
 Pastor’s Pen:  A Change in Religious Education 

 

This year,we are overhauling religious formation. 

For years, decades, we have used a classroom/academic format.  We have used the format 

used in most schools: lecture/memorization/regurgitation.  In other words the only real 

difference between how we treat math and other core courses and how we treat faith formation 

is what books we use. We might have prayer included.  But that format touches all forms of 

religious formation.  Mass becomes an extension of the classroom.  Service projects become an 

extension of the classroom. It all seems like hoops that we require them to jump 

through....hoops that require little to no integration.  This leads to a norm we see with parishes 

with schools...and places where catholic high schools exist....the school and all formations are 

synonymous.  Any other parish based youth events are seen as redundant to the school (“I 
don't send my kids to youth group because we send them to the school”). 

How has that worked out for us? I saw a study released today that 9 out of every 10 cradle 

Catholics fall away from the practice of the faith.  How many of those went to our Catholic 

schools? How many went through various classes for sacramental prep?  It may shock most, 

but Catholic schools are expensive.  Parishes with schools are usually financially strapped.  An 

awful lot of resources  are being spent for very little long term benefit.  I remember some 

decades ago going to a meeting of pastors and school administrators where the main speaker 

spoke of the wonderful education his children got from Catholic schools even though they no 

longer practice the faith.  In fact, most Catholics who abandon the faith simply don't go to church 

anywhere.   This makes pastors wonder why we expend so many resources and much time on 

schools. We cannot afford to run mere private schools.  A Catholic school IS NOT a private 

school. It is so much more. That is why we are making the changes. 

Too often I, myself, and other pastors have lamented that sacramental prep happens and the 

reception of the sacrament becomes a graduation day. Many school pastors lament that they so 

often see recent graduates and their families stop going to Mass after they graduate...if they 

were even coming before.  There is a reason why...we have treated faith formation for decades 

(now at least four generations)  as primarily an academic pursuit.  It is why it is easy to merely 

accept or reject what is taught as applicable to one's life.  Unwittingly, we sowed the crop we 

planted. 

So, we are going to try something different in our faith formation efforts. 

A) For the younger grades we are moving to a more tactile way of learning (extensive use of 

Catechesis of the Good Shepherd) to provide a greater understanding of not just the what, but 

to focus on the why and the how. 

B) For junior high/middle school, we are going to focus more on Socratic methods that focus on 

integration (moving way beyond just 'being good' and entering into what does it mean to be in a 

familial covenant with God and His people) that will require more critical thinking skills.  We want 

ownership.  Retreats, prayer, pilgrimages, and other formats will be added as a normal part.  

For now, we will be using the Chesterton lounge in the rectory for 7/8 grade and moving it out of 

the classroom setting to make the pedagogy more conducive to the ends intended. 



This will reach into how we do CCD as well.  We are still working out the details.  Especially with 

the upper grades, I want to mimic how we are doing the school. The Fr. Buhman Center has a 

lounge we can expand and use. 

For three years, Macon has taken the example from Shelbina, and expanded youth ministry 

from PreK to 12. We want to weave the  school religious formation into the, up to now, separate 

parish youth formation.  The school cannot be all that is done.  It provides components, but not 

the entirety.  The school is a mission of the parish, not a separate entity. That mission is part of 

the overall mission of the parishes.  We have seen fruit appear from Camp Tolton and the 

diocesan camps. 

This will require a few things.   First, many will critique how things are and yet still fight against 

changing it.  WE know the old way is not  fully doing the job.  We should want to form lifelong 

disciples of Jesus Christ...which requires not just merely 'knowing about' but requires 'knowing."  

This comprehensive approach will focus on the latter without ignoring the former.  A good 

relationship needs both. 

In Shelbina, this means expanding the current lounge in the Buhman Center to accommodate 

larger groups.  In Macon, as we are space poor, I am strongly suggesting turning of the north 

bay of my 3 car garage (I only have 1 car) into a room that will accommodate this new 

pedagogy.  The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd needs a dedicated spot (called an atrium) , 

plus we can also use that spot for our OCIA (which is around 15 or so not including staff), 

Chesterton (during the winter) and youth groups.  No doubt, some will cry 'we never needed that 

before!’ We didn't?  We can't complain about how things turn out if we keep on the same path.  
Some will say this because they don't  need it.  We are a parish family...we don't do just what is 

good for me.  That is a retail mentality, not a familial one. 

We either dwindle or grow.  We are a Church for the salvation of souls and not for the 

maintenance of the found.   The formation, not programming, of our youth is essential to our 

long term survival. No institution can thrive if most of its adherents stop attending.  The dropping 

in attendance nationally is a sure sign of how we have deteriorated.  Such deterioration is not 

the will of God.   "We have always done it this way" is the rally cry of a dying institution. 

I don't like merely complaining. I like fixing, experimenting, and bolstering.  Right now, I have all 

the right people in the right places at the right time.  I need each of us to be part of the solution.  

Yes, it will be different.  It will draw us closer to what we are supposed to be doing.  I want to 

form dedicated evangelical disciples of Jesus Christ and His Church. 

BTW.  This is why I am doing the 10 part homily on the Mass.  We need to know and allow that 

knowledge to change us for the better. 

 


