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“Good and upright is the LORD, 
therefore he shows sinners the 
way, He guides the humble in 

righteousness, and teaches 
the humble his way.” 

 

(Psalms 25:8-9) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Religious Formation as a Way of Life 

We educate children on many subjects, but religious 

education is the reason we have parish catechetical 

programs and schools. While remembering this, our vision 

of religious formation should expand to include Catholic 

adults, not just the few obsessed by religious themes, but 

the overall rank and file.  Policies for catechesis and 

evangelism must address a plan for religious formation 

that would entail a correlation of the various areas of 

Church life focusing both on the content of Christian faith 

and morals as well as the various means for its 

promulgation or transmission. Every parish committee 

should be grounded in the Christian kerygma. We want to 

help the poor, protect human life, promote justice and 

defend human rights. But we are not social workers, 

philosophers or secular humanists. The faith is the axis 

around which everything else rotates.  We do what we do 

because of who we are.   

A Future with a Buried Past? 

Except for a precious few, the youth of today have no 

memory of yesterday. Educators were aghast when a large 

number of children in Prince George’s County schools 

were recently tested about American history.  The degree 

of ignorance was unbelievable.  A majority of students 

responded that Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King 

were contemporaries. They could not distinguish between 

the civil war of 1865 and the civil rights campaign of the 

1960’s.  The danger here cannot be underestimated. Many 



are just as bewildered when it comes to knowing the faith.  

They do not know from where they have come and so 

they cannot know where they are going. 

How might we measure the status of Catholic identity?  

There might be a simply way without elaborate tests.  We 

can take a cue from secular researchers.  Professors from 

the University of Maryland and Stanford surveyed 

thousands of high school students across the nation, 

asking them to name the ten most famous Americans in 

history— excluding presidents and first ladies.  Speaking 

for myself, this was a hard task because I could think of 

many more names then ten as great Americans.  However, 

here are ten names with which I immediately came up: (1) 

Charles Carroll, (2) Benjamin Franklin, (3) Thomas Paine, 

(4) Thomas Edison, (5) Mark Twain, (6) Harriet Tubman, 

(7) Albert Einstein [the last 15 years of his life], (8) Helen 

Keller, (9) Martin Luther King and (10) Wernher von Braun 

[after 1955]. Many are toss ups.  I could have mentioned 

Robert H. Goddard, the father of American rocketry or 

Neil Armstrong the first man on the moon.  But I opted for 

von Braun, the architect of the Saturn V rocket that got us 

to the moon.  I should have probably listed Alexander 

Hamilton as a substitute for Franklin, but the latter is 

better known.  As for Paine, well his writing set the stage 

for the revolution.  I omitted names from big business like 

Henry T. Ford and yet such could have made the list.  Mark 

Twain is a personal favorite of mine, but I am sure many 

would have listed others like Hemingway or Poe or 

Hawthorne.  In any case, the names expose our awareness 



of American history and culture and how we got to where 

we are today.   

As a catechetical exercise so as to make possible an 

assessment of the current status of faith identity and 

inculturation, I would challenge pastors and catechists to 

ask their parishioners to make a list of their top ten 

Catholics, omitting the Popes, the Apostles, the four 

Evangelists and the Holy Family.  Be prepared for a hard 

awakening. 

There is a capricious nature to such lists, and my first 

effort only inludes canonized saints:  (1) St. Mary 

Magdalene, (2) St. Jerome, (3) St. Augustine, (4) St. 

Thomas Aquinas, (5) St. Robert Bellarmine, (6) St. Francis 

of Assisi, (7) St. Thomas More, (8) St. Teresa of Avila, (9) 

St. Ignatius of Loyola and (10) St. Mother Teresa. I would 

desperately want to squeeze Mother Cabrini upon the list.  

One could also ask for a single gender list, as mine has 

many more men than women on it.  Who would I list if we 

excluded canonized saints? (1) Archbishop John Carroll, (2) 

Queen Isabella, (3) Flannery O’Connor, (4) Mother 

Angelica, (5) Dorothy Day, (6) G. K. Chesterton, (7) 

Monsignor Edward Joseph Flanagan, (8) Archbishiop 

Fulton Sheen, (9) Fr. Patrick Peyton, (10) Justice Antonin 

Scalia. 

I am not saying my list is any better than another else’s 

and I am sure that some would be upset that President 

John Kennedy did not make it.  Influential Catholics, holy 



and not so holy, speak to our awareness of history and the 

importance of ideas and values that make us who we are. 

Danger from the Technology 

While modern technology can help us, it can also become 

part of the problem.  There is no censor on the internet.  

Just as with the controversy about fake and real news, 

there is also a great deal of misinformation about the 

faith.  This is due not simply to ignorance but also to an 

intensifying bigotry toward Catholic faith. 

Another dark side to technology is that it does too much 

for us. Where people interacted with other flesh-and-

blood people, they can now interact over computers, 

phones and tablets.  Video game machines have players 

compete with others or just the computer and the games 

are frequently very violent.  We have gone way beyond 

pong and chess-playing computers.  The scenerios are 

presented to consumers on a platter, ready made so that 

the viewer (as with a film) or the player (as with a game) 

becomes intellectually passive… the fingers are getting 

exercise but not the mind or imagination.  Ask a group of 

young people to make up a story and you will see what I 

mean.  They struggle because the human imagination is 

becoming stifled by the very tools that it brought into 

existence.  Bookstores are disappearing and Amazon sells 

a lot more than books… why?  It is because people are not 

reading.  Newspapers are hurting too, and have had to 

dumb-down the vocabulary.  Reading requires that we use 

our own imaginations.   



Similarly things are happening in movies and television 

programing.  Notice the release of so many reboots and 

sequels.  Originality is compromised.  One would think 

that this is man’s most creative and intellectual age, but 

while there are notable exceptions, the scope of man’s 

understanding and his measure of what constitutes truth, 

beauty and good is undergoing compression.  Quoting The 

Rime of the Ancient Mariner, “Water, water, every where, 

/ And all the boards did shrink; / Water, water, every 

where, / Nor any drop to drink.” 

Danger from Unsympathetic Voices 

The deception from the fringes bombards our people in all 

the available media.  Indeed, it makes it hard to discern 

what is objectively true.  When we look at the history of 

dictatorships, the control of the media is always a 

principal ingredient.  While there may not be a methodical 

collusion, no one should doubt the waterfall of liberalism 

in much of academia and in the entertainment industry 

that has inadvertantly fueled the temper of angry 

reactionaries and given birth to a populism that borrows 

from the right or conservative philosophy while it is very 

much its own animal— angry, belligerent, sometimes 

prejudiced, and like the other side, unwilling to civilly 

dialogue.  Both polarities view the other side as the 

enemy.  It is this political calamity that has been translated 

to the religious sphere.  “You either think and behave the 

way I do or you are a traitor to America!  You either think 

and behave the way I do or you are a heretic liberal!  You 



either think and behave the way I do or you are a right-

wind ‘conservative’ bigot— a new pharisee!”  By the way, 

if you try in the middle to preserve both orthodoxy and 

charity, you get assaulted from both sides. 

When people are fed a regular diet of lies, with nothing 

for comparison, they start believing the lies. Indeed, the 

fads and fashions of our time constitute the prism through 

which many people view everything.  No one lives without 

values.  Make a vaccum and something will invade the 

space and make a nest there.  Take God out of the picture 

and we place ourselves into the center, albeit while others 

clandestinely and heavily manipulate us.  The views of 

famous movie stars and musicians become our own. The 

diatribes of political extremists are echoed by the rabble. 

They march and we march.  They rebel and we rebel.  

Freedom is touted but it is also a casualty in the terrible 

mix.   

If the Church tries to intervene, many never hear her 

voice.  If they do, the critics will imediately criticize the 

Church as intolerant (the great sin of not agreeing with 

secular modernity) and that the Church must get with the 

times. If we continue to object then God himself is 

ridiculed as a fantasy or as an invention from those who 

would keep others in ignorance and bondage.  It is a 

deception wherein truth is reduced to legislation or a 

mathematics that makes no allowance for mystery.  

Emperical science is embraced by some in the new 

atheism but not the truths of philosophy and theology. 



Indeed, even the truths of analogy and myth are 

categorized as entirely fiction with no correspondence to 

the “real” world or to any transcendent.  Most never stop 

long enough to reflect and to appreciate what is going on.   

Today, if churchmen (and women) still object or offer 

another way, then allegations of hypocrisy are thrown at 

us.  “How can a church filled with pedophiles and gay 

haters speak about anything?”  And that is that… doors 

and windows are closed… many of those who were 

listening have now turned away.  The channel is changed.  

How do we get them to turn back? 

Stage of Life Formation Efforts 

Moving on to more sober topics, another matter worth 

mentioning is that of stage-of-life formation. While there 

are programs for young people such as Theology on Tap in 

Washington, DC, there is very little directed to them 

specifically in the southern MD counties of the 

Archdiocese. (Although, this seems to be changing with 

the start of PG Catholics.) Further, some churches in the 

United States attempt to be more inclusive by also having 

MIDDLE ADULT and MATURE ADULT programs, focusing 

on the faith needs of different generations. Parishes might 

also make distinctions between SINGLES and MARRIED or 

FAMILY groups.  This is about more than fellowship.  

Church programs should always include an element of 

catechesis, prayer and worship.  At every stage of life we 

are called to grow in the faith.  The message that brings 

consolation may also change with time.  As our days grow 



short in this world, we may need an increase of the hope 

and consolation that is offered by our Resurrected Lord.  

Given that no one parish might have the resources for all 

this, could such programs be attempted in the various 

deaneries? Further, I would not exclude faith formation 

from the various DIVORCED and WIDOWED CATHOLIC 

groups. Indeed, it might be quite necessary in that we 

sometimes inadvertently encourage dating or courtship 

between persons who are not yet free to marry again. 

Marriage & Baptismal Preparation 

There is a need for greater uniformity and accountability 

in MARRIAGE (Pre-Cana) and BAPTISMAL PREPARATION.  

Pre-Cana Classes – Some Pre-Cana programs are as many 

as four weekends; others are two meetings or even one. 

The elements covered are often different as well. Some 

offer the FOCCUS questionnaires of compatibility; others 

do not. Given that we are dealing with sacraments, 

pastors need more assistance and guidance in these areas.  

Pre-Jordan Classes – It is often difficult or impossible to 

insure a class for godparents. Some parishes require one 

meeting for parents and others, two. Classes can be 

cursory with no more content than filling out the 

appropriate forms. Some pastors refuse to baptize 

children who are born to parents not married in the 

Church. Others will do so with the admonition that they 

have to try and make matters right by God and his Church. 

 



“In our ecclesiastical region there are priests who don’t baptize the 

children of single mothers because they weren’t conceived in the 

sanctity of marriage,” Bergoglio told his priests. “These are today’s 

hypocrites. Those who clericalize the Church. Those who separate the 

people of God from salvation. And this poor girl who, rather than 

returning the child to sender, had the courage to carry it into the 

world, must wander from parish to parish so that it’s baptized!”–Jorge 

Mario Bergoglio (Pope Francis I) 

We would not want to miss out on what can become 

wonderful occasions for calling prodigals back to Catholic 

unity and practice.  

Religious Formation Stemming from Liturgy 

Another idea that holds promise for adult religious 

formation is in the liturgy itself. We have revised and 

corrected Mass prayers which restore the fullness of our 

patrimony in faith. There is an incredible depth and subtle 

richness to our more strictly translated Latin that can bear 

fruit if there is sufficient reflection and instruction. We 

need to move away from cheap missalettes and return to 

the use of personal Missal books. Why? It is because this 

will allow our people to more easily follow the readings 

and to study the prayers, themselves. They need such a 

tool because the hour on Sunday or the twenty minutes 

for a daily Mass moves too quickly for proper study. 

Missals will allow our people to properly prepare for Mass, 

become familiar with the readings before hearing them 

proclaimed, and allow them to examine the orations 

which constitute the Eucharistic mystery. Connected to 

this, we have to do something that certain liturgists do not 



like but about which they are in error. The homily or 

instruction may reference the readings but they can never 

do full justice to everything in the Word of God. Priests 

and deacons need the liberty to also offer catechetical 

homilies, maybe even stringing the weeks together so as 

to give a comprehensive analysis of our faith. The late 

Msgr. William J. Awalt and Bishop Thomas J. Welsh were 

involved with a project many years ago to break the three 

year lectionary into an ordered catechesis of the Catholic 

faith. It was published either in the late 1970’s or early 

1980’s in Homiletic and Pastoral Review. Back when the 

alarm about defection and ignorance was being sounded 

by such priests, many closed their ears and pretended that 

we did not have a problem. WE CAN NO LONGER 

PRETEND. We are facing a dire situation and the former 

pope knew as much. It is for this reason he called for a 

New Evangelization and for the Year of Faith. Homilists 

should also feel free to preach on any part of the liturgy, 

including the prayers like the Confiteor, Gloria, Collects, 

Antiphons, Creeds, Prefaces, Prayer over the Gifts, Post-

Communion Prayers, etc. This should go far beyond giving 

a definition for terms like “prevenient grace” or 

“consubstantial.” For instance, the revised prayers correct 

the semi-pelagianism that used to embarrass so many 

knowledgeable priests in regard to the previous 

translation. Saints now clearly intercede, we cooperate, 

God saves and grace prevails. 

 



Plugging Our Youth into God 

While some spend much of their lives playing with video 

games and socializing on their phones, healthy young 

people are physically active and emotional. We can appeal 

to this to unplug the youth, at least long enough to get our 

foot in the door.  Unless we can translate the faith to 

terms to which they can relate and understand, we run 

the danger of being dismissed as boring and irrelevant. I 

lament that our Archdiocesan CYO program no longer 

offers a calendar of activities like dances, concerts, 

competition and collaboration between parish youth 

groups, camping and skiing weekends, monthly retreats, 

and so much more. The late Pope John Paul II found that 

outdoor forums were invaluable in his formation work 

with yound people.  When my parish has a retreat in a 

rural setting, we confiscate all the phones and tablets. 

Certain kids seem to show symptoms of withdrawal.  It is 

only temporary, but such efforts might be enough for 

young people to better appreciate the real world over the 

virtual one.  Sad to say, the annual CYO manual became 

less a catalogue of activities and more a list of legalistic 

things we could not do. (Some might say that I have 

moved here beyond education to another area of parish 

and archdiocesan activity; however, I would contend that 

they are inextricably connected.)  

Where is the guidance about Youth Group Meetings? 

Years ago when I ran a Youth Group, I prepared themes 

for discussion and brought in guest speakers, as from the 



local Pregnancy Crisis Center and the Genesis II Drug-

Rehabilitation Program. Where are the film or video 

presentations that have important themes for the young 

people to discuss?  Lacking guidance from the larger 

Church, many who work with young people have been 

forced to do much of the preparation work themselves.  

But resources are limited and volunteers only have so 

much time and energy.  Should there not be a more 

uniform and pro-active approach.  As the Church moves 

into the future, do we really want to leave any of our 

children and young adults behind?  No, we do not! 

After formal catechesis in eighth grade, we must place a 

new emphasis upon High School level religious formation 

and Youth Groups. An important hurdle we face is the 

dilemma of an adult Catholic population trying to practice 

their faith with only a grade-school level understanding of 

their religion. Today, there is the dark joke that 

Confirmation is the sacrament one receives before leaving 

the Church. Too many are never seen again. 

The Challenge Ahead of Us 

We must not fool ourselves. The challenges we face are 

tremendous. Too long have we allowed the parameters of 

religious debates or the understanding of the Church, 

herself, to be defined by those who either hate the Church 

or who have a greater love for the world. Our voyeuristic 

society is enamored with the shocking, scandalous and 

with anything which brings inordinate pleasure. Look at all 

the nonsense and analysis that was given to Pope 



Benedict’s resignation. It did not matter that the Pope had 

a bad heart, was blind in one eye and was having mobility 

issues common to 85 year old men. The news anchors 

gave long discourses on the pedophile scandals that 

devastated the Church. They pointed fingers to the 

document leaks in the Vatican and problems with 

finances. Others closed their eyes to his many incredible 

accomplishments and argued that his was a failed papacy 

because he refused to bend on married priests or women 

priests or same-sex marriage, or divorce and remarriage, 

or on contraception and abortion, or because millions of 

Muslims still want holy war, or on what have you. They 

droned on and on. He was even assaulted for granting 

freedom for the celebration of the traditional liturgy.  

They are the blind who say they see. Indeed, they are the 

blind leading the blind. We cannot surrender the 

formation of our people’s faith and values to these fools. 

We are surrounded by all sorts of voices. Many of these 

voices are shouting. Most of them are lying or have mixed 

truth and falsehood to the point that they cannot be 

unraveled. We have to do all we can to open the ears of 

our people to the whispering of Christ, the real Christ, not 

the popular false portrait of a passive and tolerant “wimp 

Jesus” who makes no demands and has no power to save. 

We have to help our people to see beyond the false 

presentations and rationalizations to the perennial faith 

and values which emerge from the sacred deposit. This is 

the challenge we face in every element of faith formation 

through proclamation, catechesis, evangelization and 

witness. We must fight to reclaim the reins of faith— 



defining for ourselves by the light of God’s grace and the 

apostolic legacy— the faith and the real issues that 

confront us.  

While our catechetical policies give prudential and 

organizational guidance; the “business as usual” mentality 

has failed us.  We must be aggressive, using technology 

and the media but not allowing them to dictate to us.  We 

must take risks for the sake of the Gospel.  We need to 

make something old ever new again— the message of 

mercy, life and unity in Christ.  Christ as the one Lord, 

Savior and Mediator must be preached.  We must not be 

ashamed of him.  We must not apologize for the claims of 

the Gospel.  While other religions are testaments or 

monuments to man’s search for meaning and God, 

Catholic Christianity is the faith where God comes 

searching for us.  Indeed, in Christ he comes down from 

heaven and joins the human family— he raises up and 

transforms what it means to be authentically human.  We 

have to help people in their disposition before him.  We 

need a manifesto for faith formation that will reach 

beyond rules and administration in becoming a clarion call 

for the New Evangelization. 

USSCB – Adult Faith Formation 

The Church’s catechetical mission aims to help the faithful 

of all ages to grow in both human and Christian maturity, 

enriching the whole of life with the leaven of the Gospel. 

Consequently, appropriate goals and content will embrace 

all the faith dimensions of an adult life—for example, 



understanding and communicating the faith, skills needed 

for personal growth, the experience of family life, 

relationships, public service, and concern for the common 

good. / Our adult faith formation ministry must engage 

the particular needs and interests of the adults in each 

local community. To be faithful and effective it will offer, 

over time, a comprehensive and systematic presentation 

and exploration of the core elements of Catholic faith and 

practice—a complete initiation into a Catholic way of life. 

It will do so in a way that is accessible to adults and relates 

to their life experiences, helping them to form a Christian 

conscience and to live their lives in the world as faithful 

disciples of Jesus. / This integration of actual life 

experience, diverse adult learning needs, the study of 

Scripture, and the teaching of the Church's tradition will 

create a vibrant learning environment. It will also 

challenge the creativity of those who establish the 

direction, plan the content, and provide programs of adult 

faith formation. Meeting the challenge will be both 

demanding and rewarding. For guidance, we offer the 

following goals, principles, content, and approaches. 

Three major goals guide and direct efforts in adult faith 

formation: 

1. Invite and Enable Ongoing Conversion to Jesus in 

Holiness of Life. 

In response to God's call to holiness, our faith and life as 

adult disciples are grounded in developing a personal 

relationship with Jesus, “the Holy One of God” (Jn 6:69, 



Mk 1:24). Accordingly, “‘at the heart of catechesis we find, 

in essence, a Person, the Person of Jesus of Nazareth. . . .’ 

Catechesis aims at putting ‘people . . . in communion . . . 

with Jesus Christ.’” / As its first goal, faith formation helps 

adults “to acquire an attitude of conversion to the Lord.” 

This attitude fosters a baptismal spirituality for adults. It 

leads them to recognize and repent of sin in their hearts 

and lives, to seek reconciliation through the sacraments, 

and to embrace the invitation and challenge of an ever 

deepening faith in Jesus. It means putting on the mind of 

Christ, trusting in the Father’s love, obeying God’s will, 

seeking holiness of life, and growing in love for others. 

Deepening personal prayer is a significant means toward 

growth in holiness in daily life. 

2. Promote and Support Active Membership in the 

Christian Community. 

As adult believers, we learn and live our faith as active 

members of the Church. Our response to God’s call to 

community “cannot remain abstract and unincarnated,” 

but rather, “reveals itself concretely by a visible entry into 

a community of believers . . . a community which itself is a 

sign of transformation, a sign of newness of life: it is the 

Church, the visible sacrament of salvation.” People find 

this community of faith in the parish and diocese, as well 

as in their families, small church communities, personal 

relationships, faith-based associations, and in the 

communion of saints of all times and places. / Accordingly, 

faith formation helps adults make “a conscious and firm 



decision to live the gift and choice of faith through 

membership in the Christian community,” accepting “co-

responsibility for the community’s mission and internal 

life.” Adults not only receive the ministries of the Christian 

community, they also contribute to its life and mission 

through the generous stewardship of their gifts. 

3. Call and Prepare Adults to Act as Disciples in Mission 

to the World.   

The Church and its adult faithful have a mission in and to 

the world: to share the message of Christ to renew and to 

transform the social and temporal order. This dual calling 

to evangelization and justice is integral to the identity of 

the lay faithful; all are called to it in baptism. Accordingly, 

faith formation seeks to help each adult believer become 

“more willing and able to be a Christian disciple in the 

world.” As salt of the earth and light for the world (cf. Mt 

5:13-16), adult disciples give witness to God’s love and 

caring will so that, in the power of the Spirit, they renew 

the face of the earth. 

—excerpted from Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us: A 

Pastoral Plan for Adult Faith Formation in the United 

States 
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