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Crkvi u Sloveniji u svjetlu novog Direktorija za katehezu

Iva Nezi¢ Glavica'

Abstract

The article discusses the challenges faced by families with preschool children in
transmitting the Christian faith and tradition within the Church in Slovenia. It is
based on the empirical study Families with Preschool Children (Ivan Platovnjak) and,
through comparative qualitative analysis, connects the needs of families with the cat-
echetical-pastoral guidelines provided by the New directory for catechesis. It then
analyses the possibilities for their effective implementation in family pastoral care.
The research results show that most parents are aware of their responsibility for the
religious education of their children, but often experience feelings of helplessness,
rejection and a lack of adequate support. The New Directory responds to these needs
with adapted pastoral approaches and an emphasis on the so-called »motherly con-
cern« of the Church, which is expressed through acceptance and concrete support for
families both at the level of church leadership and community on the ground .In this
way, the New Directory encourages the Church in Slovenia to renew its family pasto-
ral care and to provide systematic support to families with young children in the areas
of catechetical and liturgical education.

Key words: Family, preschool children, New Directory for Catechesis, pastoral care,
religious formation

Sazetak

Clanak raspravlja o izazovima s kojima se suocavaju obitelji s predskolskom djecom
u prenoSenju krsc¢anske vjere i tradicije u Crkvi u Sloveniji. Nastao je na empirijskom
istrazivanju Obitelji s predskolskom djecom (Ivan Platovnjak) te na temelju komparativne
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kvalitativne analize povezuje potrebe obitelji s katehetsko-pastoralnim smjernicama
koje pruza Novi direktorij za katehezu. Zatim analizira mogucnosti njihove uc¢inkovite
primjene u obiteljskom pastoralu. Rezultati istrazivanja pokazuju da je vecina rodite-
lja svjesna vlastite odgovornosti za vijerski odgoj svoje djece, ali se Cesto suocavaju s
osjecajima bespomocnosti, odbacenosti i nedostatka odgovarajuce podrske. Novi direk-
torij za katehezu odgovara na uocene potrebe prilagodenim pastoralnim pristupima i
naglaskom na tzv. maj¢inskoj brizi Crkve, koja se ostvaruje u prihvacanju i konkretnoj
podrsci obiteljima kako na razini crkvenog vodstva tako i na razini zivotne zajednice.
Na taj na¢in Novi direktorij za katehezu potice Crkvu u Sloveniji da obnovi svoj obiteljski
pastoral i da pruzi sustavnu podrsku obiteljima s malom djecom u podrucjima kate-
hetskog i liturgijskog odgoja.

Kljucne rijeci: obitelj, predskolska djeca, Novi direktorij za katehezu, pastoralna skrb,
religiozna formacija

Introduction

In its pastoral work, the Church in Slovenia is increasingly aware of the im-
portance of the family as a fundamental place for the transmission of faith and
the formation of Christian identity. In this context, special attention has been
devoted in recent years to families with preschool children, who represent a
specific and often overlooked group within family pastoral care. The Church
has identified a gap in the integration of these families into parish life in the
period after the baptism of children and their enrolment in catechesis. Before
the baptism of a child, families usually actively seek contact with the parish.
After receiving the sacrament of baptism, however, many retreat into their
own daily lives, marked by a fast pace, work obligations, raising children, and
other responsibilities. During this period, families often have less contact with
the parish. Nevertheless, many families live their faith in different ways and
pass on the Christian tradition to their children within the home environ-
ment (Platovnjak 2018). Since this process is diverse, often invisible, and rarely
accompanied by pastoral care from the Church, the Church in Slovenia has
already been focusing on more structured accompaniment of families with
children between baptism and communion in the pastoral year 2018/19 (Urad
za druzino 2018). In this context, an empirical study entitled Families with Pre-
school Children was conducted under the leadership of Ivan Platovnjak, whose
findings shed light on the experiences, needs, and challenges of these families
in their mission of proclaiming the faith (Platovnjak 2020, 355-370).

The publication of these findings coincided with the release of the New
Directory for Catechesis (hereinafter NDC), creating an opportunity for a sub-
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stantive comparison between the empirical results and the normative pastoral
guidelines of the Church. The purpose of this article is to undertake a com-
parative qualitative analysis of the needs of families with preschool children
in the context of faith transmission, present the catechetical-pastoral directives
offered by the NDC, and evaluate the possibilities for their effective imple-
mentation within family pastoral care in Slovenia.

1. Presentation of the Study: Families with Preschool Children

The empirical research conducted by Ivan Platovnjak was based on an online
survey consisting of 27 questions. The survey was conducted using the 1KA
online platform and was intended for parents with preschool children. The
analysis of the collected data was carried out using standardized qualitative
analytical approaches (Platovnjak 2020, 356).

The survey included 1,519 parents, of whom 1,066 (70 %) completed the
questionnaire in full while 453 (30 %) provided partial responses. Among the
participants, 73 % were mothers and 27 % fathers. Regarding age distribution,
30 % of respondents were between 26 and 35 years old, 47 % were between 36
and 45 years old, and the remainder fell outside these ranges. Most of the par-
ticipants (90 %) were married in Church, 3 % were unmarried cohabitees, 2 %
were civilly married, 2 % were divorced, and 2 % were widowed. Concerning
the number of children, 14 % of respondents had one child, 33 % had two chil-
dren, 27 % had three children, 17% had four children, 6 % had five children,
and 3 % had six or more children. The age of the youngest child was relatively
evenly distributed: in 25 % of families, the youngest child was under one year
old, in another 25 % between two and three years old, in 16 % between four and
five years, in 17 % between six and ten years and in 21 % above these categories.

Data on religious practice reveal a high level of engagement in church
life. 21% of respondents attend Mass several times a week, and 55 % at least
once a week. None of the respondents reported attending Mass less than once
a year. Accordingly, 36 % described themselves as strongly religious, 60 % as
religious, 4 % as mildly religious, and none as non-religious (Platovnjak 2020,
356-358).

This sample structure indicates that the survey primarily represents ac-
tive Catholics; therefore, the findings do not reflect the entire population of
parents with preschool children in Slovenia, particularly those more distant
from the Church (Platovnjak 2020, 358). Despite this methodological limita-
tion, the study provides valuable insights into the experiences, needs, and
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challenges facing those already engaged in church life, offering a solid foun-
dation for further comparative qualitative analysis.

2. The Fundamental Needs of Christian Families with Preschool
Children and the Pastoral Encouragement of the NDC

The Church in Slovenia is aware that »the uncertainty and unpredictability
of current social and cultural processes« (NDC 233) have significantly influ-
enced living conditions and the perception of family life. Since 2010, there has
been a marked decline in the number of baptisms, closely linked to the de-
crease in births. Statistical data from the 2023 Annual Report of the Catholic
Church in Slovenia indicate that in 2012, 21,938 children were born, of whom
12,848 were baptized, by 2022 the number of births had fallen to 17627 and
baptisms to 10,170 (-20.9 %) (Slovenska Skofovska konferenca 2023, 130). A simi-
lar downward trend is evident in marriage statistics, with the proportion of
church weddings declining relative to civil ceremonies. The number of Chris-
tian marriages decreased from 2,917 in 2012 to 2,228 in 2022 (-21.5 %) (Slovenska
skofovska konferenca 2023, 135).

Families caught in the fast pace of modern life face increasing challenges
in balancing professional, family, and religious commitments (Jerebic 2023,
750). This reality is directly reflected in the decline in religious practice and
sacramental participation, which, as the Annual Report notes, is linked to
broader demographic and social changes: »The population is declining, life-
styles are keeping people in the workplace for longer, and precarious and un-
stable forms of employment are deterring young people from deciding to start
a family. ... At the same time, we cannot ignore the process of secularization,
which in Europe (including Slovenia) is reducing the role and social signifi-
cance of religious communities and their appeal, especially among young peo-
ple« (Slovenska skofovska konferenca 2023, 130).

In this »drama of our times, » Christian families must consciously and
consistently strive to transmit faith, preserve tradition, and maintain fami-
ly life in accordance with Christian ethical principles. »For this reason, the
Church looks with ,inner joy and deep comfort on families who remain faith-
ful to the teachings of the Gospel, encouraging them and thanking them for
the testimony they offer’» (Francisek AL 2016, 86). As the Church seeks to make
the proclamation of the Gospel increasingly focused on concrete, real people -
in this case, families with young children - the NDC, devotes special attention
in its eighth chapter to the role and needs of the family, enabling it to face the
challenges of contemporary society more effectively (NDC 226-235).
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2.1 Supporting the Wider Family in the Transmission of the Faith

The NDC understands the family as a natural space in which the faith, the
Gospel and Christian values can be spontaneously integrated into daily life.
It understands parents as active subjects of family pastoral (NDC 124), which
through the sacraments of Holy Baptism and Marriage, are called to the mis-
sionary evangelical mission of the Church. The family is the place of first cat-
echesis, since from an early age it introduces children to Christian life, awakens
in them a sense of God and prayer, and educates them in Christian morality,
conscience and understanding of love in the spirit of the Gospel. »lt is, indeed,
a Christian education more witnessed to than taught, more occasional than
systematic, more ongoing and daily than structured into periods« (NDC 227).

The Slovenian survey clearly confirms that 90 % of the parents surveyed
are aware of their key role in the Christian education of their children (Pla-
tovnjak 2020, 358), yet their answers reveal feelings of helplessness, loneliness
and lack of competence for this important task. »Even those who thought oth-
erwise before marriage and the birth of their children then discover how pow-
erless they are - as one mother confessed: “When I was a catechist myself, it
was all clear to me how parents should bring up their children. Now that [ am
a mother myself and my children are not what I imagined them to be, they are
just like the children I had in catechesis, I am in crisis and I have no one to talk
to about it’« (Platovnjak 2020, 358). Parents of school-age children face similar
challenges in proclaiming the faith, as the COVID-19 pandemic has clearly re-
vealed. Despite the rapid response of the Slovenian Catechetical Office, which
published catechetical materials for working with children in the first week
of the pandemic, many parents, especially distant parishioners faced many
problems. »We have to process this and that, but we don’t know how. We read
the catechism, the handbook, the handouts, but we don’t know what it means«
(Judez 2020).

The survey and the experience of parents during the pandemic of COV-
ID-19 clearly showed that the pastoral care of families urgently needs the sup-
port of both the wider family and the whole parish community in order to
fulfil its mission.

The NDC highlights the role of godparents as helpers of parents in in-
troducing children to Christian life. Godparents are designated co-workers of
parents who, by their example and in a friendly way, can show children how
to live the Gospel in both their personal and social life, help them in times of
doubt and difficulty, and be their role models and companions in the growth
of the Christian life (NDC 124). In this regard, the NDC takes into account
»that often the choice of godparents is not motivated by faith but based on fam-
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ily or social customs: this has contributed in no small way to the degradation of
these educational figures » (NDC 124). For this reason, in Slovenia, the Bishop
of Murska Sobota, Dr Peter gtumpf, issued a decree in 2023 that confirmands
have no godparents. According to his conviction, many candidates for godpar-
ents do not fulfil the provisions of the Code of Canon Law (can. 892 and 874)
(gtumpf 2023, 140). It is a decision »ad experimentums, which critics accuse of a
»formal« interpretation of Canon Law and of neglecting the Church’s mission-
ary mission in the light of the Church’s documents: The Joy of Love - Amoris
Laetitia (2016) and The Joy of the Gospel - Evangelii Gaudium (Slatinek 2023,
542). The NDC likewise advocates this and, in light of the responsibility en-
tailed by this role, invites the Christian community, »with discernment and a
creative spirit, to define pathways of catechesis for godparents, which may help
them to rediscover the gift of faith and of belonging to the Church« (NDC 124).

When faced with a family crisis, grandparents become an important sup-
port in religious education, as they are often more rooted in Christianity and
have more experience than the children’s parents. Their contribution to reli-
gious education is of the utmost importance, as they have more time for it and
are often a role model for the younger generations to grow in faith through
support, prayer and wisdom (NDC 125). Yet, despite their valuable role, in
modern times we are faced with the fact that children - especially in urban
environments, where nuclear families predominate - often do not have regular
contact with their grandparents. Their geographical remoteness and their ac-
tive professional lives often make it difficult for grandparents to help them on
a daily basis, which limits their direct influence on children’s upbringing and
religious life. In this way, children are often deprived of valuable experiences
of intergenerational coexistence and closeness, which can also lead to the loss
of Christian traditions, values and the living transmission of faith.

2.2 Motherly Concern and Support of the Christian Community (NDC 231)

»The family is a community of love and of life, made up of a complex of inter-
personal relationships... — married life, fatherhood and motherhood, filiation
and fraternity — through which each human person is introduced into the <hu-
man family” and into the ‘family of God,” which is the Church« (NDC 226).
Therefore, the Church is aware that the future of the human and ecclesial com-
munity depends on the family, which is the basic building block of society. It is
for the sake of the family and the life of the domestic Church that the Church
becomes a family of families. In this context, the Directorate particularly em-
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phasises the lack of support of the Christian community in the pastoral activity
of the Church in Slovenia for parents of preschool children. In the survey, they
pointed out that what they want above all is more human closeness, genuine
listening and understanding of their daily lives on the part of bishops, parish
priests, pastoral workers and the congregation.

»They would like parish priests to understand ‘that religious education
at home is the most important thing during this period and that there
is nothing wrong with skipping an activity in the parish” and ‘that they
must focus their attention intensively on the family during this period”.
Especially during the holidays, ‘children need their father and mother to
take time for them’« (Platovnjak 2020, 359).

The deepening of authentic and trustworthy relationships in the Church
in Slovenia is emphasized not only by the NDC but also by the Slovenian
Pastoral Plan, which since 2012 has highlighted the lack of sincere and criti-
cal dialogue and the presence of a »wounded community spirit« (Slovenska
Skofovska konferenca PIP, 2012, 35). Even then, the pastoral plan identified fa-
tigue and burnout among many priests, which even today hinders their pasto-
ral creativity and stifles fraternal solidarity (Slovenska Skofovska konferenca
PIP, 2012, 35). In addition, a growing tendency among some younger priests
and seminarians to respond rigidly to the needs and expectations of parents
has been observed. Motivated by concerns for orthodoxy, they often adopt
restrictive attitudes that close the doors of the Church to many and insist on
pastoral approaches that limit the active participation of families with small
children in community life.

»The community receives from the family an understanding of the faith
that is immediate and connected in a natural way to the affairs of life; the family
in turn receives from the community an explicit key for using faith to reinterpret
its experience« (NDC 229). The DNC recalls that the Church, as the family of
God, should be characterised in missionary proclamation by humble awareness
and a concrete proclamation that is not theoretical and detached from personal
problems (NDC 230). Since 2002, The Plenary Assembly of the Church in Slove-
nia has also drawn attention to this issue. In its final document, it calls for mov-
ing beyond the traditional conception of catechesis as merely the transmission
of religious truths (Plenarni zbor Cerkve na Slovenskem 17, 2002, 350).

This orientation is further supported by empirical research findings,
which reveal that parents emphasize the need for pastoral activities offering
various forms of »calm« amid the fast and demanding pace of life — for exam-
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ple: parish events with organised childcare, spiritual exercises, etc. (Platovnjak
2020, 359). Content that enables parents to deepen their personal and spiritual
growth, strengthen mutual bonds, and empower them for their parental and
educational mission within both the family and the ecclesial community is
considered highly desirable. Parents also expressed a clear need for practical
assistance in religious education. Preschool catechesis was identified as im-
portant by 50 % of respondents; various workshops for children were consid-
ered very important by 40 % and moderately important by 50 %. In addition,
they also emphasized the importance of access to quality content and (online)
suggestions that would help them prepare for and celebrate church holidays
as a family (Platovnjak 2020, 359).

2.3. Involvement in the Liturgical Life of the Community

Liturgy is also closely and inseparably linked to catechesis, since catechesis
begins »with the first effective encounter between the one being catechized
and the community that celebrates the mystery, which is to say that cateche-
sis reaches its true fulfilment when the one being catechized takes part in
the liturgical life of the community. Catechesis therefore cannot be thought of
merely as preparation for the sacraments, but must be understood in relation-
ship to liturgical experience« (NDC 96). It is therefore particularly important
for families with preschool children to be included in the liturgical life of the
community, since the liturgy is the fundamental place where they encounter
the living God and the community of the Church.

This is confirmed by the results of a survey in which parents of pre-
school children identified acceptance, closeness and involvement in the Holy
Mass as one of their key needs. For 60 % of parents, Sunday Mass is very im-
portant, which shows that, despite the modern challenges and stresses associ-
ated with young children, they see the Mass as the source and summit of the
Christian life. 80 % of parents express their gratitude that all members of the
family, including the youngest, can be present at Mass. This confirms that
they do not want to be separated from community because of the stage of life
they are in, but want to be present with their children at Mass. For 90 % of the
parents, it is very important »to feel that families with preschool children are
welcomed and warmly received by the pastor, his coworkers and all the pa-
rishioners at Mass and other occasions in the church« (Platovnjak 2020, 361).
This clearly shows that families with young children want the Church to be
a place of openness, hospitality and welcome. They are not only looking for



Bogoslovska smotra, 95 (2025.) 5, 1273-1284

an individual spiritual experience, but for a place where the whole family can
be present. For this reason, parents probably expressed as one of their most
important expectations of the Church a desire for adaptations in the Mass to
allow for a deeper and more authentic experience of the liturgy, even with
young children (Platovnjak 2020, 361). In the survey, they pointed out that it is
especially valuable to them if »the Mass is adapted to preschool children - both
with the homily and the singing, the involvement of the children, and the du-
ration of the Mass« (Platovnjak 2020, 362).

3. Pastoral Orientations for Accompanying Slovenian Families with
Preschool Children

A survey of Slovenian families with preschool children confirms that these
families face numerous challenges in proclaiming the faith and passing on
Christian traditions. In this context, the need for closeness and systematic sup-
port from the Church - both at the level of ecclesial leadership and within the
living parish community — becomes even more evident.

In the future, family pastoral care will fundamentally depend on pas-
tors not being afraid, on the synodal path with families, to »listen to the flock
entrusted to them« (Francisek FD 2025, 50). To succeed in this, pastoral con-
version and additional formation of seminarians and priests are necessary
(Filipovic¢ 2019, 1123; Slatinek 2019, 1070-1071). The more they live their mission
in a spirit of compassion, acceptance, and closeness, the better they will be
able to accompany families and respond to their needs (NDC 234). Transfor-
mation is also required of all the faithful, who are often marked by routine,
resistance to change, and unwelcoming behavior — something families with
small children frequently perceive, for example, during Mass (Platovnjak 2020,
363). Pastoral conversion and the synodal journey call the entire community to
build its path on patience, shared discernment, dialogue, and loving, respect-
ful accompaniment of even those who walk more slowly (Simonic 2018, 215).

The experience of parents, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic,
has shown how important yet neglected family catechesis is in the Slovenian
context (Plenarni zbor Cerkve na Slovenskem IZ 2002, 350). Family cateche-
sis equips parents for their educational role while recognizing them as equal
dialogue partners with priests and catechists, seeking together ways to pro-
vide children with a contemporary religious upbringing (Segula 2024, 539).
In doing so, it does not merely impose burdens (duties) on parents but also
helps them carry them. »It raises parents” awareness, motivates and encour-
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ages them to revive or deepen their faith and to put it into practice in their
daily lives, together with their children« (Nezi¢ Glavica 2022, 479). Organized
preschool catechesis would also be of great assistance to parents in the reli-
gious education of young children. This is not catechesis in the proper sense,
but »first evangelization and proclamation of the faith in an eminently edu-
cational form, attentive to developing a sense of trust, of gratuitousness, of
self-giving, of invocation and participation, as a human condition onto which
is grafted the salvific power of the faith« (NDC 239). In practice, there is still
a considerable deficit in this area, which should be addressed through sys-
tematic approach and appropriate support for parishes. At the same time, it is
worth highlighting good practices in preschool catechesis, such as the Good
Shepherd catechesis and Bible lessons.

Particular help will be needed for families who are far from the parish
community - remote parishioners. In many Slovenian parishes there are adult
groups, such as pre-marriage, marriage, Bible and other groups, which are
mainly attended by active believers (NDC 231). In the Church in Slovenia, it
will be necessary to offer something new to the Church’s remote families. In
parallel with the catechesis of children and adults, the DNC further promotes
the catechesis of parents who are asking to have their children baptized and
the catechesis of parents whose children are making the journey of Christian
initiation. In practice, we should make even better use of these opportunities
as an entry point and an invitation to make the Church a home for these fami-
lies as well.

In the future, greater emphasis will need to be placed in Slovenia on
family spirituality, prayer, family worship, and folk devotions linked to the
church year (NDC 37). The time has passed when it was taken for granted
that families prayed in the morning and evening and before and after meals.
In Slovenia, several leaflets, booklets, and books for family prayer and family
devotions have already been published. Such incentives can also be found in
Catholic magazines and on websites. To deepen family spirituality and Chris-
tian identity, parishes will need to offer various family prayer workshops in
parishes designed for the whole family. These would be particularly welcome
during preparation for major feasts, especially in Lent and Advent. Through
such workshops, parents could be shown in a concrete way how to proclaim
the faith and Christian tradition both explicitly and implicitly.

If we want children and families with children to experience the Mass
as the summit of Christian life and at the same time as the source from which
the Church draws its strength (Pope Paul VI. SC, 10), greater effort will need
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to be invested in the liturgical formation of children, parents, catechists, and
priests alike. It will also be necessary to find the time and create teams in
which lay people (parents) collaborate with priests in preparing family Masses
and Masses with children. The survey showed that of the 960 parents (63 %)
who answered the question about their experiences of attending Mass with
preschool children in their home parish, 555 (58 %) reported positive experi-
ences, 266 (28 %) negative experiences, and 139 (14 %) mixed experiences (Pla-
tovnjak 202, 362). While most parents perceive the Mass positively, a signifi-
cant proportion report negative or mixed experiences, indicating the need for
adjustments and changes in this area. Generations of the third millennium
must be addressed in a way that speaks to the spirit of our time and engag-
es them actively in the liturgy. Due to the decline in the number of priests,
greater emphasis will also need to be placed on independent celebration of
the Word of God, both in parishes and in catechesis. These are liturgies where
children and their families encounter God and one another, while at the same
time being practically introduced to liturgical gestures and prayer. This will
enable them to participate more actively in the sacrifice of the Mass later on.
The survey data clearly show that for the mission of families with young
children, it is essential to have a community that not only tolerates them but
actively includes them according to their abilities and supports them in the
religious upbringing of their children. The NDC and the Synod on Synodality
invite the Church in Slovenia to recognize itself more deeply as a community of
families and to gradually implement a new mindset of communion and syno-
dality. They encourage everyone, starting with Church leadership, to become
a Church that includes, journeys together, listens, and knows how to respond
to the needs of families. Only in this way will families be able to assume their
central role in transmitting the Christian faith and, in the modern world, pre-
serve the Christian identity of individuals within the Church and the nation.
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