
0)S PRED
Archdiocese of Chicago

SPECIAL RELICIOUS EDUCATION DIVISION

2956 S. Lowe. Chicago, l l l inois 60616 ,3121842-1039

Muy 2009 Volume 76. Nurnber 5

When we describe the ministry of Spred, we say that every4hing depends on the mentality
of the catechist and the mentalify of-the community ofcatechists. Our mcntur, Iir. Ir,ucha-
rist Paulhus, helped us to grasp thc importancc ol'a synbrolic urentality. I krwcvcr, whilc
rve know that our ffiends with disabilities are educable in faith, we stilI can be left with
some arriety as to what is taking place during our times of catechesis. Here are some
notes from his sessions ''uvith thc Spred staff.

+++
We live in a world of signs. Signs are always in relation to a thing signified. The sign
er"okes another reality. We need signs to go further and dceper into reality. Still, many
signs in the u'orld are only conventional - socially accepted meanings for certain rcprc-
scntations - arbitr*ily assigned meanings. This means that.

S]'rnbol is the fundamental dlnamism of a sign. The sign is full of possibilities, of signifi-
cance. We call this the intentionaliry of the sign. With an intentionality in focus, the sign
becomes truly a symbol. It explodes r.vith meanings. It makes us live simultaneously on
different levels, material, and spiritual. By light, we are really enlightened and at the same
time, tve can penetrate into spiritual reality. Think of poets. In faith, we can be pen-
etrated by the light ofGod and we can respond to this light. Light is something dynamic,
full of possibilities. Light can take us away and make us live in another dimension, ac-
cording to our capacity for living and loving. It is possible to find other connections to life
iurd lovc rvith all the sirtns ul 'crcation.

If we czur affirm that acatechetical mentality is founded upon the possibility to enter into
the dlrtamism of the symbol, then presumedly we can understand the person with intel-
lectual disabilities. There, in the dynarnism of the symbol. we meet. So the catechetical
mentality is a friendship mentalitl,, a symbolic mentality.

lf we have this spirit of h'iendship, if r.ve areafriend ofGod and a lriend ofthe person with
disabilities, and we are able to go r,vithin this dynamism, the symbolic intentionality, thcn
we possess the fi.urdamental disposition to be a catechist. We will find away to Lransrnit
the message of the Gospel, according to the different capacities of children or aclults.
But, remember, if we are a true friend, rve must know our fiiend well, not in the scnsc ol'
a kind of superficial knorvledge, but rve must try to understand the person, to compre-
hend the person's profound feelings.

1-he syrnbolic progression is probably the only means for a person u,'ith disabilities to



adherc to the mcssage of faith. Is this person able to go within thc dynarnism of the
svmbol'/ One has to know the person in friendship. Abstract knor,vledge is not necessary
to go rvithin the dymarnic ofa symbol. Persons with intellectuatdisabilities can live fully the
signs in their dl,namism. Values are conveyed not by telling those r,r'ith disabilities that thel'
are honest, or work r,vell, or are respectful; rather they understand through the signs of
actually attaining certain goals. the symbolic lirnction lbr those of us who can reason about
the phenornenon can be helpful, but not necessary.

When \\ 'e prepare a session for catechesis, alone or with othcrs, wc try to scc hclw a
pcrson with intellectual disabilities can live a sign in cvcryday lifb. Whcn wc krok lbr thc
intcntiottality ol ' this sign, and when we l lnally l incl how thc sign can lcucl rr person to the
nlcsstlgc ol-(iod, thcn we catn l ive thc synrtrolic dynanrisrn - ancl art thc same time. be
involvcd in a reasoning process about the dyranrisrn ol'thc syrnbol which is now luscd with
our own dynamrsm.

Rcmclnbcr, we do not explain a symbol, but we can reason, and discu.ss on an abstract
lcvcl thc syrrtbol's intcntionality. [-{owever, wc havc to stay anchorecl in cvcryrlay lilb.

Children and adults with disabilities can go within thc dynamism of'thc synrbol. 
'l 'hcy 

arc
not involved in abstract or operational thought. And thcy need not be at the same level-
they enter into the process according to each one's capacity. 1hcy live through signs,, vl'ith-
out elaborate reasoning. So the whole being of'thc pcrsons at different levels of develop-
ment is activated.

1-he symbolic function can be understood as the bond thal cxists bctueen thc sign and rvhat
is signrfied. The child does not realizc the boncl between thc sign and the thing signilied. but
he lives Lhe bond on a dynamic leve l, according to thc intcntionality ofthe sign.

' l 'hcclr i lc l  
l ivcsthereal i ty,playsthcreal i ty inasynbiot icway. I l ' thcnrothersmilcs, thechi ld

sttt i lcs. I l ' the mother looks sad. thc chilcl looks sacl. 
' l 'hc 

child is in union with the mother.

When the child says, "'['he bird is singing 'Alleluia'. [t is his way of being in conrmurion with
the spiritual dynamisrn of the sign. It is a way to talk about praise of God. The world
re llccts (ioclttt whont hc aclhcrcs. Many pc:oplc rvith intcllcctLralclisabilitics rvill not bc ablc
to dcvclop intcllcctuully beyond this phasc. 

' l 'hcy 
arc l irshionccl to l ivc rr:ally'anrlauthcnti-

cally at a spiritual lcvcl, without evcr knowing cxactly why.

Wc arc talking about a fundarncntal att itude . 
' l 'hc 

child clocs not anulyzc lr is att itude. He
lives as we do when, for cxample, we arc be lrlrc thc ljucharist.

Reasoning will be ofgreat help forour spiritml life - if lve are prepared to abandon it to live.
lhe richness ofour thought r,villhelp us to turderstand even the slmbolic progression but ne
ntust, at a cefiain moment, be willing to sacrifice orlr intellectual process to [ive, according
to a symbolic mentality, a state ofbeing, a state of living and fundamental attitude.

A child or adult without a reasoning process can live, that is take an attitude according to
the dynamisnr of the sign. I{e is hoppy,he is lor.'ed. he rvants to be a saint, he promises



to live with Jesus lbre"'er. 
'lhe 

person with intellectualdisabilites is organized to live for God,
through Christ, undcr the action ofthe Holl,Spirit, because he is baptized and also, becausc
he can be catechrzed. I"le is able to use in a certain way, at a certain point, the symbolic
fturction.

It is not enough to explain the symbolic function. At the highest level of intellectual develop-
ment, the person is able to see the objective intentionaliry of a sign, a symbol. This is what St.
John of the Cross called, "the fundamental aptitude to signify a thing." This aptitude is
reserved to the sign considered only fiom a sl,mbolic point of vie"v. Iror example, we can
reason about thc potentialities of significance of rr,'ater in relation to life (gou'ing up, passage
from death to lifb) or frre in relationto lifb. But to gasp the objective intcntionaliry i.e. the call
of thc sign, to one's own living dynamism, does not mean that a person must explain a
symbol. If he docs, the symbol is no more than a thing to be analyzed as a table to be
constructed ol lour legs. The symbolic function, at this level, leads a person only to under-
stand what is thc symbol's own dyneunisrn. lJut whcn this dynamism is in c<lmmunion witlr
one's own dynamism, there is nothing to be explained because at this point, a person takes
on an attitude, a behavior, a stance.

The person with intellectual disabilites is illurninatcd by faith according to his capaciry by
r,vay ofthe syrnbolic function.

'fhe 
signs wil l  guide him to f ind God through his Son, under the action of'thc lkrly Spirit

according to his charism.

\ltith the traditional catechetical rnethod, persons r.vith intellectualdisabilities are not edu-
cable in the religious field because religious education becomes a question of leaming and not
living. The spiritual is confused with the abstract. Leaming will be essential fbr those with
intellectual disabilities, but the person learns in lir,ing. Even ifhe cannot play with abstractions
he can live a loving relationship with God.

The person with intellectual disabilities is veryclose emotionallyto the little child rvho needs
his mother. Emotional dependency of many children with emotional problerns is a question
ol'liurctioning. 

'l 'hc 
catcchist ncccls to takc cilrc. 

'l 'hc 
clangcr is to lovc thc pcrson in ordcr lo

love one's owrr self. This is an immature affection.

Many things are lived by children, as it vvere, by a kind of osmosis. They absorb the sign of
God's love found through the aftbction of the adult. mature, catechist. A catechetical urfold-
ing or progression is based upon a relationship fbunded upon symbol.

There are no rnagic means to help a person with intellectual disabilites to mature in faith. The
catechist must attend to the person of each child. "Every infant, child, adult, is first of all a
person" said Fr. Flenri Bissonnier ( the mentor of Fr. Paulhus). The faith of a person with
intellectualdisabilities can Eow, but it depends on the growth of the catechist's faith through
the human and symbolic means adequate to feed it.

Rev. James I-1. McCarthy
Director, Spred Chicago


