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☆ THE ROLE OF A CATECHUMEN is foundational to the Orthodox Christian life. 

 

In the Eastern Orthodox Church, a catechumen (from the Greek katechoumenos, meaning "one 

being instructed") is not merely a student or an attendee, but a person in a sacred and formal 

state of preparation for the sacraments of initiation: Baptism, Chrismation, and Holy 

Eucharist. 

 

The responsibilities and obligations of a catechumen are therefore oriented toward this ultimate 

goal: a life-transforming union with Jesus Christ and His Church. They can be divided into 

several key areas. 

 

1. Spiritual and Formational Obligations 

 

This is the primary focus of the catechumenate. 

 

• Regular Participation in the Divine Services: The most important obligation is to 

attend the Divine Liturgy regularly. While they cannot yet receive the Eucharist, they are 

expected to be present for the Liturgy of the Catechumens (the first part of the service, 

which includes hymns, prayers, and scripture readings) and often for other services like 

Vespers and Matins. This immerses them in the rhythm, theology, and beauty of 

Orthodox worship. 

 

• Prayer and Fasting: Catechumens are expected to begin developing a personal rule of 

prayer (prayer rule) under the guidance of their priest or spiritual father. They are also 

strongly encouraged to participate in the Church's fasting disciplines (e.g., Wednesdays, 

Fridays, and the major fasting periods like Great Lent) to learn self-control and spiritual 

struggle (askesis). 

 

• Spiritual Guidance: They are obligated to seek and follow the guidance of their priest or 

sponsor (godparent). This relationship is crucial for navigating spiritual questions, 

struggles, and growth. 

 

2. Educational and Doctrinal Obligations 

 

The name itself implies a duty to learn. 

 

❖ Faithful Attendance at Catechetical Classes: The catechumen must commit to the 

formal instruction offered by the parish priest or catechist. This covers core teachings 

like: 

 

o The Holy Trinity 

 

o The Incarnation of Christ 

 

o The Creed (Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed) 
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o The Sacraments (Mysteries) 

 

o Church History 

 

o The Lives of the Saints 

 

o The Ten Commandments and the Beatitudes 

 

❖ Personal Study: Catechumens are encouraged to read the Holy Scriptures, particularly 

the Gospels, and other recommended books to deepen their understanding beyond the 

classroom. 

 

3. Communal and Ethical Obligations 

 

Becoming Orthodox is about entering into a community and a new way of life. 

 

• Repentance (Metanoia): This is a continuous process of self-examination, turning away 

from sin, and turning toward God. The catechumenate is a period of intense repentance 

and moral reorientation. 

 

• Integration into the Community: The catechumen should strive to become part of the 

church community—the body of Christ. This involves getting to know other parishioners, 

participating in community events (where appropriate), and learning the culture of love 

and mutual support that defines the Church. 

 

• Moral Life: They are expected to begin living according to the ethical teachings of the 

Church, aligning their actions, words, and thoughts with Christ's commandments. 

 

4. Liturgical and Ritual Roles 

 

The Church has specific prayers and rites for catechumens, highlighting their unique status. 

 

• The Prayers for the Catechumens: During the Divine Liturgy, before the Anaphora (the 

Eucharistic prayer), the deacon exclaims, "All catechumens, depart!..." Historically, this 

was a literal command to leave. Today, it serves as a solemn reminder of their preparatory 

state and the supreme holiness of the Eucharist they are not yet prepared to receive. They 

remain, but it is a moment for reflection on their journey. 

 

• Making a Formal Commitment: The process often begins with a formal rite of 

becoming a catechumen, which includes prayers of exorcism and blessings, signifying 

their separation from the pagan world and their dedication to Christ. 

 

• The Role of the Sponsor (Godparent): The catechumen is obligated to choose a pious 

Orthodox sponsor (godparent) who will vouch for them, guide them, and support them 

throughout their catechumenate and beyond. 
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The Church's Responsibilities Toward the Catechumen 

 

It is a two-way relationship. The Church also has solemn obligations to the catechumen: 

 

o To provide loving and thorough instruction in the Faith. 

 

o To offer pastoral care and spiritual guidance. 

 

o To pray for them regularly (there are many specific prayers for catechumens in the 

liturgical books). 

 

o To welcome and integrate them into the community. 

 

o To ultimately discern, with the catechumen and their sponsor, their readiness for 

baptism. 

 

Summary: The Goal of the Catechumenate 

 

The obligations of a catechumen are not a checklist to be completed but are the essential 

practices for transforming a curious inquirer into a committed member of the Body of Christ. It 

is a period of krisis (judgment or separation) and grace, where the individual, supported by the 

entire Church, prepares to die to the old self and be born anew in the waters of baptism. 

 

The duration of the catechumenate is not fixed; it can last from several months to a few years, 

depending on the individual's background, progress, and the priest's discernment. The ultimate 

"obligation" is to wholeheartedly pursue this transformation. 

 


