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With regard to the pupils themselves, "they will question  
one another, by twos, on the diocesan catechism" (p.108).  
23-3-A-101  
ST.JOHN BAPTIST DE LA SALLE  AND CATECHISM  [image: ]
IN THE LIGHT OF  
«THE CONDUCT OF SCHOOLS»  Brother Jean Paul Chastel  
We all know what great importance St.La Salle attaches  to catechism. He uses the word "catechism" 191 times in his  writings, and of these, 93 are to be found in The Conduct of  the Christian Schools.  
At the very beginning of the Common Rule where he sets  out the aims of the Institute and speaks of the need for it, the  Founder says that "the aim of this Institute is to give a  Christian education to children ... by teaching them the mys 
teries of our religion" (Common Rule 1,3). Further on, in  Chapter VII, he says: 'They will take care above all to teach  their pupils their prayers and catechism" (Common Rule  VII, 5).  
In the Conduct of the Christian Schools, he mentions five  important areas with regard to which pupils ought to be  reproved - the word he uses is "corrected". One of the areas  is catechism. These five areas are highlighted by apposite  sayings "posted up in various parts of the classroom". For  catechism the saying goes as follows: "Pay attention during  the catechism lesson" (CL.24, pp.130-131).  [image: ]
How does St.La Salle envisage catechism in his Conduct  of the Christian Schools?  [image: ]
1. Link with the diocese  
There are several instances where he speaks of a "diocesan  catechism".  
Among the books provided for the poor free of charge  there is the diocesan catechism manual:  
« The poor can be given hymn books, school prayers, the  diocesan catechism and other books used in the Christian  Schools, which will not be provided free of charge to those  who can afford them» (CL. p.139, No 9).  [image: ]
For the others, "In each class there should be one or  several copies of the diocesan catechism".  
With regard to testing, "a note will be kept of all the times  he did not know his diocesan catechism" (p.137).  
Elsewhere, when speaking about the teacher, St.La Salle  says that "he will not say anything in his catechism lessons  which he has not read in some well-approved book" (CL.  p.103, No.10).  
There is no freedom to improvise.  
2. The material taught  
There is no freedom to improvise. Each week, the Brother  Director announces the topic to be taught during catechism  lessons. "On Sundav, the Brother Director will announce the  topic to be spoke� about in catechism lessons during the  following week, beginning with Monday" (p.99, No.16).  [image: ]
Catechism is linked to the liturgical year. St.La Salle  writes: "On the vigil of feastdays ... catechism will last an [image: ] hour ... The topic will be that of the feast celebrated by the [image: ] Church the following day" (p.98, No.10).  
In general, catechism will centre on "the principal mys teries of our religion". This is an expression which is to be [image: ] found in the Common Rule which we quoted in our intro duction. It is a subject also on which "the teacher will ques tion pupils both singly and in groups at different times; and  at different times he will ask one or several questions on the  Mysteries" (p.100, No.9).  
Sacraments are another subject to be treated in catechism  every week. The sacraments of penance and eucharist re ceive special mention. The teacher "will ask one or several  questions on the sacrament of penance, and then about the  cucharist" (p.101).  [image: ]
What should be noted also is the importance St.La Salle  attaches to Holy Mass in the Conduct of Schools. He men tions especially pupils "who cannot read" and who are to be  given a rosary. On the other hand "pupils who can read  should be given a book containing the prayers of the Holy  Mass for the use of the Christian Schools, which they should  use during this time" (p.89-90).  
When catechism lasts a long time, St.La Salle advises the  teacher to find a story "to embellish his lesson". On Sundays  and feast days, when catechism lessons are three times longer  than on other days, "he should find a story which his pupils  can appreciate and tell it in such a way that they will enjoy it  and their attention will be renewed. He should do this with  sufficient details to prevent them from becoming bored"  (p.103, No.9).  [image: ]
3. The pedagogical aspect  
There should be variety during catechism lessons, as is  amply clear from what has already been said.  
The way a teacher speaks should be different from that of  a preacher. The pupils are not there to hear authoritive  statements which demand no response. On the contrary, "the  teacher will not speak to his pupils during catechism as if he  were preaching".  
Vocabulary too should be simple and easily understood  by all. "When asking questions he should use only simple  expressions and easily understandable words which need no  
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explanation, if that is possible. He should make his questions  and answers as short as he possibly can'' (p.101, No.10).  [image: ]
Catechism should be linked to everyday life. "Every lesson,  the teacher makes a point of suggesting a few practices to [image: ] his pupils, and giving them as thorough a grounding as he [image: ] can in matters related to morals and behaviour that are [image: ] needed if one is to live as a true Christian'' (p.102, No.5). [image: ] [image: ]
In addition to not speaking as if he were preaching, the [image: ] teacher should likewise be very brief in his remarks. St.La  Salle gives priority to pupils when it comes to speaking: 'He [image: ] will make sure he speaks very little and asks a lot of ques [image: ]
tions" (p.102, No.2).  
4. The attitude of the teacher [image: ] 
Like any other teacher, he has to take means to ensure that  all the pupils follow his lesson and pay attention. If the need [image: ] arises, he should question pupils who seem distracted and  bring their attention back to the subject being treated. "Each [image: ] day he should question all the pupils, even several times if  he can. From time to time he should change the order in  which he questions pupils during the catechism lesson so as  to question pupils he has noticed not paying attention"  [image: ](p.100, No.6). [image: ] [image: ][image: ]
«One of the chief areas of concern of a teacher during a [image: ] [image: ]catechism lesson must be to ensure that all the pupils pay  great attention» (p.102, No.1).  
Above all, teachers must be ''so concerned about teaching [image: ][image: ][image: ] their pupils well that they will not allow a single one to remain  ignorant of at least the things that a Christian is obliged to [image: ][image: ] know with regard to doctrine and practice" (p.104, No.15). [image: ] [image: ]
The teacher must be convinced of what he is teaching. This [image: ] must be obvious from the way he speaks. "He must be careful [image: ][image: ] not to speak in a vague way which could lead to a loss of  interest" (p.102, No.5). If sometimes pupils are just "im 
possible", the teacher must not punish them. If necessary, he  should stop and think so as not to act through anger. 'He  should be careful not to disturb the catechism lesson with  inopportune rebukes and punishments; and if it happens  that a pupil deserves a punishment, it should be postponed  till the following day" (p.103, No.7).  [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
Pupils should not be rebuffed or confused "by what one [image: ] says or does when they are unable to answer a question put [image: ] to them'' (p.105).  [image: ]
St.La Salle recommends great respect for pupils. With  regard to those experiencing difficulties, the teacher will [image: ] make sure he asks questions ''which can be understood not [image: ] [image: ]only by the brightest and sharpest pupils, but by the weaker  ones also, so that most of the pupils in the class can answer  the questions put to them" (p.104).  [image: ]
[image: ]
With regard to giving rewards from time to time, the  teacher should sometimes give them "to the weakest pupils [image: ] who have tried the hardest to learn'' (p.105). [image: ][image: ][image: ] [image: ]
Respect for the pupils makes a teacher refrain from acting  as a judge or criticising their actions. "He will never say that [image: ][image: ][image: ] such and such thing is a venial or mortal sin. All he should [image: ] say is 'It's a big offence against God, it's a sin to be avoided [image: ][image: ] at all costs"' (p.103).  [image: ][image: ]
St.Paul, in his letter to the Corinthians, wrote the follow [image: ]ing: "Brothers, I myself was unable to speak to you as people [image: ] of the Spirit: I treated you as sensual men, still infants in  Christ. What I fed you with was milk, not solid food, for you  were not ready for it" (1 Cor. 3,1-2).  [image: ][image: ]
He offered his new Christians the "milk'' of catechism  rather than the "solid food'' of the purely dogmatic teaching  of a master to his disciple. Can we achieve in our schools the [image: ][image: ] kind of care St.Paul had for his catechumens or that shown [image: ] by St.La Salle?  [image: ][image: ]
* * *  
Two one-day meetings  
This fresh look at the Conduct of Schools from the cate chist's point of view was the topic for consideration at two  one-day meetings held at Fonseranes on October 7th and  14th. The first meeting was attended by 26 persons from  Avignon La Salle, Castres, Cavaillon, Beziers, Marseille,  Nimes and Perpignan. Six hours sped quickly by in talks and  discussion. As someone who attended said: "I came with  questions to ask and I am going home with answers. Not all  problems have been solved, but we have been enabled to  realise that we are not the only ones with problems"  [image: ]
In spite of the small number taking part - about ten - the  second meeting was very enriching for those who came.  Everyone found the sharing of views very valuable but too  short. It was also felt by all that these meetings should have  one central topic like Confirmation, or "How to celebrate  with young people'', or "Encountering young people" (psy 
chological aspects). Such a meeting should be held again,  once a year, so as not to overload already existing diocesan  programmes of meetings.  
These meetings have enabled us to realise that no one has  all the answers, and that more or less everywhere there are  sources of enrichment. There is one question, though: "How  do we get people moving, especially our colleagues, the lay  teachers?" One Brother in a post of responsibility said: "Just  by putting up my posters and providing my colleagues with  information I become a catechist. .. " And so, let's get on with  it! Let's bear fruit wherever we've been planted! Looking  forward to seeing you soon. We'll have to do this again!  
[image: ]
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