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‘Congress’ at 45: Still 
renewing, refreshing, 

re-energizing

The Religious Education Congress is the largest event of its kind in the 
world, held in the Anaheim Convention  Center.

MIKE NELSON

Renewal, friendship, cama-
raderie — all words that 
summarize the purpose of 
the Religious Education 

Congress throughout nearly half a 
century, words used by those who 
have seen the growth of an event 
that annually brings more Catho-
lics together than any other in the 
Los Angeles Archdiocese.

Msgr. James Loughnane — pas-
tor of St. Denis Church, Diamond 
Bar, for the last 17 years and cur-
rently episcopal vicar of the San 
Gabriel Pastoral Region — worked 
in developing religious education 
programs in the Los Angeles Arch-
diocese in the 1960s, not long after 
he had arrived here after his ordi-
nation from his native Ireland. 

Eva Walters, current president 
of the Native American City of An-
gels Kateri Circle, was among the 
first 100 people to attend the first 
congress (then an “institute”) held 
at Immaculate Heart College.

Religious Sister of Charity Edith 
Prendergast has been in charge 
of the event for nearly 25 years, 
in her position as director of the 
archdiocesan Office of Religious 
Education, a time when Congress 
has become the largest event of its 
kind worldwide.

Recently, each reflected on Con-
gress’ growth and history.

From ‘CCD’ to ‘RE’
Msgr. Loughnane recalled when 

in the early 1960s what would now 
be the director of religious educa-
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tion position was a volunteer posi-
tion in every parish. Mostly women 
ran it, he said, while men were 
mostly involved in teaching.

At the high school level the pro-
gram was very strong, he said, 
each class lasting about an hour 
and a half. Much like today, Catho-
lic schools’ classrooms were used 
during weekday afternoons and on 
Saturdays to teach religious edu-
cation to hundreds of public school 
students.

“I enjoyed it actually,” Msgr. 
Loughnane said with a smile, re-
calling many professionals who 
were involved in teaching religious 
education — school teachers, en-
gineers, even an FBI agent who 
later became a deacon.

 The program was then called the 
Confraternity of Christian Doctrine 
(CCD), and the desire for more 
knowledge to serve the growing 
local population helped to launch, 
one Sunday a year, a three-hour 
religious education meeting at Im-
maculate Heart College.

“That was really the genesis of 
the Religious Education Congress,” 
said Msgr. Loughnane. “It was the 
place where the catechists went to 
get motivated for their teaching.”

Parallel to the religious educa-
tion classes were teacher training 
programs throughout the year. 
Eventually, the meetings over-
grew the space at the college and 
led to the first Southern California 
Confraternity Congress, held Jan. 
13-15, 1967, at the International 
Hotel near LAX. To everyone’s 
surprise, attendance ballooned to 
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