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Years ago, there was an eleven year old boy, narned Carlos, in my liftle Spred comrnunity of
f?rith. Carlos had autism. His disabiliry manifested itself in his inability to connect rvith anyone i1
the room. Ile rvould wander fiom place to place in the environment. On his way', he woulcl
btunp into people and chairs r,vith the same frozenlook. After trying everything we could ttrink
ofto connect with him, we were frustrated.

Then one day, I was walking along a path near Lake Michigan and I saw a Dominican priest
rvho was r'lalking his dog. The dog, a Collie. 'nt'as beautiful with her coat sfiining in the sun. She
rvas elegant in her looks and in her tnanner. After solnc discussion, it rvas agreed that Heatheq
rnv new dog friend, could belong to my Spred group.

So on'Iuesclay night, I v'n'ent in the car to pick up l{eather. She sat up next to me on the liopt
seat, curious about all tl-re sights flying bl,tlie r,vindo',v as we drove down Lake Shore Driye.
When we Arrir,'cd at the cetlter, she stopped at the door. She sensed immediately that there
\\'erc fiagile children in the rool-tl and she became ver)'gentle. After she greeted or attemptccl
to greet evcl)/one, she rvent to her blanket in the corncr. There was a little box with a sofi brush
to groom her. Little by little, Carlos approached Heatherand began to stroke fuer back. Heather
remained absolutely still and a new relationship bcgan. Carlos never left Heathcr's side. so
r'vhen it was time to go to the celebration room, I leather came too. She sat up, aler1, next t9
Carlos. When I gave Carlos the message, I-leather too received a blessing.

During the sharing of fbod, Fleather had her bou'l of treats. When the session was endecl.
lleather climbed back on to the fi'ont seat. put her heacl in my lap and slept all the rvay honte.
I ler coat was damp fiom her hard rvork and she had achieved a breakthrough none of us colld
har.'e managed.

Heatller called forth Carlos u,lto seemed locked awa],in some foggy s\vamp.'fo call Carlos
into the here and norv was \\'onderftrl to see. Thc relationship a person can have rvith a clog or
other pets, gives the the pcrson focus. The pet calls for affention and bit b1,bit trust and tender-
Iress are bom. 

-fhis 
is an immense gift fbr the person r,vho is frail.

Great stories are told about puppies rvho arc gil,en to prisoners to tame and to prepare to bc
gtride dogs, service dogs or explosive detection canines. I Ilach prisoner works to tame his or
her puppy but at the sante time the puppy is tarning the prisoner. Their mutual relationship
alvakens trust, kindness and tenderness. Hardened criltrinals are in tears when thcy give up
their dogs after trvo years so that they can go to the ir ne r.r'homes. Yet they ere n"lore than reacly
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to begin again r,vith a new puppy. It is not just ftail or suftbring people who are called forth by
pets to be more human, but everyone has to be called forlh by another creature. We are not
totally self-generating personalities. We depend on otliers and in tum, they depend on us.

We get nowhere in a Spred community of faith' unless we are all helping one another to brush
away cobwebs and step further and further into the liglrt. The pathway to relationships is so
terribly hard for some, that every effort has to be rnadc and when there is even the slightest
brcakthrough, it is to be celebrated.

While each of us has our physical body of flesh and bone, rve also have a social and cultural
body to which lve belong. z This wider circlc calls us into our own identities. Where and how
u'e live and among rvhotn we live sets rnultiplc stermps olt our being. We are not self con-
stmcted. [t is stunning that r.l4ren we enter the sacrarnental coffununity, our whole being begins
to be rnodified. :

If rve look at the Eucharistic Liturgy and focus on the Eucharistic Prayer II, we see that Jesus
offers this command "Do this in memory of me." Then following the acclamation, the prayer
continues, " we offer you this life-giving bread, this saving cup." There is a transition from':rog
do this in memory of me" addressed first of allto the disciples at the last supper, to the here and
now of "we ofl-er you." 4 Wc see here the structure of the gift given and the gift returned.

In our own experience ol-gift-giving, we know that u'hen we choose to give a gift to another, and
if the gift corne s fi'om thc heart, it is a step toward cornmunion. If a sign of gratitude is given or
if tlte relationship is ackno'uvledged, afftction and trust deve lop. I1'however, there is no sign of
gratitude, or a return of acknor,vledge ment, the gesture dies. The hope is always that in the
crc'ltange of gifts, a conlnlunion, a \\'e is expanded.

In a Spred catechesis,, an eftbrt is made to alvaken each one so that they become more capable
o1'relating, even if the relationships are so very fiagile. Bit b1'bit, each one becomes aware of
everydav experience in life. in the ncighborhood. the school, thc park and in church. Then one
beeins to see self in the story'of the others. The leader catechist is then able to say, no longer
1'ott and you and you. but vn'e .

ln the process of saying when we are huppy....or lvhen we are grateful, ...or when we trust
others, etc., thc action rnoves into the here and now of this communiry of faith. We become the
coulnlunity of faith in our total realif)'and rve fbrm an idcntitl, in the process.

\\/e have been called into this identity by fbllor.ving a slor.r'and gentle pathway into relationships.

Irr. Yves Marie-Josepli Congar, O.P. was one of the great French Catholic theologians of the
last century. He began to fbnnr,rlate sigpificant ideas when he was a prisoner of war in 1943. He
\\'Lls concerned about the littrrgy being real and about preaching being real.

ltr sacramental life , rve spcak of'the sign of the sacrament, the sign in itself such as eating and
drinlting. Thcn there is tlic sign and rvith it rvhat it signihes, such as eating and drinking at the
Eucharistic banquet. Irinallr', there is the pLrrpose of it all. tlie nreaning of it, the mystery, (the
res). This is r,r,hat the w,hole sacramcntal experience is pressing tolvard. So for example, the



goal of the Eucharistic banquct is love, a sense of conimunion. The sacrarncnt is a sacrament
rvhen it strikes the hearl of the believer. It is thus real - in the believer.5 One rvould hate to go
through allthe work involved ifthe liturgy or the preacling as a r.vhole did not hit its mark. fo hit
its mark, something has to change or be rnodified within the believer.

This is also true of catechesis. Catechesis is not just lvord play or a power struggle. It is a
process of forrning a netrvork of relationships that hit the mark in thc serlse of involving corn-
tnunion. This sense may be vague, but somethitrg has changed in the liearls ofthe participants.'l-his 

is r,vhat makcs the catcchesis real.

Frotn the very beginning the catechesis has to be real. OLr relationships rvith anilrals and people
has to be real. The stories evoked havc to be real. Or-rr passage into the lve of our community
has to be real. Ottr evocation of our liturgies have to be real. Our proclantation of scripture has
to liit the mark so the rnessage call penetratc and change us.

In Spred, we speak o{'liaving four goals. To devclop:
A sense of thc sacred
A sense of churcli
A sense of the Christ
,,\ theologal sense.

i{aving a sellse of-sourething, mealts a global ar,r'atriening, zut initiation into a cornmuniol. It is not
precise or highly vcrbal or highly conccptual. It is a u,ay of being.

As lve develop a sense of the sacred ,lve work to build an ambiance of bear-rty, silence, music
and gesture. We behave dilferently in a space set aside tbr fbllorvship and pra)/er. fhe space
and the people change us

r\s rve develop a sense of the chtrch, rve have our little circle of friendly relationships. Little by
little the circle develops and the significant people in the life of the church come into focus. This
happens even ifthe person is quite limited, as long as experiences are structured fbr a movement
liom egocentricity to co nltrunion.

When we develop a sense of Christ, u,e fbcus on Jesus present with us now. It is dillicult fbr a
person with intellectual disabilities to relate to the distant past or future. But "u,hen we are happy
to be together. Jesus is ri'ith us" is a global awareness of real presence.

We develop a theologal seusc, rvhen we relate in fbith, liope and love. 
-I.he 

goal of each catechesis
is to awaken faith. hopc. and love. We are not so much lielping our friends to describe faith,
hope and love as \\'e are helping them to do faith, do hope and do love. 

'l'his 
tl-rey can do and do

velyrvell. We also realize that by helping them we opel] ourse lves to thern helping us catechists.
Sr. Mary'l'herese F{ar'rington
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