ALIVE-O BOOKS 1-4  & SCRIPTURE

Éanna Johnson, January 2005 

The Importance of Integrity of Scripture

Éanna Johnson’s Review of Alive-O Books 1-4 deals with Divine Revelation in Point no. 3 on pages 10 & 11. The following paragraph refers to Alive-O’s treatment of Sacred Scripture. 

“Alive-O makes frequent use of Scripture and claims to be profoundly biblical, but it treats Scripture like ‘spiritual plasticene’, a resource that may be freely added to, subtracted from, reshaped or taken out of context. 

There are several parables and other Scripture stories presented to the pupils; very often, fictional material is added and key elements omitted, so that the meaning of the original Scripture text is obscured. Sometimes the Scripture account is changed or reshaped to convey a very different message, as in the following examples: 

· In Luke 9:46-48 (one of several teachings of Jesus on humility) Jesus taught adults to be as humble as children, but Alive-O turns Jesus’ meaning upside down, teaching the children to be more proudly self-important than adults, reinforced by giving the children a song - “We are the Greatest!”;  

· Luke 15:3-7 presents the parable of the Lost Sheep, the final verse 7 explaining that the lost sheep is a repentant sinner, but in Alive-O’s account verse 7 is omitted and the lost sheep, far from expressing any repentance, actually blames the other 99 ‘virtuous sheep’ for going away and leaving it alone”.

Below is a detailed analysis of the treatment of the Parable of the Lost Sheep. It is an illustration of the way that Alive-O fails to respect the integrity of Scripture, but rather freely reshapes Scripture to suit itself. This is not an isolated exception; several other examples could be offered which would illustrate a similar approach to Scripture by Alive-O.

The integrity of the content of faith in catechesis is essential. Any violation at all of this integrity undermines the credibility of the entire catechetical publication. As Sacred Scripture is foundational for catechesis, any deficiency in the integrity of Scripture is particularly serious, and calls into question the Christian credentials of the Alive-O series. This question of integrity of content is emphasised by the Church, as follows:

“The first point concerns the integrity of the content. In order that the sacrificial offering of his or her faith should be perfect, the person who becomes a disciple of Christ has the right to receive ‘the word of faith’ not in mutilated, falsified or diminished form but whole and entire, in all its rigor and vigour. Unfaithfulness on some point to the integrity of the message means a dangerous weakening of catechesis and putting at risk the results that Christ and the ecclesial community have a right to expect from it”.

Pope John Paul II, Catechesi Tradendae, 30. ‘On Catechesis in Our Time’, 1979.
PARABLE OF THE LOST SHEEP 

The Parable of the Lost Sheep appears in St Luke’s Gospel, Chap.15, verses 3 to 7. 

3 So Jesus told them this parable:

4  What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it? 5 And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. 6 And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbours, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost.’ 

7 Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.

(RSV translation) 
SUMMARY

The Parable of the Lost Sheep tells how God seeks out the sinner, and how much joy is experienced when a sinner repents and receives God’s forgiveness. It is a brief parable, just three verses, 75 words, (Luke 15:4-6), with a one-verse explanation (v. 7).  Alive-O makes a suitable choice of this Parable to help teach children about the Sacrament of Reconciliation, but does not use the parable in a suitable way. 

Alive-O adds the Parable of the Good Shepherd (John 10:1-18) to the Lost Sheep parable. In its treatment of the parables Alive-O employs an extensive and diverse range of educational methodologies / techniques, including rewritten stories, illustrations, songs, poems, videos, prayer-times, liturgies, drama, discussions, activities, artwork and separate instructions for teachers. The coverage is quite extensive spread over 24 days’ lessons; to teach a 75-word parable Alive-O uses over 10,000 words in pupils’ books and lesson plans, and another 1500 words for teachers’ instructions. (By comparison, the entire Gospel of St Luke is about 25,000 words).

In Luke’s account of the Parable of the Lost Sheep, Jesus explains what he means through the metaphors of sheep: God rejoices greatly over the repentance of a sinner (the lost sheep), more than over those virtuous ones who have not sinned (the 99 other sheep). Alive-O sets aside Jesus’ meaning and teaches virtually the opposite – the sinner (the lost sheep) considers herself blameless and does not repent, but blames the righteous people (the other 99 sheep) for letting it do wrong; the righteous accept the false guilt and repent; then there is great rejoicing by the righteous and Jesus (the shepherd) for the unrepentant sinner. 

At the same time Alive-O teaches hardly anything of the meaning given in scripture (John 10:6-18) for the Parable of the Good Shepherd. 

As part of its teaching on the Lost Sheep Alive-O has a drama for the children to act out. The drama is a kind of nonsense story in which the Parable of the Lost Sheep is mixed up with four other parables, which will undermine the meaning and significance of all five parables. One of the mixed-in parables is the Parable of the Sower (Luke 8:5-15). Based on the metaphors given in Luke for the Sower parable, Alive-O’s drama has Jesus (the sower) inviting the devil (the birds) to devour new Christians (the harvest). This is another example of Alive-O turning scripture upside down. 
EDUCATIONAL TECHNIQUES

Alive-O Book 3 uses the two parables in Lesson 5, Term Two, titled “The Good Shepherd” - Pupil’s Book 3, page 28 (PB3/28), and Teacher’s Book 3 pages 206-215 (TB3/206-215) - and again in Lesson 8, Term Two, titled “I Was Lost, I Am Found”, which includes the Rite for Reconciliation (TB3/242-245,282). The parables appear again in Book 4, in equivalent lessons (PB4/27; TB4/224-235,266, 269-270,276-278), and in Lesson 10, Term 1, titled, “Jesus – Telling Parables” (PB4/13-15; TB4/111-124). 

In its presentations Alive-O uses three educational techniques which raise concerns. The first technique, Synthesising Different Parables, involves inherent difficulties. The other two, Rewritten Stories, and  ‘Imaginative Additions’, can be satisfactory in principle, but are used by Alive-O in ways that confuse, obscure and/or change the scriptural meaning of the parables. The following is a detailed analysis of Alive-O’s use of these three techniques: 

1. Synthesising Parables
Alive-O’s instructions to teachers (TB3/206, TB4/224) mention only the Parable of the Good Shepherd, unaccompanied by the relevant scripture reference. Alive-O’s rewritten stories are attributed only to Luke 15:3-6 or 7, without mentioning the Parable of the Lost Sheep. Alive-O’s stories and lessons are actually a kind of synthesis of the two parables, because the Good Shepherd parable (John 10:1-18) has no lost sheep, and the Lost Sheep parable (Luke 15:3-7) envisages a sheep owner, but does not mention any ‘good shepherd’. There is a lack of transparency here - it would have been helpful, especially for teachers, to know that the stories are synthesised from two different parables, and to know the full Scripture references of both sources.

While the two parables have some elements in common, they are, nevertheless, quite distinct and different. There are concerns about the way in which Alive-O synthesises these two parables, and also about the practice in general of trying to synthesise different parables. 

Compromising meaning and integrity. Every parable in the gospels has its own particular context, focus, and meaning. This is so even for different parables on a common theme (such as the seven parables in Matthew 13 on the mystery of the kingdom of heaven), where each parable, when considered separately, can illumine different facets of the theme. Synthesising two or more parables must inevitably compromise meaning and integrity, to at least some extent. The Parables of the Good Shepherd and the Lost Sheep have some similarities, but also important differences; each has its own context in two quite different gospels, and the meanings given in scripture are entirely different (see Lk 15:7 and Jn 10:6-18). A study of Alive-O’s lessons reveals significant shortcomings in relation to conveying the scriptural meanings, which shortcomings are caused in part by the attempt to synthesise the two different parables.

Confusion:  There is unavoidable risk of confusion by mixing two or more different stories and meanings. Learning about parables is an important part of education in scripture, but if different parables are all mixed up, students could be confused as to which parable is which, and fail to adequately understand any of them. 

The confusion resulting from mixing parables together also makes it more difficult to assess how well the meanings of each are being taught, and to identify possible shortcomings (see below for details).   

2. Rewritten Stories

It is a perfectly legitimate educational technique to rewrite a gospel story in words that are more understandable to the hearers; this is particularly so for young children. However, it is essential that the rewritten story stays faithful to the meaning of the scripture original.

Alive-O’s teachings on the Lost Sheep and the Good Shepherd are based mainly on its rewritten stories:  Book 3’s story, titled “The Good Shepherd”, is stated to be “adapted from Luke 15:3-7” (which is the parable of the lost sheep); Book 4’s story, titled “Shepherd and Sheep Rejoice”, is stated to be “adapted from Luke 15:3-6”. The actual scripture text only appears once in Alive-O, as a Gospel reading in the Rite for Reconciliation, (Lk 15:3-6, i.e. omitting the explanatory verse 7; TB4/269). Regretfully, Alive-O’s rewritten stories, mixing both parables, (and the accompanying lesson material based on the stories), are not faithful to the scripture originals in a number of ways.

In the Lesson, “Jesus – Telling Parables” (Book 4, Term 1, Lesson 10), Alive-O rewrites five different parables. The Lost Sheep parable and four other parables are mixed together in a confusing nonsense drama, titled, “Lost and Found” (PB4/13-15; TB4/114-117,123-124), which could only serve to undermine the meaning of all five parables. In the process Alive-O turns upside down the scriptural meaning in the Parable of the Sower (Luke 8:5-15): Jesus explains that the birds snatching the seed are metaphors for the devil stealing the word of the kingdom (Luke 8:12), while the rich harvest stands for those who receive the word of God (Luke 8:15). In Alive-O’s drama, Jesus (the sower) invites the birds (the devils) to come eat their share of the harvest (the new Christians).  (TB4/116,124). 

3. ‘Imaginative Additions’

A legitimate technique, which can be used in recounting a scripture story, is to add in elements from imagination. This technique, often used by teachers and preachers, can help make the story more interesting, develop the meaning better, and focus attention on key elements.  However, there are some potential problems. 

If the imaginative additions are not in faithful harmony with the scripture original, then they can detract from, undermine or even change scripture’s meaning.

If the proportion of the story which is made up of imaginative additions is too great, then the scripture original could be overwhelmed and obscured, or the focus shifted away from the key scriptural meaning onto aspects of lesser or marginal importance.  If imaginative additions are too broad and extensive, they are probably better termed ‘fictional additions’.

Alive-O’s teachings on the Lost Sheep / Good Shepherd contain a high proportion of imaginative / fictional additions. Some of the additions change the meaning of the scripture original, others divert attention from the key meanings of the parables, as detailed below. The 6-8 year-old children receiving these teachings will hardly be able to distinguish the scripture original from the additions, and therefore could very likely end up accepting imaginative addition as bible-truth, or disbelieving scripture as just imaginative fiction, or a confused mixture of both. 

The sheer volume of imaginative / fictional additions also makes it very difficult to evaluate the Alive-O material in relation to the teaching of the core truths as given in scripture.

PARABLE OF THE LOST SHEEP

The parable of the Lost Sheep appears in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke; Alive-O uses the version presented in Luke, chapter 15, verses 3-6, with an explanation in verse 7.   The meaning of the parable is further illumined by the other two parables in Chapter 15 of Luke’s Gospel - the Lost Drachma (verses 8-10), and the Prodigal Son (verses 11-32) - and the introduction to the three parables (verses 1-3), which presents them as Jesus’ reply to the complaints of the Pharisees and scribes about his welcoming tax collectors and sinners. The Lost Sheep Parable tells how the love of God seeks out the sinner, and how much joy is experienced when a sinner repents and receives forgiveness through God’s mercy.  The Parable of the Lost Sheep is therefore a suitable choice to help in teaching children about the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

A powerful feature of Jesus’ parables was the way they engaged the interest of his hearers by relating to their common experience. Jesus starts this parable by saying, “What man among you having a hundred sheep …”, which suggests that his hearers either owned some sheep or aspired to, and could readily identify personally with searching for a lost sheep.  The parable does not propose that only an exceptionally loving and caring ‘good shepherd’ would go after a lost sheep, but rather that anyone who lost a sheep that he owned would naturally go to try and find it. (See also Mt 12:11 – “What man of you, if he has one sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will not lay hold of it and lift it out?”) 

Alive-O changes the Gospel text by synthesising two parables, and presenting Jesus, the Good Shepherd (John 10:1-5) as the one that cares for the sheep and seeks out the Lost One. This may not seem unreasonable, but it does alter the scriptural presentation of the parable, and shifts the focus away from the parable’s scriptural meaning, as given in Luke 15:7, a meaning which Alive-O does not teach. 

Alive-O Book 3 (PB3/28; TB3/206-215,242-245,282):  Some children are prepared for the Sacrament of Reconciliation in this year, First Class. The Parable of the Lost Sheep is presented in a rewritten story, noting that it is “adapted from Luke 15:3-7”, but titled, “The Good Shepherd” (TB3/208). However, the meaning of the parable as given in verse 7 is not brought out. The Lost Sheep is simply presented as physically accidentally lost, through no fault of its own, and there is no reference to sin, repentance, forgiveness, or God’s mercy. 

Alive-O Book 4 (PB4/13-15,27; TB4/111-124,224-235,266, 269-270,276-278):  It is appropriate to use the Parable of the Lost Sheep again in Book 4 because many children receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation in this year, Second Class. The rewritten story, “Shepherd and Sheep Rejoice”, is now “adapted from verses 3-6” (TB4/276), i.e. it is acknowledged that the explanatory verse 7 is left out of the story, and verse 7 is also omitted from the Gospel reading for the Rite for Reconciliation (TB4/269). The Lost Sheep is still only accidentally physically lost, and far from expressing any repentance from sin leading to receiving forgiveness through the mercy of God, the Lost Sheep actually blames the other 99 ‘virtuous sheep’ for letting it be lost (TB4/233,278). Alive-O leads the children to identify with the 99 righteous sheep, accept the false guilt of having sinned through letting the one get ‘lost’, after which the children are lead to pray an Act of Sorrow and ask God’s forgiveness (TB4/227,228).  

The parable’s explanatory verse 7 speaks of rejoicing in heaven, (the accompanying parable of the Lost Drachma speaks of rejoicing among the angels of God). Alive-O omits any heavenly rejoicing, giving the story instead an entirely this-worldly focus by only presenting the sheep rejoicing at being together again with each other and with the shepherd.

Having made a good choice of the Parable of the Lost Sheep to teach children about the Sacrament of Reconciliation, Alive-O negates the benefit of its good choice by effectively turning Jesus’ meaning on its head. It is therefore not surprising to find that Alive-O’s unsatisfactory treatment of this parable is paralleled with a similarly unsatisfactory treatment of the Sacrament of Reconciliation in general.
PARABLE OF THE GOOD SHEPHERD

The parable of the Good Shepherd is presented in the Gospel of John, chapter 10, verses1-5, and is further explained and developed in the following verses 6-18.

Alive-O refers to the ‘Parable of the Good Shepherd’ in its information for teachers (TB3/206, TB4/224), but does not give the scripture references or text. 

Synthesising the Parable of the Good Shepherd (Jn 10:1-5) with the Parable of the Lost Sheep might seem to offer some benefits in teaching the children of the love of Jesus and his care for each and every one of us, his ‘sheep’. However, in combining the two parables, Alive-O changes the image of the Good Shepherd and omits most of the scriptural meaning of the parable (Jn 10:6-18). 

The Good Shepherd of Jesus’ parable is extremely loving and caring in a strong, courageous way, ready to face mortal danger to protect his sheep from predators and enemies; Alive-O’s shepherd is also loving and caring, but only in a soft and gentle sort of way, with a sentimental focus on feelings and emotions of the shepherd and of all the sheep. 

Seeking a lost sheep is what any sheep-owner would do, but the Good Shepherd of John’s parable is truly exceptional. Key elements in the meaning of the parable, as developed in John 10:6-18, which Alive-O omits, include: 

· Jesus, and Jesus alone, is the true shepherd; 

· it is only through Jesus that we will have life, and life to the full; 

· Jesus willingly lays down his life to save us against enemies that would harm us, ‘thieves, robbers, wolves’ (symbols of the Evil One); 

· Jesus does this out of love for and in obedience to his Father. 

This parable is most suitable to help teach the children that Jesus is God the Son, our Saviour, that he loves us to the point of giving his life on the Cross in order to redeem us from sin, and that he is the only way to the Father. Alive-O’s omissions from the meanings of the Parable of the Good Shepherd harmonise with the programme’s (Books 1-4) non-acknowledgment of Jesus as God the Son or as Saviour, and the absence of clear teaching that the Mass is not just a celebratory commemorative meal, but is also the redemptive sacrifice of the Cross. 

(The Alive-O programme Books 1-4 do not acknowledge the Fall and Original Sin, without which the human race has no need for a saviour).   
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