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Another Well-Groomed Curriculum!

By Eamonn Keane

Introduction
The Diocese of Sale recently published the Core Document for its new RE Curriculum titled Journeying Together in Hope. While the document lists the Catechism of the Catholic Church as the major source from which the curriculum’s content is to be drawn, it nevertheless has a major flaw in that it presents Thomas Groome’s Shared Christian Praxis as the dominant methodological tool to be employed in implementing the curriculum. It says: “The pedagogical approach to classroom Religious Education in Journeying Together in Hope represents a critical and creative adaptation of Shared Christian Praxis (Groome, 1991)” (p102). It adds: “Shared Christian Praxis is not simply a teaching method or a series of strategies. It is most appropriately understood as an overarching perspective and general way of proceeding that can be easily adapted in a great variety of situations” (ibid.). Two of Groome’s books - Sharing Faith (1991) and Educating for Life (1998) – are given as educational references and are cited in the document.

Shared Christian Praxis

Groome’s Shared Christian Praxis calls for the application of a “hermeneutic of suspicion” to the teaching of the Church. This requires the teaching of the Church to be sifted in order to identify errors and distortions it is presumed to contain. Referring in Sharing Faith to this aspect of his methodology, Groome says: “Religious educators should approach the faith tradition with a healthy suspicion and, as educators, help people to recognise that ‘much that has been proudly told must be confessed as sin; and much that has been obscured and silenced must be given voice’” (p. 233). In Educating for Life, Groome asserts that “Such a ‘critical consciousness’ seems theologically appropriate to Catholic tradition, given how much untruth is in every statement of faith” (p. 142). 

Lacing his methodology with the “hermeneutic of suspicion” empowers Groome  to propagate an understanding of Catholicism that on one hand ends in the corruption of the Church’s doctrine, or on the other casts doubt on its veracity. The following examples are extracted from Groome’s Sharing Faith:  

· “Jesus called together an inclusive discipleship of equals,” in consequence of which the Church “should be an egalitarian community” (pp, 301, 304)

· “[W]e cannot presume a line of direct succession between pope and Peter,” since “the function of bishop as we might recognise it today did not begin until the second century” (p. 314).
· “[T]he traditional Catholic assertion that there is a direct historical line of succession between the present Pope and Peter, presumed to be the first bishop of Rome, must also be nuanced”(p. 314). Such ‘nuancing’ would mean, as far as Groome seems to be concerned, that the “supposition” that Peter was the first bishop of Rome, merely “represents a retrojection of later church order” (ibid.).
· Asserts that women presided over the celebration of the Eucharist in the early Church  (cf. p. 310).
· Asserts that “The Catholic Church made ‘priesthood’ exclusive by requiring that its candidates be male and celibate” (p. 319).
· Asserts that the Church’s doctrine on reserving the ordained priesthood to men alone “is the result of a patriarchal mind-set and is not of Christian faith” (p.328).
· Claims that “the injustice of excluding women from the priesthood debilitates the church’s sacramentality in the world” (p. 328), and that it “is a countersign to God’s reign” thus “doing spiritual and moral harm to society” (p. 518).
· In regard to what he reductively calls “the traditional Catholic notion that the apostles were commissioned at the Last Supper to preside at Eucharist,” Groome appears to endorse K.B. Osborne’s view where he quotes him as saying:  

“In spite of the long tradition of this view, contemporary scholars find no basis for such an interpretation. In other words, Jesus did not ordain the apostles (disciples) at this final supper to be ‘priests,’ giving them thereby the power to celebrate the eucharist” (p. 314, 512n. 27). 

Consistent with the deconstructionist nature of his Shared Christian Praxis methodology, Groome is opposed to pedagogical methods that would use doctrinal propositions as a means of transmitting the contents of the deposit of faith. He says that “Revelation as doctrine” which “understands revelation as ‘divinely authoritative doctrine inerrantly proposed as God’s word by the Bible or by official Church teaching’...is not appropriate to movement 3 of shared Christian praxis.” (Sharing Faith, pp. 218-19).

Cardinal Ratzinger pointed out that if the objective content of the deposit of faith “is no longer trusted,” then “new content slips in unnoticed” (Principles of Catholic Theology, p. 319). This tendency is clearly at work in Groome’s Educating for Life. In one place he says:

“In mainstream Catholic understanding of papal magisterium, however, the pope, as bishop of Rome, must teach in consultation and collegiality with the bishops of the world and represent the consensus faith of the whole Church, in fidelity to Scripture and Tradition” (p. 240)

In this statement above, Groome contradicts the teaching of Vatican II where it says: “And therefore, his definitions [the Pope’s], of themselves, and not from the consent of the Church, are justly styled irreformable…and therefore they need no approval of others, nor do they allow an appeal to any other judgement” (Lumen Gentium, 25).  

Indeed, in Educating for Life, Groome seeks to abolish the teaching authority of the Magisterium altogether. He says:  

“If we remember that the Church is the whole community of the Body of Christ, including all baptised Christians and not just its leaders, then we recognise that the Church’s ‘teaching authority’ cannot be limited to the institutional magisterium” (p. 241).

Contrary to what Groome says above, Vatican II taught as follows: 

“But the task of giving an authentic interpretation to the Word of God, whether in its written form or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone. Its authority in this matter is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ” (Dei Verbum, n. 10) 

A  subtle way in which Groome undermines Catholic doctrine is by presenting the teaching of the magisterium in tentative language, thereby giving the impression that the teaching being expounded is just one opinion among others rather than a matter of truth. For example, in commenting in Sharing Faith on Vatican II’s teaching that the difference between the ordained priesthood and the common priesthood is one of “essence” not just of “degree” (cf. Lumen Gentium, n. 10), Groome says: 

“Concerning designated functions of ministry, including the ordained, I note first the sentiments of Vatican II. It claimed there is a difference not only “in degree” but “in essence” between the common priesthood of all and ordained priesthood. Though this reflects the present “mind of the church” (historical circumstances and critical scholarship may yet nuance it)...in its context (Constitution on the Church, par. 10) the primary intent was to affirm the close relationship between the two and their common ground in the priesthood of Christ, and their distinction seems more parenthetical” (p.324). 

A striking characteristic of Groome’s work is that it embodies a continuing assault on the Catholic Church’s doctrine on the origin and nature of the ministerial priesthood. This is all the more striking since Groome himself was ordained to the priesthood, which he subsequently left. 

Groome’s assault on the ministerial priesthood in the Catholic Church carries strong echoes of the attack launched against it by the leaders of the Protestant Reformation. According to the reformers, Christ did not institute the sacrament of Holy Orders and ministers could preside over the Lord’s Supper without any particular sacramental power. Further to this, they asserted that it was the communities themselves who had the authority to designate those who would preside over their worship. 

It is revealing that in Educating for Life, Groome cites Luther and Calvin as examples from history of people who fruitfully applied a critical consciousness to all matters pertaining to Catholic faith and life. He says that “the Reformers de-emphasised the role of the Church as a mediator,” and that they “championed the rights of individual Christians to read and interpret Scripture for themselves and to bypass Church control in their pieties and go directly to God” (p. 187). He adds that the Reformers “did an extraordinary service to the emerging human consciousness of the Western world” (p. 187). Whatever good the leaders of the reformation did in causing the Church to focus on abuses within it, it does not however seem to have occurred to Groome that the Protestant reformation was a most significant factor in the evolution of that “dictatorship of relativism” so characteristic of our time.  

 In Educating for Life, Groome makes the following absurd claim: 

“Although late – perhaps better than never - on the 500th anniversary of Luther’s birth (1983), Pope John Paul II, speaking on behalf of Catholicism, publicly thanked Luther and the Reformers for maintaining Christian faithfulness to the Word of God in Scripture” (p. 237) 

In ascribing such a statement to John Paul II, Groome failed to give any reference to where or when the Pope is alleged to have made it. I suspect Groome is referring to Pope John Paul II’s letter to Cardinal Willebrands regarding the 500th anniversary of the birth of Luther. In this letter, the Pope made several references to the historical significance of Luther and to the need to forge a genuine ecumenical spirit, but he said nothing even remotely like what Groome claims he said (Cf. . Pope John Paul II, Message to Cardinal Willebrands for 500th Anniversary of Martin Luther’s birth, L’Osservatore Romano, 14 November 1983).  

Method and Content in Catechesis 

In Catholic religious education, it is essential to ensure not only that the content is orthodox, but also that the methodology employed is capable of transmitting the doctrines of the faith without corruption. In referring to catechetical methods in Catechesi Tradendae, Pope John Paul II said:

“The choice made will be a valid one to the extent that, far from being dictated by more or less subjective theories or prejudices stamped with a certain ideology, it is inspired by the humble concern to stay closer to a content that must remain intact. The method and language used must truly be means for communicating the whole and not just a part of the ‘words of eternal life’ (Jn 6:69; cf. Acts 5:20; 7:38) and the ‘ways of life’ (Acts 2:28, quoting Ps 16:11)” (n. 31).

Reaffirming this point about catechetical method when addressing a group of U.S. bishops, Pope John Paul II said: 

“Efforts to renew catechesis must be based on the premise that Christ’s teaching, as transmitted in the Church and as authentically interpreted by the Magisterium, has to be presented in all its richness, and the methodologies used have to respond to the nature of the faith as truth received (cf. 1 Cor 15:1)” (L’Osservatore Romano, 3/6/98).


The General Directory For Catechesis (GDC), which was explicitly approved by Pope John Paul II and issued by his authority, states that: “The Church, in transmitting the faith does not have a particular method nor any single method,”  but rather recommends that “a variety of methods” be employed, something which it says would be “a demonstration of respect for those to whom catechesis is addressed” (n. 148). Such a diversity of methods allows teachers to better adopt their religious education programs to the intellectual development and personal circumstances of their students, including “their degree of ecclesial and spiritual maturity” (n. 148). 

The GDC makes particular reference to the deductive and inductive methods of catechesis. The deductive method begins with the Word of God, liturgy, creeds etc and applies them to life; while the inductive method starts with life experience and proceeds to the Word of God to enlighten and interpret it (cf. n. 150). However, the GDC points out that the inductive method does not exclude the deductive method, but rather requires it since God’s self-revelation is on his initiative and is not reached merely by human reasoning. The deductive method is sometimes referred to as the kerymatic approach, while the inductive method is referred to as the existential approach (cf. n. 151). The integration of the deductive and inductive methods makes it easier for those being catechised to set about forging that unity of faith and life which is an essential trait of the disciple of Christ. 

The Archdiocese of Melbourne’s religious education curriculum, titled To Know, Worship and Love, follows closely the criteria laid down in the GDC governing choice of methodology. Monsignor Peter Elliott, the curriculum’s general editor, stated that “religious educators are offered the option of either a deductive approach (starting with faith – doctrine, scripture etc) or an inductive approach starting with life” (Shaping A New-Text Based Religious Education Curriculum, Journal of Religious Education 50 (1), Australian Catholic University, 2002, p. 20). He added: 

“Freedom of method allows the teacher or catechist to decide what approach is appropriate in a specific situation. Educators are encouraged to be open and flexible in light of a principle enunciated in the early stages of the project: clear content and flexible method. Educators should not be preoccupied about process” (ibid. p. 21). 

Conclusion

Whilst the GDC recommends that a diversity of methods be used in the catechetical process, this does not mean that all methodologies are suitable. It pointed out that the catechetical process must be based upon “the principle of fidelity to God and fidelity to man,” and “an avoidance of any opposition…or presumed neutrality between method and content” (n. 149).  It added that “a good catechetical method is a guarantee of fidelity to content” (n.149). 

In the introduction to the Core Document for Journeying Together in Hope, Bishop Coffey calls on teachers in his diocese “not only to teach, but to be living witnesses to their belief in Christ and his Body which is the Church” (p. 11) To reinforce this critical point, Bishop Coffey quoted Pope Paul VI as saying: “Modern people listen more willingly to witnesses than to teachers and if they do listen to teachers, it is because they are witnesses.”

By adopting Groome’s Shared Christian Praxis as the dominant methodology for Journeying Together in Hope, and by recommending his books, the Core document is at variance with the principle enunciated above regarding coherence between the content of catechesis and the witness of those who impart it. The Core document presents Groome’s work as a sound model for integrity in Catholic religious education. By promoting two of his books which embody dissent from definitive magisterial teaching, the authors of the Core document, as well as those who finally approved it, are putting at risk the faithful transmission of Catholic doctrine to children. 

In his published work, Groome often quotes Vatican II documents and the Catechism of the Catholic Church, while simultaneously contradicting doctrines taught in these magisterial instruments by emptying them of part or all of their objective content. This empowers him to reconstruct  Church teaching according to what Pope Benedict XVI has aptly described as a "hermeneutics of discontinuity and rupture" (Address to Roman Curia, December 22, 2005). In the language of Cardinal Newman, such rupture in the transmission of the faith is known as “a corruption of doctrine.”

The Core document for Journeying Together in Hope says it is embarked on  “a critical and creative use of the Shared Christian Praxis methodology” (p. 29). Given that Shared Christian Praxis is integrally structured in a way that is overtly hostile to the faithful transmission of the magisterial teaching of the Catholic Church, the only ‘creative’ approach to it that makes sense is to abandon it entirely. By so doing, the diocese of Sale would be observing the directions given in the GDC regarding choice of methodology. 

