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Moving from a Good
RCIA to an Excellent
Initiation Process

first “discovered” the catechumenate when I went to a diocesan workshop

in the late 1970s. Of course, I didn’t know it was called catechumenate back

then. All I knew was there was a diocesan meeting on one of the changes
initiated by Vatican II. And somewhere about halfway through the presen-
tation, the priest who’s leading us through the rite says something about the
“cateh-somethings” (the folks who want to be Catholic) leaving church in the
middle of Mass! Before the collection! Whoa!

If T were a cartoon character, you would have seen a big bright light bulb
appear over my head at that moment. It dawned on me that dismissing the
catechumens from Mass would be so shocking to Catholics that it had huge
potential for igniting dozens and hundreds and maybe thousands of conversion
experiences.

In most parishes, this practice is so common now that it has become unre-
markable. But try to remember or imagine the church of the 1970s in middle
America. It was a very structured, top-down, by-the-book kind of place, at least
where I grew up. The reforms of the Second Vatican Council, however, soon be-
gan to have an impact in local parishes. Folks who were there have differing sto-
ries about how well or badly the changes were handled, but one thing everyone
agrees on is there were a lot of changes. With any change there is struggle. Even
those who were highly enthused about the vision of the Council would feel the
strain of so much newness all at once. It was in that moment that the reform of

the adult initiation process began to trickle down to ordinary parishes.
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While I was excited about the possibilities this new rite could offer my parish
and the parishes of my diocese, many parish leaders were plain worn out by the
time the RCIA was handed down to us.

THE “GRAB THE LAST BOTTLE” APPROACH

Did you ever get invited to a party you didn’t really want to go to? You knew
you had to go, but you were praying for a small lightning storm to knock out
the power around town on the day of. No such luck. Sunny beautiful day. Still,
you procrastinated. The hour approached, and youd find yourself completely
immersed in cleaning the cabinet under the kitchen sink that youd been mean-
ing to get to for years. You looked at your watch and suddenly “remembered”
you had to be somewhere. You dashed into the shower, threw on some clothes,
and were almost out the door when you remembered you really should bring a
gift. You really should. Your eye fell on the small wine rack atop the refrigerator.
One bottle left that someone brought to your last party. You grabbed it, blew the
dust off, and headed out the door.

That feels to me like the way a lot of parishes started their catechumenate
processes. Reluctantly, last minute, not well thought out. Certainly we've come a
long way, and fewer and fewer parishes today could be described as implement-
ing the RCIA so haphazardly. There are even many parishes today that would
say they are doing a good job with the catechumenate.

Good is not good enough

And that’s a problem. We've moved from the “grab the last bottle” approach
to doing some actual planning of the way the rites are celebrated and the cat-
echumens are formed. This is such a step up from where we were that we've
become satisfied. We've gone from nothing at all, to slap-dash, last minute,
to not so bad. But is that enough? What would it take to have an excellent
catechumenate? What would it take to have the best initiation process your
parish is capable of?

It would take a lot. No kidding, it would take a lot of time and energy. And
aren’t we doing okay as it is? Some regions have tons of people joining the par-
ish, and, amazingly, enough volunteers (barely) to help out so a few people
aren’t doing all the work by themselves.

You deserve a breather, you really do. Some folks have been working in initia-
tion ministry almost non-stop for 20 or 30 years. For some of you reading this
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book, you might be the sole reason your parish has any catechumenate process
at all. If you haven’t been thanked enough for that ministry (and you should
have been), THANK YOU! Because of your dedication, we are in a place where
we are able to move on.

And move on we must. In his book, Good to Great, Jim Collins says, “Good
is the enemy of great. And that is one of the key reasons why we have so little
that becomes great” (p. 1). We will never have great catechumenate processes if
we are satisfied with good-enough ones. And only an excellent catechumenate
process will consistently and powerfully lead not just the catechumens but the
entire parish to an experience of profound, intimate communion with Christ.
When that light bulb clicked on in my head, that’s what I saw—radical, passion-
ate conversion to Christ on a massive scale. The RCIA envisions nothing less.

An excellent catechumenate does take work. But it doesn’t take miracles. To
get started, you need two things, two gifts, which the Holy Spirit will be happy
to give to you if you ask. Maybe you already have them.

1. You need the gift of humility.
2. You need the gift of passion.

If you have these two gifts, or if you are willing to pray for them, you can
learn everything else you need to know to make the catechumenate a great pro-

cess of conversion in your community.
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