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!&en speaking t.tLth other University of DeLat.lare students of my 01-m age 
who attended Catholic gyade school o r  high sd-col,  I have noticed a high 
degree of redundancy i n  reported classroom experiences. The pattern 
of similarity i s  most ev5den-b when the discussion concerns nun teachers, 
and i n  particular the exapla they t e l l  v i th in  the classroom. These 
anecdotes and short vere to ld  by nuns t o  students i n  oxder 
t o  emphasize a moral teaching o r  doctrinal lesson %lhich, i f  l e f t  un- 
apporLed, could eas i ly  go unattended by a disinterested o r  unconvinced 
student. As Joseph I.iosher explains i n  The &rl: w i o u s  -.-- 
and Didactic JA-Jerature a England, the exemplum serves a variety of 2;: OPll 

purposes; 

(1) t o  furnish a concrete i l lus t ra t ion  03 the  resul t  of 
obeying o r  disobeying some religious o r  moral lav; (2) t o  
ive proof o r  confirmation of the t ru th  of an assertion; 

f 3 )  t o  arouse fear i n  the sinful or t o  stimulate the z e d  
of uie gocI3.r: (4)  t o  ndce clear the meaning of some 
abst-mse statement; (5) t o  revive languid li steners, 
evoke in teres t  o r  laughter; (6) t y  eke out a scant 
sermon by I1Parsing1? it ~i-i;11 ta les .  

I discovered tliat these s tor ies  often became the topic of conversa-bion 
Tihen studenLs reviewed t h e i ~  Catholic school years from the peTspective 
of maturity. S u ~ r i s i n g l y ,  many students recounted s M l a r  varsions of 
the same stozles despite differences i n  the locale of the schools they 
had attended, and i n  the religious orders of the nuns who taught them. 

I began t o  collect exenpla from a ser ies  of schoolmates i n  the PgZL 
of 1973. I coLlected ngr data rmdordy, employLng infomation given 
by =y student tho hacl attended Cetholic school end 11as tliLLinf; to 
contx.il.ute. Ib~rever, I was cautious t o  speak with students ~ h o  had 
c.ttsmdecl different schools and \ J ~ O  1m.d contact with various orders 
of nuns. Deginning ~ d t h  students uho definitely had had Catl~olic 
schooling, I pursued 1eac.s indicated by nzy in i t ia l  i ~ ~ o r w t s .  
Some of the people immediately recognized ~lhat  tyye of s tor ies  - 
I sought, but had difficulty i n  recalling specifics of the  stories$ 
others iromediately recounted s tor ies  t h a t  they claimed c~o~13-d al t~ays 
be vivid h~ 4he5.r m5nds. 1 S o d  tha t  the nost effective method of 
collecting rJas t o  engage i n  conversation a pai r  of students T Y ~ O  had 
been classnates i n  Catholic school. This method produced the greatest 
flow of  oma at ion because the sLudents c0ul.d stinula'ce and add t o  
each other! s recoil-ections. 

1nqui.1-g through the Spring of 1374. among these and additional informants 
has discdosed tha t  the pattern i s  nore pronounced and far-ranging than 
originally anticipated. Indeed, the s tor ies  appear Lo go t o  the heart 
or" Catholic educction on both the grade schoo?. and high school levels. 



L preliminarg evidence rrhich prornpmbd the inqvli-y hinted that  the 
method of teaching thiwugh exeap3-a had been 1~ideLy practiced by 1u8a~r  
orders of nuns in diverse locakions. In  my concern t o  protect those 
~ h o  have helpeci t o  shape this paper, I have given my Info~man%s 
pseudonyms, named only the location of the schools they attended, 
and classified the order 0.2 nuns ~ h o  taught then, ihre  trro names 
are joined toge.Gher, the students had previously a'clended school 
together and gave me the i r  accounts jointly. ?:here t v o  locations 
and classes of nuns s re  given for  one name, the first refers  t o  grade 
school attended 11hil.e the second refers t o  high school attended. 

Dover D 

Donna 

Ib,lvern, .. r-ialveim, Pa. 

Greg 

Helen 

(i 1y se l f )  

Leo 

The technique of instruction thxmougI~ aenpla  ha: been used in all 
areas of the Catholic child's l i f e ,  including h i s  relafdonshtp t o  God, 
church, school, and home, and even h i s  external sociel relations. 
!he impo-Aance of the naxmxtives becomes evldent as one edes 
the i r  content, classroom use, and role within the Catho?lc educa-biond 
system. Accordingly, in t t h s  paper I present a series of stories 
acbually tolc! t o  students isy the nuns 11110 taught then in Catholic 



school. I attempt t o  explain the reason foi. the i r  continuous circul- 
ation tdthin the classroom, the motivation behind the telling, and 
the i r  impact dwing the pyocess of religious indoctrhaLfon a t  the 
grade school and high school bevels. 

In the very early years of Catho33.c education there i s  a need for  
nuns Lo ins%= faith in children and t o  convey doc-brine in e way 
which i s  menorable. Since i n  large pert  Vne procegs Involves a kind 
of "spiritual indoctrination," the teaching i s  offen s t r i c t  and dog- 
matic. There i s  a tendency t o  over-emphasize scripture end rel-ated 
sacred teachings fo r  the  sake of emotional. and intel lectual  impact. 
Consequently, the dramatized presentation often chz-acteristicelly 
intensif ies the Church's off ic ia l  position on matters of doctrine 
and accepted standards of conduct. 'This pat-bern of CathoLic education 
dates infomdZy t o  the ear l ies t  d q s  ol" the Chwch, and continues - 
&beit lrith f p 8 d u d  changes - into the present .2 

The method of classi.oom stoi*elling Cox educational. purposes i s  
predaminant i n  matters of ethical and spir i tual  learning. IIasLings, 
in !&a &cy~3,-0~,edLa of w . i o ~  and i:"ihics, notes the importance of 
such itgentle forces of persuasionn vNch lead the individual members 
of a group to submit t o  the group's t radit ional  injunctions I J ~ ~ ~ I O U ' ~  
any sho~,~ of coercion.3 ?ha t  Hem6 Carrier says i n  )'& .S-oc50logg: 
of Ze l f  pious Delonginq about such a propagation of beliefs  explains 
L I 1  

process vi th  more d e M k  

The i;rmsmission of doctrine i s  fo r  a religious group 
the very condition oQ its suvZva2: i C  i s  not only en 
educative function that  it performs along tdth  other 
services -- it is  a trey of Ant grating and roo-ting the 
fai thful  \&thin the comuxi.ty. Z 

Car;.fer goes on t o  sl~ot.~ that the transmission of the religious message 
is only  one step i n  engendering a comprehensive and stable at t i tu3e t 
that  reQmlts from the unificetion 02 a13, levels  or" serc'i*ed end secular 
behavior. This synt11ea5.s i s  a besic goal i n  CatlioLic education; 
ideally, one learns t o  live Life i n  a C h ~ i s t i a n  and, more s p e c i f ~ c d l y ,  
e. Catl10lic '2.Ia.y. 

The ultimtii;e respondbflity f o r  setting the  goals of Catholic eduo- 
atloon res t s  t~Pt1-1 Papal ethhority. In l13.s encyclical l e t t e r  enti t led 
KChristian Education of Youthg1I ?ope Pius 29' has outlined the 
philo sop& behind the educational process in contemporery parocldd 
school s: 

\ 

Since education consists essentially i n  preparing msn 
fo r  what he must be and f o r  what he must do here belot!, 
i n  order Lo a t t a in  the sub lhe  end. f o r  which he vas created, 

1 

it i s  c l e w  t11a.t there can be no true education trhich i s  
not rrholly di?ectec? t o  man' s last end; and . . . there can 
be no fdedly perfect education 111fich i s  not Cl~ristian 
education. 5 



Thus, the ultimate g o d  of Catholic education i s  mea t  t o  be a l i f e  
directed tot~ard Cod in ~so~sldp md in service. In ox?or t o  achieve 
that  end, the Ca.thol3.c educational piwcess exbends i t s e l f  t o  a. 
aspects of the student' s life. 

~ ~ e a - ~ l y  all of my student = o i ~ ~ ~ a ~ ~ t s ,  young e.duLt men and voznen 
betx~een 1G and 22 years of age, recalled being told explicitly 
that  anyone tho tras not Catholic could never go t o  Heaven, regardless 
of  hot^ "good" a ltfe he 11a.d led. Barbara, f o r  example, told about 
a g i r l  i n  her grade-schooj! class  rho became hysterical at this 
thought because her fatiler was not Catholic. She feared that he 
l~~u?..d be deprived of this ~ e ~ ~ a r d  despite his goodness in her eyes. 
The young girl was assured that  although he could not expect t o  be 
revarded td th  a place i n  Heaven a f te r  death, his good life neverthe- 
Less llould save him f punishment i n  hell. 

T h i s  concept that  Heaven is reserved solely fo r  Catholics seems t o  
be upheld a t  d 1  levels  of Ca.%holic education, includine; the Cath- 
o l ic  university. In  &ey&q Cultu5.w and C a t b l i c  &hools, J-~L% 
IIdaughlin, and ex-prie st, re-evaluate s t12e Ibmm Catholic concepts 
he was required t o  teach as part  of a course i n  EPwcholog for  
ikrses," Despite the Cact that hdf the girls i n  his classroom 
were non-Catholic, 115s job r.las t o  teach the practice of Catholic 
bs.,tisn fo r  all dying babies, regardless of the religion of the 
parents. The rationale f o r  this policy, he sone~lhat 
qTnjcally, w s  " . that  Ft the parents had any sense, they 
lr~uld imnota! that  the Catholic Cliwch i s  the L m e  church and 110d-d 
van% the i r  babies baptized. " T h i s  same l ine  of logic rms used 
i n  encouraging the nurses t o  call. him o r  another priest  t o  give 
the CathoLic l a s t  rtbes t o  patients brought in unconscious. 6 

Linked t o  .such teachings i s  the in-group consciousness i,rhicl~ i s  
skrong2-y emphasized in the early years of Catholic gracle school 
30th Anne and I recall t11a.t our schools vere directQr across the 
street from a public school, and that  11e and our classmates used 
t o  stare at tho non-Catholics (1- we ignorantly ca l led  "pub~ics") 
-le f e l t  somy f o r  them. 1% t-yere convinced tha% they wou3.d never 
go t o  Heaven, ancl came t o  believe tha t  they l!ere necessai5Qr 
ilbadn people. This idez rras atren&.l;hened lqy tryhe nuns' insistence 
that  we associate only 111th children T m  our ot+m schools, themby 
avoiding the ~ d o ~ r n g r d i n g ~  influences of other youehs. In high 
school, nuns made references t o  public school piregna~cie s, vandd-~SQ, 
and moral transgressions in general i n  order t o  strengfhen our f ies 
with our Catholic peers and communfty. Hopefully, these ties 
rrould be evident i n  all act iv i t ies  but especidly i n  those of a 
religious natwe. 

As a child I shared almost a U  actLv5ti.e~ and exceriences sole1y 
t~i-bh other CothoLics my ege. ThLs corporate group iden%ification 
i n  turn led t o  a kind of social isolation, wherein all experiences 
took on a religious hue. Carrier notes this process @ observing 
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that  shared re3-igious ex~erience not only integmtes a religious group, 
but serves t o  help separate it as a sociological unit from the exterior 
~ ~ o r l d .  r1?elig50us doctlSne, Ii he argues, "tends t o  gather together 
the in i t ia ted  and t o  segregate then from those %~ho do not share the 
fai th.  The integrating paver of doctrine becomes pa.& of a complex 
phenomenon in I-~hich one discerns communion with m e  and the same 
faith. "'7 

the f i r s t  fell years of catholic grade school, the child 
learns most of the major doctrinal lessons of the f d t h .  Iiuch of 
t h i s  instruction diarrs heavily upon o ~ a l  exempl-a used i n  the class- 
room. &t by the t i ne  of early .adolescence, increased emphasis i s  
placed<upon Lessons of social behavior and d e c o m  i n  eddition t o  
the topics of physical and mental purity. 

1% about the age of thirteen years, personal hea l t l~  and cleartliniess 
becomes an im~i-tant issue since the studentt s body i s  clianghg. 
lit tthis point, my infoixmnts t e l l  me, the nuns1 stories are na idy 
preoccupied ui th  teaching- respect f o r  parental. ancl reU.gious author- 
i t y  figures, and t-lith explaining the contagion of gems f i a  contact 
r ~ i t h  money, bannisters, doorknobs, or  any unclean public place. Greg 
says that  s tories a nun told his class about the poss ib i l i ty  of 
developing Leprosy c a e  t o  upset many parents of hi s  clasmates, 
but that  the nun continued t o  t e l l  the s t o d e s  anway. Leprow 
was the disease most used 'by nuns  hen speaking of ilxness O r  

physical pain on  earth, since a person infl icted 115th leprosy. 
becomes unsigh$ly, rotled, outcast, and, most iuporbantly, in- 
curable. Although some people are said t o  die- of 'the disease, 
leprosy i s  almost pf~~a;rs presented as a a s e a s e  1111eYe the person 
plagued 115th it sits and ro t s  uhile i n  intense pain. 

By the time the student enters high school, he o r  she has acquired 
a substantial. in teres t  i n  the opposite sex. In zn effor t  t o  subdue ' 

that intere st, nuns m a k e  i;sexK and fidatLngn the focal point of 
most lectures. It i s  quite noticee.bble that  when dealing with 
this age group lecturing i s  more Trequently end s u c c e s s f ~ g  employ- 
ed than sloqfceUing. Perhaps the nuns realize t h R t  older otudents 
have become more aware 0-2 mc12 methods of inl lodrimtion end thct  
they are -thus l e s s  susceptible t o  t he i r  influences. Pet the stories 
have not disappeardd entirely. Instead, their context has matured. 

i101ost t a l k s  on these subjects are given by nuns exclusively t o  
groups of girls. There i s  no problem ~ r l t h  'chis approach i n  ei ther  
private academies tha t  host only girls o r  even in co-educational 
schools %~hich are plysically divided according t o  sex. But even 
i n  co-ed classes, r~hich mil recently vere vexy rare i n  Catholic 
high schools, I am told t h ~ t  boys always sent out or" the mom 
t o  do sonething else when these lessons c~ere taught. 

The dress code fo r  Cathalic young ladies vas an impoi-tmt issue in 
all Catholic high schools. Aside from the school regulations con- 
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c e m h g  uniform length, no make-up, and consei~at ive  halr-dos, the 
nuns taught proper s t h d e r d s  f o r  social dress as h e ,  Betw, 
Barbara, Eileen, ICatkgT and myself vividly reca l l  the t~arnings 
i s a d  against patemi;-leather shoes because they re f l ec t  your 
unden~ear, pearl  necklaces because they re f l ec t  dorm your dress, : ; 
and v u t e  hai r  ribbons because they remind boys cf bed-sheets. 
mso, ts!e Were a31 to ld  that a g i r l  shou3.d a L ~ ~ q y s  carny a phone 
book on a date i n  case there is a trot-~ded situation and she has 
t o  sit on her date 's 3-21, -- t l ~ e n  she can pxb the phone book betmen 
the two of then. The l a t t e r  seeni,ng3,.~ absurd practice was exper- 
ienced by Leo, one of my male informants. He and some friends 
had driven from the University of Dela\*~are t o  a rfomenls Catholic 
college i n  Philadelphia f o r  a weekend date. IBlle  they vere 
tm1.1g t o  squeeze f i v e  g b l s  into the already crowded car, a 
came rushing out t o  issue e phone book t o  each of the f ive  girls 
SO tha t  they could place them between themselves and the boys' 
lcps. 8 

Other  procedure^^^ of deting treere taught i n  the classrooms. 
Lane reambers being to ld  tha t  if a boy t r i e d  t o  lriss her on a 
date she should shout: ?!Stop, Satan, f o r  I am a child or" Tialyi ", 
and then c a l l  the police. I was to ld  that b e f o ~ e  leaving f o r  a 
date the couple should stop before a statue of the Blessed Virgin 
11a:q and adc her assistance f o r  a pure evening. 

Giving c ~ a d n g s  against d l  sexual. act iv i t ies ,  t.~iYnout giving any 
explanations of the "dangerii, i s  a practice 02 many nulls 1~110 \rant 
t o  teach the lesson involved but shy from including e i ther  regsons 
o r  ~~~tails. The only sex education I ever received i n  Catholic school 
was i n  my fres1mai year when three days of Science class  were pi-e- 
em2ted f o r  mandatory instruction on venereal diseases. I remember 
being very conscious of the nun' s nervousness l&iih this a l ien  
subject tha t  die IIZS required t o  present. She stressed tha t  ve 
sho117d hide the booklets allay fi- male students and our brothers, 
tha t  .we shod-d not discuss the subj ect  emong ousel.ves, and tha t  
once the tupic was finished being taught rre should consider the 
subject closed and not mention it again. Cmbwa anci Betsy, t~ho 
attelided high school together, uere not so l l l"ort~~at;e?i  a s  t o  
receive t h i s  instruction. They weye to ld  by a nun 1,1110 was t h e i r  
Biology teacher tha t  they could get m) from Irissing, but she 
e:qleAned neither 1;111y nor how. 

Although minor oci'enses egainst the s t r i c t  sexual code 03 b e l ~ a v i o ~  
are often mentioned, the ac t  of sexual intercourse goes practically 
mentioned.  This leads to  vague references t o  g i ~ l l s  11ho "get in 
trouble. The more innocent g i r l s  11ho hear -i;1?is e q r e  s sion, how- 
ever, misunderstand the concept. I clearly recall  a lecture given 
f n  my hornemom class  on the last clay of my freshman yezr i n  high 
school. The nun emphasized tha t  we shoould %latch ourselves and be 
carer"ul if we vent sr-~zg t l ~ a t  s w e r  tsich boys. She added tha t  
one oi" her students the p~evious year was noL a?~l-e t o  return t o  



- school beclause i;sl~e vmn't  carerWeC In my extreme naivete, I had 
no concept of i~hat could hzppon to  me, nor did the nun ever L-xy t o  
explain it. I:e?-en says -&at i n  seventh grade she t.~as told about a 
g i r l  that  the nun had once taught l i ~ ~ h o  tms very good as a s W e n t  
and had gotten all A ' s  i n  GateelxLsn (religion class). The g i r l -  
'became pregnant someho~~' and had t o  leave school -- t~hich SI-I~YS 
-Lh-,=ii be ~;3.6.e c :z~ot rjil~; ;row c;~.-iiechi 3 2 ,  you must also practice it. " 
1. nun I J ~ O  taught Berbara and Betsy % J ~ S  a b i t  more daring in her 
references t o  sex. Unfortllvlately, she vas also quite inacrrmxte. 
She told thea that  extreme care mu& be talcen with men because 
t.~hen a man and a uoman lay i n  bed together, the sperms could ;ljus-k ' 
hop right across the bed." She l e f t  the a b j e c t  a t  that. 

Tarhen the ect  of sexslal intercourse i s  ei ther  mentioned or sugg- 
ested, the tone i s  a2ten quite dramatic. Helen related an interesting 
stoxy that  shn claims taught her the lesson of chastity. She vas 
told: 

There I J ~ S  a young couple who were engaged t o  be mrimied 
and who were deeply i n  love. The night before the i r  wedding 
the man talked the wma.n in to  having sex end so they did. 
On the t.~ay hone, he was driving hls bride-to-be that  
night, they had an accident and the t~oman was inrmediately 
l e d .  Since she had just committed a mortal sin by having 
pre-marital. sex she vent straight t o  hell, and her boy- 
friend realize4 that  it  as all h i s  fault. They buried her 
i n  her vedding dress and the man was so overcome t ~ t t h  
grier" a t  the sight of her anc? the thought of tsI1.L ha had done 
t o  her, that he vent insane and has been in a mental inst- 
i tu t ion ever sb~ce .  

Helen aclded that  she never could understand how malting love could be 
a sacred act 1.~11en the trro people veTe married and a mortal sin if they 
t~eeren~t - even i f  they loved each other so much. She said, "1 could 
never get up enough nerve to aslr the nun abou-b tMs, but I stil l  
couldn't understand it ." IlcLoughlin points out that, in the eyes 
of the Catl1olf.c church, my violation of i t s  sexual standa-rd tcLLl. 
damn the s o d  t o  hell .  EIe notes Ilerbert Sonet s summation ~fhich 
explains "chat: 

- ,  " A 3 1  clirect3.y voluntary sexual pleasure i s  moi-tally 
sim"ul outside of matrimony. Thio i s  true even i f  the 
pleasure be ever so brief and insignificant. Bere there 
i s  no lightness of matter. "9 

1 IcLoughLin then continues by emphzsi zing tlmt these E v o l u n t a ~  
s e n ~ d .  pleasuresii that  are mortally sinful include thoughts, looks, 
songs, and jokes as 7.101l a s  lrisses and touches.1° This philosophy 
brings t o  mind the famous cases of ':mental rapen fo r  trhich boys 
received detentions in a large Cetholic high school. about ten miles 



mY om. *In the school building, the bojrs \{ere separated f ' . 

the  girls bj an i a a ~ ~  ~ ~ u a l l  down the ce~tex.  Fo'or looking Janging1.y 
at a g i r l  vhd %!as, perhaps, 100 feet darn the corr ido~,  a boy could 
be charged ~ d k h  "mental rapen and be p m i d ~ e d  by being detained a f t e r  
school Lo pray i n  the chapel, write a paper on the imongness of %lie 
act, o r  p e r f o n  servile work. 

Another important area of exempla t e l l i n g  concerns the ,subject of 
religious vocation. It was apparen4, t o  me in the l f ;60ts  t h a t  e i ther  
religious voctitiolls were d ~ r i n f l a  o r  the need f o r  nuns had become 
greater. k campaign t o  encourage rel igious vocation was M t i a t e d  
I.yp the Church, by which a special prayez 13as added a f t e r  each mass, 
8s well ss a f t e r  morning prayers i n  the classroom. 

k i n g  the  high sdiooX years, lectur- es conce-dng sex and dating 
often i n  encouragesilent to~m.rds religious Gemtion and the 
ecstasy that l i f e l i n g  dedication can bring. We-L;t ItIcbuyhlin 
emlerins Vae pre-o ccupation t ~ i t h  oo cational rccruit9ng in the 
Catholic high school. He says that rapid expansion of the parocll- 
id school system had caused an unsettling shortage i n  b o a  male 
and fe'xde vocations, especially i n  those religious orders %hat 
staff the parochail schools. IIe notes the constant emphasis 
p2-a.ced on e vocation being a personal- c a l l  from Christ. xî  un- 
wm~ered, great mounLs of spkd-bual grace were rejected; if 
anstered, sec1mi.I;y9 hap?-ine 3 s, and heaven t~ei-e %he revards . -l1 

T h i s  concept, rJhich so strongly ddicourages rejection of a persond 
g i f t  f i ~ m  Good, i s  one ldde3.y employed by the nuns t o  evoke conviction 
from the stuclent . hie, Betsy, Barbara, Do- Helen, end myself 
were d l  to ld  repeatedly that i f  you have recefied e. vocation from 
God it can nei-iiher be ignored nor refuse6; i f  you are being called 
t o  t;ie sisterhood, you must ans1.1er o r  you ~.fll never find peace o r  
happiness in life. Helen sq7s tha t  a t  about the age of f if teen 
(freshman year i n  high ;hcchool) she was to ld  &out e g i r l  ~ h o  thought 
slie could ignore the vocation t o  which she \!as being called: 

There was a girl being called by God t o  be a nun but 
she didn't l~ant t o  sacrifice her l i f e  t o  answer the c a l l  . 
She spent mmy years going fr40m job t o  job but she could 
never Pin6 anything that she I-!as good a t  o r  liked. She 
&so looked ?or a man t o  marry so tha t  she could become 
his viPe and a 'good nother but she couldn't find an>- 
one F I ~ O  made her happy. She became so upset one dtzy 
tha t  she 11ent t o  church t o  pray and t o  ask God c~11a.t; 
she should do triJt;h her l i f e .  Just as she lras pr~~dw9 
a nun t.faLIred iu to  the church pad she knell thet she m s t  
be a nun if she tsero ever t o  be h a e  i n  life. 

kCI.1 six informant:: vho relayed this idea of 'ob~iged ecceptmce of 
a vocation &mediately aclded tlmt they used t o  pimay constantly that 
they 1~0Uad no% I& called by God t o  became atnun, because then they 



~~oull,d have t o  answer it. Mtiiission of this f e a r  s h o ~ ~ s  a high degree 
of success by the nuns; by planting the  suspicion i n  the g i r l s  t h a t  
they might be receiving such a call ,  they caused the g i r l s  t o  look 
f o r  signs from God. Thus, the poss ib i l i ty  of those g i r l s  becoming 
nuns themselves vas s ignif icant ly increased. 

Through example of the  exempla presented i n  this paper, one can 
readily see a repet i t ion of similar thanes and motifs i n  s to r i e s  to ld  
by nuns In  Catholic schools. It i s  important t o  notice t h a t  the  
s imilar i ty  ex i s t s  despite differences in e i the r  geographical location 
o r  i n  the  rel igious order of the nun who t e l l s  the  story. The main 
function of this teaching method i s  t o  add substance and credib i l i ty  
t o  rel igious be l ie fs  o r  doctrines by means of a story t h a t  ~ ~ o ~ d s  
that belief. As Frederic Tubach explains in In-dex Exem~J-om: !! 
Handbook of ileclieval Eeligious T d e s ,  -- - 

. . the  exe~pLum i s  an attempt t o  discover i n  each narrative 
event, character, s i tuat ion o r  a c t  of paradigmatic sign t h a t  
t~ould e i the r  substantiate rel igious be l ie fs  and Church dogma 
o r  delineate sociel  iXls and human foibles.12 

It i s  certain tkt these s tor ies  Irere intended t o  be believed by the  
student -- r$r personal f e a r  ms that any misdeed by myself would 
ultimately make me the  subject of another nun's sto-rg i n  the 
fuLur"e. The paver of credi'oiiity can be ascTibed t o  the nuns them- 
selves t-~ho demanded the c h a d f  s respect and i n  f a c t  used e:te.@-a 
t h a t  t~0uZ.d render respect. For example, t11o male informants 
reported Lhat t h e i r  ea?ly-adole scent defiance f o r  authority tra s 
squelched by such sto-ries. Supposedly, t o  h i t  a nun, pr ies t ,  o r  
parent t"~ouLd resu l t  fn a shrivelled am for the offender. 

The t ru th  of the  event i s  re la t ive ly  unimportant, WG it i s  impor- 
tsnt tha t  the members of the folk group continue t o  ~sork l&bhin the 
system of be l ie fs  and thus do believe tha t  the people involved 
existed. It i s  almost certain tha t  the nuns I J ~ O  to ld  the  exexnpla 
did not knoll the  individual characters specifically o r  personally, 
y e t  the exempla vere d ~ j a y s  presented i n  the manner chaj^acleristic 
of legend. IIamely, the  s tor ies  were to ld  as if the  nuns did lmno~! 
the persoma i n  the accounts, o r  e l se  someone they knell and t rusted 
h ~ d  knotm then. 

The subject areas usually cover some unusual o r  catastrophic happen- 
ings ( for  exanple, being k i l l ed  inmediately f ollordng pre-marital 
sex), and the intention i s  t o  uarn the student of the dangers in- . 
vo!.ved i n  areas of in teres t ,  especially those of sex and dating. 

The didactic nature of these exerapla cannot be denied. Those s to r i e s  
~rhich surround important areas of aiixiety such as belief i n  the  rel igion 
are extremely crucial t o  the effectiveness of Catholic school in- 
struction. Doubt o r  mi.aunderstanding by the child could cause a 
se-ries of spreading disbeliefs;  "fai thzi  i s  dL-irnpoi.tant. The nuns' 



have found the exemplum (att11otgh they ~rould ,never refer t o  it as , 

such) t o  be an effective instrument in affiimhg' that  faith. n e i r  ' 
effor ts  have been ~ccessfu3. fo r  one main mason -- %he students have 
fa i th  5n the stoi-ies themselves. And that credibility, f i n d l y ,  
i s  the crucial element. 

In her book entitled Storvtelling, Claudia Royal describes the fonn 
and use of otorytel'ling i n  religious education and even gives instrcc- 
t ion on hov t o  develop t h i s  technique. Although her ~mi t ing  i s  geared 
t o  the use of stor ies  that teach by positive moraJAzing, her philo- 
sophy is  epplicable t o  the nuns1 stories that  use en anti-hero t o  
shotr undesirable t r a i t s  t o  children. She crrites: "The lrell-cho sen 
stow, effectively told, can be used t o  form ideals and t o  mold 
character. It provides an inner path Lo the chUdts life, It 
cen W e  .an appeal t o  tho emotions and stir the w i l l  t o  r i g h t  
action, 3 

The importent characterfst5c of stories i s  the thoughtfd use of bag- 
ination. In  the bleeding host e3temp1um9 of which there are f ive  
versions, each tel ler  has the option of addition, subtraction o r  
elaboration. This use of a high degree of &nagination parallels 
that  which the ahild must accept and employ t~hen faced ~ a t h  imcompre- 
hensible metLers of faith. George Cutten explains horr.creatioe 
thought i s  used in matters tliat are iifficult t o  understand i n  
ordiw.rg terns: 

God is created i n  demand for an ideal, and also t o  
e ~ l a i n  experience. 'It i s  the matter of ideals and the 
relation of ideels  t o  conduct that bagim-bfon stands 
suprene. Character i s  regulated by ideals. The idea 
t~hich ire hold before UR i s  exbernalized i n  conduct, f o r  
our ideas tend d ~ ~ ~ y s  Lo express themselves. Yith the 
ideal before us imzgtnation becomes strong t o  overcome 
evFl and crystallize the good . . Tlie idods ,  above 
all e3.se9 are both sources am3 stimuli of nen s relig$ous 
l i f e  and development .I& 

How i s  the confxhual f?.ov of: mc11 ~ % 0 i 3 d B l l i ~ g  preserved and w3n- 
tained? Although it may seem probable that  these stories ere taught 
t o  the yomgeT nuns ~ d t h i n  -be convent as a suggested metlvJd of 
teaching, I believe that  %Us is not the case. 1Iy am expei-ience 
in teaching younger children is t o  enploy devices l~hich, as I 
recall, ~oflked effective@ on q s e l f  . Thus the nuns have reason 
Lo repeat stories that  they heard as Catholic girls i n  a psrochial 
scl~ool, and ~qhich have yie?.CLed such Long-term effects. Theref ore, 
a self-perpetuating operation i s  estabLished due t o  i t s  success 
throughout the age s . Ls i IcLacyhlin explains: 

The bags and g5rls vho enter semFnaries and convents cam 
t o  their teacheias i n  8 sense npredigestedi2 . . They have 
been subjected t o  the same intense, rigid, if confusing, mom. 
code and have lived up t o  it; o r  they ~loulcln't be this far. 
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Their very presence proves that  the emotional panoply of medds, 
statues, r i tua l s  and devotions, . . . have been vexy success~il. '  

He l a t e r  says that  ,.U nuns and pr ies ts  are required kg~ Canon Law t o  
perform a one-week t o  ten-day retreat  each year. On each of these 
days the re t reat  master preaches several sermons. In  ?@em he places 
a great amount of emphasis on sin, purgatoxy and hell. Thus, the 
nuns, even a t  a mature age, have not yet  escaped the churcht s great 
concern with these subjects. A s  a result, t he i r  predominantly 
religious thought f inds i ts  t r q  in to  t he i r  o1m classrooms of 
young student s. 

The stories are told i n  hopes of colmnitment by the students t o  t he i r  
religion. 3u-b even though fear  m a y  cause adherenee t o  moral standards, 
virtue i t s e l f  i s - a  personal lesson that  must be learned by the indi- 
vidual. As h m k  1hQuilki.n believes, "Students have a r ight  t o  be 
taught, not importuned. Christ must be chosen, not imposed -- and 
sometimes ve mu& w a i t  years fo r  a true, f ree  choice t o  be madee'l7 
k s t  of q r  informants shoved bittei.ness a t  the f ac t  that  they werere 
not allowed the optlon, of f ree  choice, and so they now see the 
falseness of the choice that  cras made fo r  t hem years ago. For them 
the effect  of the %motional panoply1; rras temporary because it was 
hposed, and not chosen. 

The ecumenical movement of the l a s t  decade has favorably affected 
the Catholic Church i n  maqy ways. Por tun~tely  the use of such stories 
has dimM shed among t ~ i t h  the memorization of catachi sm questions 
I ,poke t o  a fe t~ young nuns ~ ~ h o  affirmed my belief that these stories 
are nov found only i n  the classrooms of the older nuns td th  l~hom 
the era of exemplm-telling i n  Catholic education 1~511 end. The 
younger nuns seem t o  realize that  the temporaw success of fear- 
oriented stoxytelllng ultimately creates negativi-by in the matur- 
ing adult, and have thus rejected t he i r  use. I?onetheless, the 
substantial body of exemplum mater ia l  surmundbg mid-centurg 
Catholic education i s  still alive i n  the monory of i ts  students 
long after the actual classmom experience .I8 
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