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Look at all these pics of lawyers. What do they all have in common? Bookshelves in 
the background. The message is always clear: we are backed up by the law. As 
catechists, what are we backed up by? 
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When anyone attempts to speak with authority, the natural response is “says who?”  
In other words, where does your authority come from. Remember Jesus was asked 
this question in Luke 20:2 “Tell us, by whose authority are you doing these things?” 
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We catechists are called to teach with authority. Where does this authority come 
from? What backs us up? For Protestants, the answer is SCRIPTURE. That is their sole 
source of authority. For Catholics, we too answer SCRIPTURE but we also AND 
TRADITION. And so we look to other documents of the Church that flow from 
Scripture: the Catechism, papal encyclicals, conciliar documents, the lives of the 
saints, and the teachings of the Church Fathers. 
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We catechists have some very good resources to back us up so that we can tell 
people where we get our information from, what our sources are, and who sez! 
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Discussion: what’s on your summer reading list? What different kinds of books do you 
like to read? There are many different kinds of literature. In the same way, there are 
many different kinds of church documents. Most of them are not things that we will 
read while at the beach! Rather, we might refer to these or study them over time, 
often with other people from Church, especially other catechists.  
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In the same way, there are many different types of Church documents and one of the 
first things we’re going to see is that not all Church documents are created equal. 
There is actually a hierarchy of authority when it comes to church documents.  
 
What we say and when we say it takes on various levels of importance and meaning. 
The same holds true in reference to our church documents. Let’s take a look at some 
of the various types of church documents in order of the level of authority. 
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Discussion: in our homes, when important decisions need to be made, who gets to sit 
at the table? Mom and Dad? Oldest child? Grandma and grandpa?  
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The Church also addresses problems by inviting certain people – bishops - to the table 
for councils and synods. Ecumenical councils invite all of the bishops of the entire 
world to join in and these take place very infrequently. To keep the spirit of these 
councils alive, smaller gatherings called synods occur in which delegations of bishops 
representing every country gather with the Pope. Ecumenical councils result in the 
publication of important Church documents. 
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These ecumenical councils take their cue from the Council of Jerusalem described in 
Acts 15. Scripture alone did not seem to answer the question of whether Gentiles 
needed to be circumcised in order to follow Christ. The Apostles gathered, debated, 
reached a decision, and then sent out a document explaining their decision.  
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In our history, there have been 21 ecumenical councils 
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Another kinds of document is one that is issued by an episcopal conference which is 
the conference of bishops from a particular country. These documents must be 
approved by 2/3 of the conference and must receive a recognitio from the Vatican in 
order to be issued. 
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Finally, another kind of document is one that is issued by a local bishop to his own 
diocese – called a Pastoral Letter 
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Let’s take a short break 
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Discussion: How many of you have some kind of special family recipe that has been 
handed down from one generation to another? When this recipe is being followed, 
WHO in the family gives the final approval that it is up to family standards? Mama? 
Papa? Grandma? Etc.  
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Similarly, the bishops of the Catholic Church have the final authority on whether or 
not teaching materials are up to standards, the standard being the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church.  Discuss experiences with the Catechism. Discuss Catechism review 
process for catechetical materials.  
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Discussion: How many of you have ever tried to put something together without 
following directions? It helps to have an instruction manual that tells us how to go 
about assembling something.  
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How do we go about catechizing? The Church provides us with a “how-to” manual, 
the GDC (and NDC) 
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Discussion: When you want to become good at something, we strive to learn from 
and imitate the best. Who is someone you always wanted to be like (in sports or any 
other area)? 
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In the same way, as teachers, we strive to learn from and imitate the best teacher: 
Jesus. That’s why the U.S. bishops issued their pastoral letter, to Teach as Jesus did. 
Discuss: how DID Jesus teach? 
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Lunch Break 
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Discussion: chicago’s tallest building is the Willis Tower and near the top, they’ve built 
an observation deck that includes a glass box that extends out so that you can stand 
“on air” over 1000 feet up! From their you get the “big picture.” The view gives you 
perspective and is exhilarating.  
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Some Church documents give us the view from way up high…a perspective of the big 
picture. One such document is CT which gives us the “big picture” when it comes to 
catechesis. Rather than discussing nuts and bolts, it gives us an overall perspective 
and inspires us.  
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Discussion: what does it mean when we talk about “setting the bar” or “raising the 
bar”? It usually refers to setting a standard, a high standard – a lofty goal.  
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When it comes to our understanding of evangelization, the Church set the bar when it 
issued Evangelii Nuntiandi, setting lofty standards for us to strive for when it comes to 
proclaiming the Gospel to others. Today, we talk about a “New Evangelization.” 
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Discussion: when you visit a site like mapquest, searching for directions to get to a 
location, it offers you options for driving on your own, taking transit, riding a bike, or 
walking! The bottom line is, you need to figure out how you’re going to get there in 
practical terms. 
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When it comes to evangelization, it’s nice to have the lofty ideas of Evangelii 
Nuntiandi (like the view from the Willis Tower) but we also need to be sure that the 
rubber hits the road. Practically speaking, how do we evangelize here in the U.S. To 
help us get practical, the U. S. bishops issued “Go and Make Disciples” with 3 specific 
goals and practical suggestions for evangelizing. These goals need to be a part of our 
catechesis.  
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Discussion: whenever you fly, you have to listen to the instructions about various 
safety features and what to do in case of an emergency. One of the things they talk 
about is if there is sudden loss of pressure and how oxygen masks will fall from the 
overhead compartments. It’s interesting to note that they always say the following: 
“If you are traveling with children, make sure that your own mask is on first before 
helping your children.” The message is clear…if we are going to be able to help 
children to survive this challenge, we need to be sure that we are equipped to do so.  
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When it comes to helping children to breathe in the Holy Spirit, we need to first be 
sure that we adults are doing so. We need to be equipped. Adult catechesis needs to 
be primary. The U. S. bishops told us this clearly in the document OHWBWU.  
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Discussion: how many of you have a recipe box or recipe books at home? We rely on 
those so that we can follow step by step the process needed to achieve our goal: a 
tasty dish! 
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The U.S. bishops issued a recipe for those of us in the publishing business and in 
diocesan offices to follow when producing and selecting catechetical materials.  
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Discussion: how many of you have teens at home or had kids go through the teen 
years? What is it about teens? What makes them so unique?  
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To help us with the challenge of catechizing teens, the U.S. bishops issued Renewing 
Your Vision: A Framework for Catholic Youth Ministry, that reminds us that Youth 
Ministry is more than going on ski trips. It requires catechesis. The goal is to make 
disciples of Christ.  
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To further assist in the catechesis of teens, the bishops issued a framework for the 
development of HS catechetical materials, consisting of elements to be taught over 6 
core courses and 5 possible electives over 8 semesters of HS Rel. Ed.  
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Discussion: it would be nice if we all got along just perfectly all the time, but the 
reality is, in our society, we sometimes end up at odds with one another and some 
people end up being treated unfairly and getting hurt.  
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Discussion: on a more serious note, sometimes society as a whole can treat people 
unfairly (discuss examples) 

38 



The U.S. bishops offered this document to assist us in our efforts to make sure that 
society treats everyone fairly and justly.  
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Discussion: internet – top 10 defining moments of the 2000s: literature (Harry 
Potter), TV (reality TV/American Idol), film (Slum Dog Millionaire), sports (Boston Red 
Sox end 86 year drought), music (Ipod), technology (Facebook), economics (the euro 
adopted), international affairs (9/11), nature (indian ocean earthquake and tsunami), 
politics (first Black president). 
 
A defining moment is a point at which the essential nature or character of a person or 
group is revealed. 
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For Catholics, the Second Vatican Council was a defining moment, helping us to 
understand who we are as a Church and how we interact with the world. Many 
documents flowed out of that council… 
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Discussion: in many professions, there are apprenticeships. What are some 
examples? What is the essence of an apprenticeship. 
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The RCIA teaches us that Initiation into Catholic life is an apprenticeship…a journey to 
be walked with one another. This is to be the model for all catechesis.  
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Discussion: back to where we began…the image of a lawyer. What did we say lawyers 
are backed up by? The Law. At the heart of being a lawyer is honoring the role of law 
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In the life of the Church, we also have laws. The Code of Canon law helps us to govern 
the Church. Many of the canons refer to catechetical issues… 
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