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Nobody is in any doubt that prayer forms part déchesis. Here | would like to show why it is
at the very heart of catechetical action. | willthes beginning from the catechesis of little
children, which focuses us on the main aim of @techetical work of the Church. This
experience shows that prayer is the doorway anddbkof catechesis; it also shows the
irreplaceable value of prayer as an educator tf,fand finally it takes a central place because
of the very nature of catechesis in the Church.

1. Catechesis of little children — a paradigm?

We begin with the experience of the catechesigttd thildren. One can be little by reason of
age or because of a handicap, illness, moral oahymoverty, old age, etc. To transmit the faith
to these little ones places patrticipation in theswn of the Church at the heart of catechesis, by
conveying the divine revelation that coincides viith benevolent plan of the Father, and which
is summarised in the first paragraph of @etechism of the Catholic Churels follows:

God, infinitely perfect and blessed in himselfaiplan of sheer goodness freely created man to
make him share in his own blessed life. For thasom, at every time and in every place, God
draws close to man. He calls man to seek him, éavkmm, to love him with all his strength. He
calls together all men, scattered and divided loy sito the unity of his family, the Church. To
accomplish this, when the fullness of time had ¢@wel sent his Son as Redeemer and Saviour.
In his Son and through him, he invites men to becamthe Holy Spirit, his adopted children

and thus heirs of his blessed Ili{€CC,1)

This is whyCatechesi Tradenda®) strongly emphasises that the goal of cateshgsi
immediate and intimate communion with Jesus CHhrise little child lives in this immediacy. At
his level the processes are very simple, even inabieir nature. He does not rise progressively
through different processes (the rational, humaaranental, ecclesial...) towards the
immediacy of a personal meeting with Christ. Indteatechesis begins with the immediacy of
the meeting and returns to it continually. True, thore the child grows the more his body and
discursive intelligence develop. But is not thelgdahese mediations the immediacy of love,
here below in the present and through a face-te-¥&ion in the hereafter, through the unique
Mediator?

We can therefore say the catechesis of little olilds a paradigm for the whole of catechesis. It
is in this light that one can discover why prayeermss like both the doorway and the soul of
catechesis.



2. Prayer: doorway and soul of catechesis

First of all it is a fact of experience that thi#léi child spontaneously marvels at and praises the
Creator. This movement of thanksgiving (which pdesethe apprenticeship of learned prayers)
opens his heart and his understanding to the WRyaer is the doorway which opens to the
Word of God.

This is why there are times for prayer, but abdi/éoaan atmosphere of prayer which can
impregnate the whole of catechesis. Prayer is nigtapreparation and a prolongation of
catechesis. The proclamation of the Word is speiehkiith moments of personal encounter with
God (planned and spontaneous moments, offered ®o sbught by particular persons). The
Word is received in prayer, and prayer nourishesdfifrom the Word.

Prayer,'a covenant relationship between God and man insChand‘action of God and of

man, springing forth from the Holy Spirit and ouxas’ (CCC, 2564) animates catechesis; it is
its vital principle. Here it a question e simple expression of the mystery of pray€cCC,
2724);'the prayer of the child of God, of the forgivenrsr who agrees to welcome the love by
which he is loved and who wants to respond to Iblayng even more(CCC, 2712) In effect, by
the grace of baptisnthe love of God has been poured into our heartthieyHoly Spirit which

has been given ugRom 5:5) We are capable of entering into a retetip with God because

he himself is given to us (the tefpoured out’'used here by St Paul has a strong sense: the love
of God is poured out among us like the waters sif@engly flowing river). We are not only men
with a body, reason and free will, but we havesradife of children of God. We are sharers in
the divine nature. (2Pet 1:4) We have a share ith l@hmself, in his Being of Love. Through
baptism, there is in us a life which is of the sarature as God’s. Both the meeting of the finite
with the infinite and the communion between theatuee and the Creator, the covenant between
man the sinner and the thrice-holy God, are passibtl real, in spite of the infinite distance
which will always separate them. Prayer realisesdtalogue and this communion of life (CCC,
2565). With Fr Marie Eugene’s teachingl iwant to see Godve can summarise its essential
characteristics:

It is then a contact with God, an actualizatiortlué supernatural union that grace establishes
between God and our souls; or again, an exchanggd®n two loves: that which God has for
us, and that which we have for Him..... In ordenteet this Love that is God, we have
sanctifying grace, of the same nature as God am$eguently love like him. This grace, which
makes us His children, is an aptitude for uniom fi@ndly exchange or intercourse with God,
for reciprocal penetration.... Independent of amyeenal forms set up in advance, Teresian
prayer knows no other law than the free expressiamwo loves which meet and give themselves
to each other(pp 54.56)

Prayer is an orientation towards a God of superablove who makes us his children, and an
encounter with the God of Love, and an exchandewaf with him; and it is the heart of filial
life that it is the purpose of catechesis to depelo

3 Prayer: educator of faith

Catechesis expresses itself as the transmissitaitiofof the Church) and education in faith (as
a personal action) (C€atechesi Tradendad). Through catechesis, the Church teaches us to
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say‘l believe’ (CCC, 166-167). Believing is an ecclesial and hamaet: The Church’s faith
precedes, engenders, supports and nourishes dbi {@iCC, 181), which i& personal
adherence of the whole man to God who reveals im&CC, 176) Prayer, having
indissoluble personal and community dimensionsygkes and nurtures this faith.

A catechesis which bathes in an atmosphere of pdexelops in the little child a movement of
his whole being towards God. Listening, obeyingyprg, believing, etc. are not experienced as
duties but as a call. The spiritual enthusiasmthadundamental attitudes of man before God
are awakened. Spirituality is educated by the beaiuthe Word of God and the faith of the
Church. However, it is not always easy for a lithéld to make an act of faith; there are
resistances at the level of feelings and of dewetppeason, and above all there are objections
posed by those around and by the wider environtiemthe child notices and assimilates more
or less consciously -- thus the importance of priomgpa true response of faith that is both free
and personal. In catechesis, prayer is no longetirtne for speaking and reflecting. It is an
action of personal commitment in faith, a persoraponse from man to a God who reveals
himself. A child aged ten saitd:no longer know whether | believe or noBut he continued in
prayer. He experienced simultaneously the difficoltbelieving and the certainty of faith. His
rational difficulties did not put in doubt eithleis personal commitment to prayer in the life of
faith nor the knowledge of God which stems frorh@atechesis united to prayer brings one to
maturity of faith.

Another child askedDo you believe that if | pray to the Holy Spini¢ will bless my
understanding?The child perceives in a confused way that, sueplaand illuminated by the
Holy Spirit in prayer, faith brings one to a trueokvledge of God and his mystefyhe grace of
faith opens the eyes of your hearts to a livelyeusihnding of the contents of Revelation, that is,
of the totality of God’s plan and the mysteriesaith, of their connection with each other and
with Christ, the centre of the revealed mystef@CC, 158)

Furthermore, education in the interior life presattee little child to listen to the voice of his
conscience. This instils in a person the practientering into himself to find God there and to
obey him in the concrete circumstances of existelraefrom being separated from moral life,
prayer allows one to grow in love and in moral disenent by thedepth of perceptiorvhich
Paul asks for the Philippians. (Phil 1:9)

Finally, the personal encounter with God does eatl lon to an individualist faith; the little child
opens himself naturally to intercession; he opgnkis prayer to those who live near him and
little by little to those who are far from him, ing and dead. Prayer opens him to the
community. In an incarnate way he discovers themanion of saints and lives out an ecclesial
charity.

This prayer is essentially a prayer of faith (CQ611). It is born of faith and develops in faith,
‘a filial adherence to God beyond what we feel anderstand.(CCC, 2609). Impregnated with
prayer, catechesis does not limit itself to thegmission of knowledge. It becomes a constant
call to put into action the theological virtue aifth, which, with charity and hope, the gifts oéth
Holy Spirit and the moral virtues, forms partibfe whole organism of the Christian’s
supernatural life! (CCC, 1266)

! Ten thousand difficulties do not make one doewman, in CCC, 157)
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Just as the body and the understanding developpppriate exercise, prayer causes faith to
grow by successive acts and by an attitude whiogrpssively develops. In effect prayer is
nothing other than the putting into action of thedlogical virtues under the influence of the
Holy Spirit. Grace is grafted onto our human natiireaises up the whole life of the soul and of
man, to allow him to live as a child of God. Likeydife, states Fr Marie-Eugene, our baptismal
life has powers through which it actthe power of knowledge, which is faith, causingais
adhere to God; the power to move toward God, wiadiope; and the power of union, which is
charity. This supernatural entity of baptismal geds attached to the faculties of the soul. Faith
is engrafted on the intellect, because the inteles the power to knovi¥Vhere the Spirit
breathesp 42) Thus, in prayer, our essential activitpgists in making acts of faith, in
maintaining an awakened faith before God, in I®A®we see in the gospel, faith is necessary
and sufficient to penetrate into the mystery ofi§thto have a share in the salvation that he
gives. It allows immediate contact with God. Thue einderstands the importance of prayer of
faith for catechesis. It is through prayer thatgeew in the filial life of the little child, whichve
are all called to become. To make contact withRa&iger in faith is the essential act of the child
of God, the human act par excellericas Fr Marie-Eugene saybgcause it is already a divine
act’: ‘Prayer, contact with God, is already the esise of eternal life. It is the exercise of
heaven, the realization of the works that we spatform there... Prayer therefore is not
something incidental in our life. It is the Chrastiact par excellence, the preparation for our
eternity...."(Where the Spirit breathgpp 70-71)

4. The sacramental nature of catechesis and theise®f faith

Finally, prayer is at the heart of catechesis bgeeat its very nature. In effec@atechesi
Tradendaeemphasises:

The primary and essential object of catechesistlse. mystery of Christ. Catechizing is in a way
to lead a person to study this mystery in all iteehsions.... It is therefore to reveal in the
Person of Christ the whole of God’s eternal desegrching fulfilment in that Person. It is to
seek to understand the meaning of Christ’s acteorswords and of the signs worked by him,
for they simultaneously hide and reveal his mysi{&y, 5)

Here the term mystery indicates a sacramental dirmenFollowing Vatican Il, th€atechism
includes the analogical use of the notion of saeram(Cf. CCC, 774) As the theologian Daniel
Bourgeois notesthe notion of sacramentality is coextensive whth whole Christian mystery.’
(La pastorale de I'Eglisep 232) However little one perceives the analaggilows one to grasp
in one unified vision the mystery of Christ in t8aurch, and thus of the whole of Revelation, of
which Christ isat the same time the Mediator and the fulfilméDei Verbum 2) and also of the
Tradition, which is nothing other than the Churehndelf perpetuating and transmitting to each
generation (in her doctrine, her life and her wishall that she is in herself and all that she
believeqDV, 8). Such is catechesis, as a particular manmetine transmission of revelation in
and through the Church.

Besides, the Roman Catechism reminds us that amsaat isa visible sign of an invisible grace
instituted for our salvatiofPart 2, chap 1, v 4). As a sign, it refers usdmething beyond itself,
the divine reality that is signified. In every saicrental reality the discovery of its meaning and
its vital realisation are inseparable. As CardRatzinger points out iRrinciples of Catholic
Theology(1987), This is why the event which, as a sign, open® ulkda understanding of the
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sign, coincides with conversion. For conversiopnscisely the entry of our visible life into
relationship with God.Thus, in catechesis, everything that has to db thie sign (holy

Scripture, the faith of the Church, exegesis, gjical gestures and all the other elements used to
lead us to Christ) engages us in the mystery opénsonal relationship with God. The sign
brings us to thees the grace of salvation.

How does theesproduce its fruit in the person? Certainly theraaents (in the strict sense) are
efficacious because in them Christ himself is atk’l@CC, 1127). However, they presuppose
faith (faith of the Church and personal faith), d@helir subjective fruits depend upon the
dispositions of those who receive them. (CCC, 14281128) In effect faith alone is able to
penetrate the sign to arrive at tlestowards which it tendsthe act of the believer does not end
with what is said, but with reality(Aquinas, ST, II-Il Qu.1 a. 2) This is why catesls in its
sacramental structure, cannot bear its fruit ie@s@n except in the measure of the faith of the
one who receives it. It is of course a questioa tHith that is alive because it is animated by
charity (CCC 1814). Prayer is the essential placghich this living faith is operative, develops
and is strengthened. It is thus at the heart &fotesis: of its theology, its method, and its
practice.

In his Apostolic Letter for the new millennium, JoRaul Il calls us to the personal experience
of an intimate dialogue with Christ, to learn abbumh and to teach him, to arrive‘atChristian
life distinguished above all ithe art of prayer.” (Novo Millennio Ineunte32). This exhortation
should be translated into action, not only in aspeal commitment but also in a practical
pedagogy. We are invited to make all our commusiitiecluding activities of catechetical
formation,‘ genuine schools of prayer’ (NMI, 33). It is not a matter of an optional apdenbut

a central necessity to provoke, transmit, and geuedth.

But it would be wrong to think that ordinary Chr&ts can be content with a shallow prayer
that is unable to fill their whole life. Especially the face of the many trials to which today's
world subjects faith, they would be not only medidchristians but "Christians at risk”. It is
therefore essential th&tucation in prayer should become in some way a key-point of all
pastoral planning(NMl, 34)



