  It is important that adults feel comfortable and nourished in their Christian faith to be the message of hope and forgiveness in the workplace, among friends, and in the family.

I have heard the name “Generations of Faith” used this past year. Are we using a different program this year?
“Generations of Faith” is a process created by the Center for Ministry Development, under the direction of a man named John Roberto.  “Generations of Faith” is the largest influence on the festival portion of the Whole Community Catechesis model we will have at the parish.  It is not that we have decided not to use it, or have changed the name, but it is a part of the overall process that is better called Whole Community Catechesis.  The festivals, inspired by “Generations of Faith” are a piece of Whole Community Catechesis.  Please see the Resources Page for more information on “Generations of Faith”.

Will childcare be offered?

Childcare will be offered for Friday, Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday events.  Childcare for Saturday events will be offered when space is available.

Will Sacramental Preparation change?

Preparation for First Eucharist, First Reconciliation, and Confirmation will remain the same.  These programs incorporate more intensive learning and experience of the sacraments, along with parental involvement.  We feel that the model used for sacramental preparation has been effective and an enjoyable experience.

Participation in the monthly parish festivals is a part of the preparation for the sacrament, as it was when the child was also attending classes in addition to their preparation sessions.  Participation in the sacramental preparation sessions without attendance at the festivals allows for the same problem we found in the classroom model: a lack of transitioning of knowledge and experience of faith into the home.

Is there a child attendance policy?

Please see registration information on the back of the registration form for households with youth.

Who Considered this Change?

Whole Community Catechesis has been a topic of discussion for a number of years.  The Pastoral Council has been familiar with and exploring the concept since 2002.  Parish staff members have been researching, attending workshops, and taken part in many discussions in order to determine the best direction for the formation of the parish.  Lead teachers and catechists of the classroom model participated in the discussion, gave input, suggestions, and reservations about moving to this process.  All parties have been concerned of the families, individuals, and especially children who would lack any religious formation if the household rejected the idea of attending the festivals.  As global and national Church leaders have been pointing out for many years, without reinforcement in the home, children will almost certainly not retain the learning of the classroom and will likely not participate in the faith as adults unless the family has been engaged in the church and in relationship with God.  We feel that it is negligent as a pastoral staff to allow this to continue.

St. John Neumann staff members comments
Fr. Andrew Bloomfield
Associate Pastor
Our late, beloved Holy Father Pope John Paul II often remarked that the family was at the heart of the Church.  He spoke of the family as the “domestic Church” in which the Faith is first experienced, taught, and learned.  Developing a strong life of faith within our families here at St. John Neumann is an essential aspect of catechesis.  We share the same content of our Faith in Christ: the Gospel remains the same everywhere and always; but different generations experience and understand the truths of the Faith in their own way.  Whole Community Catechesis seeks to bridge the gap, not just between generations, but also between faith and reason, experience and revelation, so that everyone may “know you, the only and true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17: 3).

Gene Kijek
Pastoral Associate

I have been engaged in religious formation for over 35 years. I've worked with all age groups. There has always been a frustration for me as a Catechist. And that is - the disconnect that exists in the catechetical session from the reality in the lives of the participants. A quick comment or action at home could so easily undo what was accomplished in religious formation. One of the scandals in the Church today is the absence of so many parishioners at the Sunday Liturgy.  Whole Community Catechesis helps us keep continuity. It puts us all on "the same page." Those counterproductive comments and actions at home might be reprimanded because everyone in the household is focused on the same topic of faith formation.  Whole Community Catechesis offers great potential. The goal of religious formation is conversion. The more all ages (adults AND children) grow in their faith, the more they will discover Christ in their lives. I'm definitely excited about Whole Community Catechesis!

Chris Distelrath
Christian Service & Faith Sharing Group Coordinator
I am so excited about St. John Neumann rolling out Whole Community Catechesis for everyone in the parish. This is an opportunity to gather with people from the parish community to continue our personal and collective faith growth. We have been doing some of this work in our small faith sharing groups, now it can encompass the “whole community”.  When we gather at our Sunday Liturgy we are fed with both the Word and the Body of Christ. At the festival gatherings, depending on the format of the event, we will be getting additional food for thought and growth. There is a commercial out there that says something like “Eggs, not just for breakfast anymore.”  The commercial for Whole Community Catechesis should be “Religious Formation, not just for children anymore.” When we baptize a person and welcome them to the community we pledge to help support the parents and Godparents in their work of formation. What have you done lately to grow your own faith and an understanding our faith. I don’t know a single person who would try to get a job that would support them for a lifetime with an eighth grade education and few additional lectures. Why do we try to live our lives and support out young people with Religious Formation just through Confirmation and church on Sunday only? Whole Community Catechesis can have a very positive effect on this parish community and the way we live out the Gospel message in our families, this community of Canton and our work communities. The ripple effect on the “world “ could be a sight to behold. I pray that you will bring your wisdom to the table and join us this fall as we delve deeper into our faith.

Mike Horka
Communications & Young Adult Ministry Coordinator

The concept of Whole Community Catechesis is a very good one.  I hope that couples, families, and singles really consider attending.  Young adults have been more involved in parish life in the past year and this is a great opportunity to invite 20 and 30 year olds to participate in growing in faith.  The festivals are laid back, fun, and informative.  I encourage everyone to invite the young adults in their lives to attend church and this may be a way in for them.

Rick Cucchi

Director of Music Ministries

Families come together for so many different kinds of life experiences- sports events; picnics; family gatherings; concerts; and so many more.  In all of these experiences family members relate to each other and get to know different facets of each other’s own person and being.  Why not come together and understand each other from a spiritual perspective.  Some of my most memorable learning experiences have been among other people.  In their presence I realized that- wow- I’m not the only one who ever felt that way….or, that is a different way of looking at that. That is what these Faith Formation Festivals are all about. Not me all alone but relating spiritually to others.

What a great opportunity- to come together and consecrate families for Christ.  To set our family on a blessed path to knowing God’s will for each of us.  To become a part of God’s dream and extrapolate on what we can become, together.

I encourage you to take part, fully in the faith formation festivals here at St. John Neumann!
Parishioner comments from past festivals 

I learned a lot about the Church.  This is a great idea to encourage parishioners to come together to get educated in the faith.

Excellent introduction to the ways of the Church!

Great job making the program age appropriate (including children and young adults)!

We think these festivals are a great idea.  We enjoy them as a family and always learn something good.  What a great way to celebrate and learn about Jesus!

We enjoyed the festivals this year!  I think they are very helpful in expanding our faith – especially as a parent – reminding us of all those things we learned as kids.

These festivals are a great opportunity for such a large parish to become more personable.

I love this new approach to religious education and feel it is a very effective way to teach my family!

The festival was very enlightening.  The value of faith was rekindled.

I enjoyed the entire program.  There was something for everyone to connect with.

Very well done!  This is a great way to welcome newer members.  We really appreciate our new church!  Thank you!

I am very happy to have the whole parish family brought into the program.

My family really enjoyed the festival.  We look forward to future family festivals!

A message for parents of middle school students
Mary Buckley
Coordinator of Youth Ministry

Moving to Whole Community Catechesis next year is going to give the young people at Saint John Neumann an exciting way to grow in their faith, in their understanding of the importance of family and in their concept of what Church can be.  The Church has been stressing the importance of family focused formation and it is very exciting to know that St. John Neumann will be providing for its many parishioners an effective way of growing in faith through their family.

We will be using the festival model to gather once a month to learn and grow together as a Parish Community.  This is an excellent way for young people to move closer to a personal relationship with Christ and a firm commitment in serving others.  While we are excited about this aspect of Youth Ministry next year we are also aware that High School and Middle School Students experience faith in a unique way.  High School Ministry will continue to meet once a week and on the weeks when there is a festival the young people will be invited to go with their families and Youth Group will not meet.

The Middle School age is an incredibly special age.  At this point in a young person’s life most experience a new awareness of independence.  This great stage in a young person’s life must be respected and nurtured in Religious Formation.  Through discussion and input from parishioners and staff members we have decided that once a month we will offer a formation class for young people that are in 6th-8th grade.  This will give the teens an opportunity to explore their faith independently as they are exploring so many other areas of their lives.  This is not intended to in any way take away from or discourage young people from attending the festivals that are part of Whole Community Catechesis.  In fact we are encouraging families to only partake in these formation classes as a supplement to the wonderful work that will be done through Whole Community Catechesis.  Our classes will try to echo the lessons learned at the Festivals but mold it to the particular stage of life of Middle School aged youth.

If you have any questions or concerns I would be glad to discuss this incredible opportunity for the young people of this parish.

Resource Page

General Directory for Catechesis
View this document free by logging on to the Vatican website at www.vatican.va.

A simple Internet search will display the English link to this document and give options to purchase it from online vendors.

The General Directory for Catechesis: In Plain English
By Bill Huebsch

This book can be purchased through the publisher at www.twentythirdpublications.com or at other bookstores online.  
Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us
This document can be found and looked at free by logging on entering the following website address in your address bar: http://www.usccb.org/education/ourhearts.htm
This can also be purchased by logging on the USCCB website.

Whole Community Catechesis

By Bill Huebsch

This book can be purchased through the publisher at www.twentythirdpublications.com or at other bookstores online.  Copies can be checked out in the parish library as well.

“Generations of Faith”
Created by the Center for Ministry Development

The “Generations of Faith” website is very user friendly and explains the premise behind the process.  The website address is www.generationsoffaith.org.

