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The importance of emphasising the h isto r ica l basis of Christianity  
in the religious training of children—from the beginning and righ t up 
through the various grades—has wider implications than would be per

haps apparent at f i r s t  glance. I t  goes much deeper than the question 
of teaching B ib lica l history as history along with other subjects. I t  is  
something which should have an influence on our whole approach to the 
teaching of the Catholic Faith to the younger generation.

Is the Catechism the best method?

During the past twenty years or more there has come about a great 
change in our ideas as to what is the best method for the religious in

struction and training of children. The parrot-like learning by heart of 
answers to questions has been more and more c r itic iz e d , as being contrary 
both to common sense and psychology. But what Cath o lics, as a whole,ddo 
not yet realize is  that the Catechism book, with it s  method of use as des

cribed above, is  a Protestant invention and was unknown before the so-called  
Reformation. I t  was, in fa c t , the afch-heretic Luther who printed the 
f i r s t  Catechism book in 1529, and enforced it s  use with the most rigorous

d isc ip lin e . As the Rev. Joseph V . Tahom says in his excellent book en titled0/
"THE FIRST INSTRUCTION OF CHILDREN AND BEGINNERS *

" I t  i s  a matter of h isto rica l fa c t  that Luther was the principal pro

moter of these doctrinal booklets in the short question-and-answer fora; 
i t  was he who in itia te d  that parrot-system of committing to memory a text 
not yet understood—which is  a cruel t r ia l  to the learner—and has wrecked 
many a child ; i t  was he who imposed that undducational system of explaining'N— «—
if  /
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a text only sifter i t  has been committed, to memory".

The new tendency, which i s  showing i t s e l f  wherever there is a liv in g  
in terest in this question, is to base religious instruction on the "twin 
p illa r s  of B ib lica l History and the L i t u r g W e  have ju st used the phrase 
"the new tendencj^i^but, as a matter of fa c t  its  not a new thing at a l l ;  
i t  is  simply a return to the age-long method used by the Church during the 
fifte e n  centuries before the rise of Protestantism.

In the book from which we have ju st quoted i t  is  made clear in Chapter I  
that the Narrative Method of f i r s t  relatin g the story o f the events which 
happened, and only afterwards defining and teaching dogma, is  both scrip t

ural and ap o sto lic. I t  was the method used by £)ur Lord Him self. As shown 
in His discourse to the two disciples on the way to Emmaus St Luke says,

".And beginning at Moses and a l l  the Prophets, He expounded to them in a ll  
the scriptures the things that were concerning Him."

And the same method was carried on by lour Lord’ s d is c ip le s . Take, for  
example, S t .  Peter’ s speech to the crowd on the morning of Pentecost (Acts 2, 
14-36), and also on other occasions—e .g . Acts 3, 12-26. S t . Stephens’ 
great speech, which led to his martyrdom, was along the same lines (Acts 7, 
2-53). In the wonderful story of S t .  Philip and the Ethiopean Eunaoh we 
see the same principle in application— " S t. P h ilip , opening his mouth and 
beginning at th is scripture, preached unto him JesusJt'  ̂ When S t .  Paul was 
rescued by the Roman o ffic e r  from the fury of the Jewish mob in the temple 
courts, and was permitted to address them from the steps of the garrison 
fo r tre ss , he begins by te llin g  them of his own actual experiences (Acts 22, 
11-21)—and he took the same line in his defense before Agrippa (Acts 26, 
2-53). The appeal is always f i r s t  to the fa c ts  of history—to Moses, and 
the Prophets and the Psalms—followed up by th eir own actual personal ex

periences.



is the  c a t e c h is m  t h e  b e s t  method ¿2
D u rln g  the p a st tw enty y e a rs  or more th e re  h as come about a g r e a t  change In p e o p le s ' Id eas as to  what Is  the b e s t  method f o r  th e r e l ig io u s  I n s t r u c t io n  and t r a in in g  f o r  c h i ld r e n . The p a r r o t-  l i k e  le a r n in g  by h e a r t  o f answ ers to  q u e s tio n s  h as been more and more c r i t i c i s e d  as b e in g  c o n tr a r y  both to  common sense and psyc h o lo g y .What most p eop le  do n ot r e a l i z e ,  even y e t ,  Is  th a t  the C a te chism  book and the method o f u s in g  I t  m entioned above Is  P r o te s ta n t  In v e n t io n , In f a c t  I t  was the a r c h - h e r e t ic  M artin  L u th e r who p r in te d  the f i r s t  C atech ism  book In 1529 and e n fo rce d  I t s  use w ith  th e most r ig o ro u s  d i s c i p l i n e ," I t  Is  a m atter o f h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t  th a t  L u th e r was the p r in c ip a l  prom oter o f th e se  d o c t r in a l  b o o k le ts  In  the s h o rt q u e stlo n -a n d -a n sw e r form ; I t  was he who p o p u la r is e d  the name C atech ism  as a p p lie d  to  th e se  b o o k le ts ; i t  was he who I n i t ia t e d  th a t  p a rro t-s y s te m  o f com m ittin g to  memory a t e x t  n ot y e t  understood -  w hich Is  a c r u e l  t r i a l  to  th e le a r n e r , and h as wrecked many a c h i l d ;  I t  Is  he who Imposed th a t  uneduca- t l o n a l  system  o f e x p la in in g  a t e x t  o n ly  a f t e r  I t  has been com m itted to  memoryI"T h is  Is  a q u o ta tio n  from  a book e n t i t le d  "THE FIRST INSTRUC4TION OF CHILDREN AND BEGINNERS" -  An In q u iry  In to  the C a t e c h e t ic a lrt r a d it io n  by the R ev , Josep h  V , Tahon w ith  an In tr o d u c tio n  by Mgr, D rln k w a te r , T h is  v e ry  re a d a b le  and s c h o la r ly  book should be read by every one In te r e s te d  In the method o f In s t r u c t io n  c h ild r e n  (and a d u lt s )  In the te a c h in g s  o f th e C a t h o lic  C h u rch ,The new tendency which Is  p re se n t everyw here nowadays -  w herever th e re  Is  a l i v i n g  I n t e r e s t  In t h is  m atter — Is  to  base th e I n s t r u c t io n  In r e l i g io n  on th e tw in p i l l a r s  o f B i b l i c a l  H is to r y



and the L itu rgy #  We s a id  above J u s t  now "th e  new ten d en cy" -  but a s  a m atter o f f a c t  i t  i s  n ot a new th in g  a t  a l l ;  i t  i s  sim p ly a re tu rn  to  th e a g e - lo n g  method used by the Church in  th e f i f t e e n  c e n t u r ie s  b e fo r e  the r i s e  o f P r o te s ta n tis m ,In  the book from w hich we have Ju s t  quoted i t  is  made c le a r  in  C h a p ter I  th a t  the n a r r a t iv e  method of f i r s t  r e la t in g  the s to r y  o f  the e v en ts which happened is  both s c r i p t u r a l  and a p o s t o l i c .  In C h a n te r I I  th e au th o r p o in ts  out how t h is  method was fo rm u la te d  by S t ,  A u g u stin e  in  the fo u r th  ce fctu ry , Here i s  a t y p i c a l  q u o ta tio n  from  th e g r e a t  B ishop o f H ip po:" I f  you have to  te a ch  you r h e a r e r s , you must do so by n a r r a t i v e ,""Your n a r r a t iv e  must b e g in  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f H oly S c r i p t u r e , a t  th a t  v ery  c h a p te r  which reads ’ In  the b e g in n in g  God c re a te d  heaven and e a r t h , ’ Your n a r r a t iv e  w i l l  c come to  an end o n ly  when you have f in is h e d  t e l l i n g  the s to r y  o f the p resen t tim es o f th e C h u r c h ,, ,B u t  do not imag in e  th a t  you have to  r e la t e  each one o f the c o u n tle s s  f a c t s  m entioned in  the f i v e  books o f M oses, or in  the books o f Ju d g e s and K ings or E s d r a s , or in  th e G o sp e ls  and in the A c ts  o f the A p o s t le s ;  n a y , you have n e it h e r  tim e n ot need to  read or teach  a l l  th a t  am ount; you have r a th e r  to  summa-r is e  the main l in e s  and le a d in g  f a c t s  o f th ese  s t o r i e s ,  ad<ramong them you w i l l  s e le c t  hose th a t  a re  the more m arv ello u s and o le a s ln g  to  your h e a r e r s , and e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  th a t  are  m entioned in  our C re e d , Some o f th ese  f a c t s  a r e ,  as  i t  w e re , a p r e c io u s  c a s k e t  in  which a re  m y s te r io u s ly  en sh rin ed  the a r t i c l e s  o f our F a i t h ;  such e v e n ts  must n o t be q u ic k ly  r e la te d  and soon l e f t  out o f s i g h t ,  but they must be c o n s idered f o r  a good w h i le , turned over and o v e r , opened an t



wide and c le a r  and p resen ted  to  the I n q u ir ie s  and contemp la t io n  o f your h e a re rs *  As to  e v en ts o f le s s  Im oortance you w i l l  r e la t e  them in  a b r i e f  survey and co n n ect them w ith  the main l in e s  o f  your n a r r a t i v e , and so you w i l l  go o n , up to  the e v e n ts  o f  th e contem oorary tim es o f the C h u r c h ." 1We must ob serve th a t  the d f f o r t s  o f  S t .  A u gu stin e  a re  bentupon u n d erstan d in g  d o c t r in e , not upon m em orizing fo r m u la s .That the s to r y  o f the g r e a t  B i b l i c a l  e v e n ts  sh o u ld  come f i r s t ,and o n ly  a f t e r  th a t  the d o c tr in e  d eriv ed  from  them seems so o b v io u s ,when one comes to  th in k  o f i t ,  th a t  one wonders however i t  co u ldhave come to  be abandoned in  fa v o u r  o f the C atech ism  w ith  i t sem phasis on popely v e r b a l memory. In  the New Testam ent we read th a tOur Lord chose H is  d l s c i o l e s  " t h a t  th ey m ight be w ith  h im "; andt h e r e a f t e r ,  day a f t e r  d a y , week a f t e r  week and month a ff le r  month,th ey  were c o n s t s t a n t ly  in  h is  com palnjhobservlng H is  r e a c t io n s  toa l l  s o r ts  o f s i t u a t io n s  -  o fte n  the most d i f f i c u l t  and u n e x p e cte d .I t  was o n ly  a f t e r  t h is  prolonged and Immediate e x p e rie n c e  th a t  theidea cou ld  dawn on them th a t  He was somebody w h o lly  d i f f e r e n t  fromth e r e s t  o f m ankind; i t  was o n ly  a f t e r  "b e in g  w ith  Him" a l l  th a t
c < 'T ~tim e t h a t  P e te r  -  in  answer to  Our Lords Querpy a t  C a e sa r P h i l ip p i  •  was a b le  to  g iv e  th a t  memorable an sw er, "Thou a r t  the C h r i s t ,  the Son o f  the l i v i n g  God"; ^ a n d ,  l a t e r ,  th a t  o th e r  testim o n y  when our Lord s a id  " W il l  you a ls o  go away?" and P e te r  r e p lie d  "To whom s h a l l  we g o ?  Thou h a s t  th^r words o f e t e r n a l  l i f e . "B u t , in  the l i g h t  o f our L o rd ’ s d e s e r t io n  by h i s  d l s c i o l e s  in  th e hour o f H is  P a s s io n , i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  th e  f u l l  r e a l iz a t io n  d id  n ot come to  H is  d l s c i o l e s  u n t i l  a f t e r  our L o rd ’ s r e s s t ir e c t lo n  from the d ead . I t  was the s tr o y  o f  the empty tomb and the subsequent an o earan ees o f the r is e n  Lord th a t  gave B u l l  meaning to  Our L o rd ’ s



remark to  Mary a t  B e th a n y , ” 1 am the R e s s u r e c tlo n  and the L i f e . "  F i r s t  the ev e n t and then the a r t i c l e  in  the C re e d , th a t  is^ihe l o g i c a l  o r d e r .
THE BEST STORIES IN THE WORLDAs s t o r i e s ,  the B ib le  s t o r i e s  a re  the most w o n d erfu l in  the w o r ld . Could one f in d  a n y th in g  more d ra m a tic  than the s to r y  o f Abraham o f f e r in g  h i s  son Is a a c  as a s a c r i f i c e  a t  the command o f  God, In  one M o n tesso ri sc h o o l where I  ta u g h t I t  made such an Im pression on my c la s s  o f fo u r  to  s i x  y e a r -o ld s  th a t  f o r  days a f t e r  i t  the c h ild r e n  reen acted  the drama in  a l i t t l e  copse a d ^ o jn ln g  the p la y ground d u rin g  the morning b r e a k . The p a r t o f the a n g e l who rushes In  lu s t  In tim e to  h o ld  back th e hand o f Abraham w ith  the d as^ r ini t  was so p o p u lar th a t  they had to  take I t  by t u r n s , 

a.Then a g i n ,  sim p ly  a s  a s t o r y ,  a s  a work o f a r t ,  cou ld  a n y th in g  be more p e r fe c t  than the s to r y  o f Josep h  and h is  b reth ^ fln ? And co u ld  a n y th in g  b e t t e r  prepare a c h i l d ' s  mind f o r  the d o c tr in e  th a t  God’ s P ro vid en ce se e s  the end and the b e g in n in g , and w atches w ith  I n f i n i t e  lo v e  and wisdom over th e d e s t in ie s  o f th o se  who do H is  w i l l ,  even b r in g in g  good out ofi e v i l ,
THE RIGHT STORY FOR THE RIGHT AGEIn  t e l l i n g  B ib le  s t o r ie s  to  c h ild r e n  we sh o u ld ^ o f course^ bear In mind th a t  some a re  more s u it a b le  to  v e ry  youn^ c h ild r e n  and o th e rs  to  th ose o f a more advanced a g e , W ith the l i t t l e  o n e s , who need a sense o f s e c u r i t y ,  th o se  s t o r ie s  a r e  s p e c i a l ly  s u it a b le  which d i s p la y  the p r o t e c t in g  lo ve  o f God and H is  M other, T h u s, the s to r y  Ju s t  m entioned o f  Jo sep h  and h i s  b r e t u r n , the s to r y  o f Moses In th e b u lr u s h e s , D a n ie l in  the l i o n s '  d e n , the f l i g h t  in to  E g y p t , and th e  p a ra b le  o f the l o s t  sh e e p , and s t o r i e s  about God and a g g e ls  aregood exam p les. A nd, as  n o tic e d  e ls e w h e r e , s t o r ie s  th a t  have to  do w ith  a n im a ls  have a liw a y s  a s p e c ia l  a n n e a l to  young c h i ld r e n .
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