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The contributors to this book are Dr Kieran Scott of Fordham Jesuit University in New York, Sr Finola Cunnane, and Fr Oliver Brennan. 
Given the authors and publisher, one would expect to find a Catholic approach to religious education, but this is not the case. The book ignores the excellent range of Church documents on religious education currently available, and promotes many views that are actually contrary to Church teaching.

The book’s approach is substantively secular and relativist. ‘Religions’ are understood as different world-views or value-systems, all aspects of which are subject to change. The ultimate source of religion is the human community and the non-human environment, with no recognition of divine revelation. ‘God’ and ‘the Trinity’ are symbols of human experience, rather than supernatural realities. Objective truths of faith or morals are not admitted in any religion, while all religions are treated as of equal value. 

The book promotes its own particular kind of ‘religious education’, requiring the elimination of Catholic catechesis, which is classed as a narrow, limiting, immoral and non-viable form of indoctrination. The state should supply teaching in schools on all religions as equally valid value-systems coming from different community traditions. Pupils must not be taught truths, but encouraged in skepticism, criticism and re-making of traditional beliefs and practices. The significant contribution of Church and family is to model a way of life which is called ‘religious’, but which is equated with good secular humanitarianism. 

The kind of ‘religious education’ promoted by this book, it seems to this reviewer, would logically produce secularized skeptical relativists, with little reason to bother belonging to the Catholic Church, or any other religious body.  
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OVERALL COMMENT

The contributors to this book are Dr Kieran Scott of Fordham University, New York, Sr Finola Cunnane, and Fr Oliver Brennan. Two contributors are senior Catholic catechetical advisors, Fordham is a Jesuit Catholic University, and Veritas Publications is an arm of the Irish Catholic Episcopal Commission on Communications. Therefore, one would expect to find a Catholic approach to religious education, but this is not so. The book passes over the excellent range of Church documents on religious education, and advocates many views at variance with Church teaching.

The book’s approach is substantively secular and relativist. ‘Religions’ are understood as different world-views or value-systems, all aspects of which are subject to change. The ultimate source of religion is the human community and the non-human environment, without recognition of divine revelation. ‘God’ and ‘the Trinity’ are symbols of human experience, rather than supernatural realities. All religions are treated as of equal value, without objective truths of faith or morals. 

The book promotes its own particular kind of religious education (designated as “religious education” in this analysis). “Religious education” requires the elimination of Catholic catechesis, which is judged to be a narrow, limiting, immoral and non-viable form of indoctrination. The state should supply teaching in schools on all religions as equally valid value-systems coming from different community traditions. Pupils must not be taught truths, but encouraged in skepticism, criticism and re-making of traditional beliefs and practices. The significant contribution of church and family is to model a way of life which is called ‘religious’, but which is equated with good secular humanitarianism. 

The Code of Canon Law 1983, states, “In order to safeguard the integrity of faith and morals, pastors of the Church … have the duty and right to demand that where writings of the faithful touch upon matters of faith and morals, these be submitted to their judgment. Moreover, they have the duty and the right to condemn writings which harm true faith or good morals”. (Can. 823§1). “… the publication of catechisms and other writings pertaining to catechetical formation, as well as their translations, requires the approval of the local Ordinary”. (Can. 827§1). Can. 830 specifies the procedures by which the Ordinary (Bishop) examines and grants approvals for publications, such approval is then normally displayed in the publication in the form of the ‘Imprimatur’ and ‘Nihil Obstat’. This book does not display any sign that it has sought or received official Church approval in accordance with Canon Law.

The kind of “religious education” promoted by this book would logically produce secularized, skeptical, individualistic, relativists with little reason to bother belonging to the Catholic Church, or any other religious group. “Religious education” is a blueprint for the further decline of the Catholic Church in Ireland.     

NATURE OF THIS ANALYSIS

This Analysis summarises key points in each chapter and then adds relevant comments. 

The author of this Analysis fully and gratefully embraces the magisterial teaching of the Catholic Church. All comments are made from this perspective. 

Page references are given to assist those who wish to study the book.  

The author respectfully offers the fruit of his research to the Church in harmony with the Church’s vision for the role of the laity, which has been expressed in a number of magisterial documents, including Canon Law:  “Christ’s faithful have the right, indeed at times the duty, in keeping with their knowledge, competence and position, to manifest to the sacred Pastors their views on matters which concern the good of the Church. They have the right also to make their views known to others of Christ’s faithful, but in doing so they must always respect the integrity of faith and morals, show due reverence to the Pastors and take into account both the common good and the dignity of individuals”. (Can. 212§3)

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK, ‘CRITICAL ISSUES IN RELIGIOUS EDUCATION’

The book consists of contributions from three Irish writers, who all have connections with Fordham University, New York. 

Chapter 1 on ‘Cultural Context’ is authored by Dr Oliver Brennan. He completed post-graduate studies in Education and Church Leadership at Fordham University, where he is currently an adjunct professor. He is the author of numerous articles as well as Cultures Apart? The Catholic Church and Contemporary Irish Youth (Veritas, 2001). He is parish priest of Haggardstown & Blackrock, Co Louth. He chaired the Consultation Group for the preparation of the Alive-O programme Books 6, 7 & 8. 

Chapter 2 on ‘Issues of Identity’ is contributed by Dr Finola Cunnane. The chapter summarises her book New Directions in Religious Education (Veritas, 2004), which is based on her post-graduate studies at Fordham University, under the direction of Dr Kieran Scott, involving study of the writings of American academic Gabriel Moran. Dr Cunnane is a Sister of St Louis, and is Director of Religious Education in the Diocese of Ferns, Wexford. She lectures with the Mater Dei Institute of Education, Dublin City University, on the School Chaplaincy Programme. She is a member and Executive Secretary of the Irish Episcopal Commission on Catechetics. 

The major contributor to the book is Dr Kieran Scott, of the Graduate School of Religion and Religious Education at Fordham University. In Chapter 3 he considers ‘The Schoolteacher’s Dilemma’, in Chapter 4 he addresses ‘Continuity and Change’, and in the final Chapter 5 he presents his post-modern re-interpretation of the doctrine of the Trinity. Dr Scott completed his post-graduate studies at Columbia University, New York. He specializes in adult education, curriculum theory and systematic theology, and he has published articles in the field of religious education.

Chapter 1: The Cultural Context for Religious Education Today – Oliver Brennan

Summary of key points: 

Understanding current culture is indispensable in order to give good religious education. Culture impacts on meanings and values. Religion affects and is affected by culture. Cultural change begins with economic change (p.15-18).

Western society is currently in a post-modern cultural era, having progressed from pre-modern and modern, paralleling economic change. Modern culture stressed individualism, and had a negative impact on Christianity, which stresses community (p.17-20).

There is no clear dividing line between modern and post-modern, but post-modernity could be roughly dated from the 1960s onwards. Truth in post-modernity is personal and relative, rather than objective. Post-moderns value diversity, and are more aware of community, but still are quite individualistic. The openness to community may present opportunities for Christian churches. However, the challenge for religious institutions is whether they can embrace post-modern perspectives while still preserving their essential beliefs, structure and practices (p.20-24). 

The phenomenon of globalisation is more than economic. Globalisation has social and cultural effects, which, allied with post-modernity, pose a significant challenge for religious education. Globalisation leads to a privatization of religion, and fosters fundamentalism as a counter-globalisation reaction (p.24-26).

Young people (in the US and Ireland) in post-modern culture tend to believe in some kind of God, but distance themselves or definitely reject the institutional churches, whom they see as hypocritical. Institutional religious faith is a victim of post-modern culture. Young people wonder why bother going to church, and tend to take religion into their own hands. There is a growing interest in mysticism and paganism, often expressed as religious eclecticism. This interest in the spiritual may be partly due to a reaction against the rationalism of modernity. Personal experience is of singular importance to young people, and they tend to reject absolutes (p.26-30).

The renewed interest in the spiritual provides an opportunity for religious educators, and offers the possibility for modern youth to dialogue with the Christian story. Communities open to diversity are more attractive to post-modern sensibilities, but religious communities that all believe the same thing will close themselves off from post-modern thought and way of life (p.30-31). 

Culture is the key issue, which largely shapes values and meaning of life. Religious educators must take account of the cultural milieu of the youth, and recognize that their own values are culture-bound too from a different cultural experience. There is no more room for simple nurture in religion, so the views on “religious education” in the following chapters in the book are very important (p.31-32).  

Comment:

I agree with many of the observations made in this chapter – the importance of understanding contemporary culture, the nature of post-modern culture, the attitudes and faith position of contemporary youth in the USA and Ireland (which seems to be similar throughout the Western, developed world), the potential impact of globalization on religious faith and culture. However, while agreeing with the observations, I generally disagree with the reasons given in the chapter for the current situation and the remedial action proposed. 

A significant lack is that the chapter does not explore the reasons for the progression from modern to post-modern. Many have seen this change as due to the failure of rationalism to deliver its expected benefits; secular rationalist cultures of the 19th and 20th centuries did not produce their promised utopias, but rather many problems, including devastating world wars and the horror of abortion – the greatest destruction of innocent human lives in history. Ironically, rationalism lost faith in reason. Post-modernism represents a loss of faith in the existence of objective truth accessible to reason. John Paul II identified the cause as reason cut adrift from faith (Fides et Ratio 47,48); he said that faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth. 

In relation to the drivers for cultural change in modern society, the chapter gives too much credit to economics and pays insufficient attention to other factors. Technological change has arguably been the greatest single driver for cultural change in the modern era, starting with the Industrial Revolution in the late 18th century. The Enlightenment and subsequent continuing secularization of Western society have also been very influential in culture change. (For helpful comments on cultural change, see the General Directory for Catechesis, 20-23, 109-110, 202-203)

While agreeing with the assessment of where young people are at, I do not agree that this is all due to the influence of secular post-modern culture external to the Church. The religious education given to young people by the Church’s catechetical professionals in the developed Western world for more than a generation has sometimes been excellent, but there have also been widespread and serious doctrinal defects and deficiencies, coupled with an overall secularized approach. 

This unsatisfactory situation was referred to by Pope John Paul II in Catechesi Tradendae in 1979, and by the General Directory for Catechesis in 1997. The deficiencies are well documented in Pope Paul VI’s investigation of the ‘Dutch Catechism’ in 1967, and for the USA in the 1997 and 2003 Progress Reports of the US Bishops’ Committee which assessed catechetical texts for conformance to the Catechism of the Catholic Church. This deterioration in Catholic catechetics happened in spite of the excellent catechetical guidance provided by the Church’s magisterium. 
Ireland has tended to follow the negative international catechetical trends since the late 1960s, so our situation is similarly unsatisfactory. These secularized RE programmes must surely have contributed to the secularization of Irish society since the late 1960s.The description of young people in this chapter does not so much represent their rejection of authentic Church teaching; it is more representative of the deficient teaching they actually received. One reaps what one sows; we sowed the wind and are now reaping the whirlwind (Ga.6:7; Ho.8:7).

I agree that the openness of young people to the spiritual does present opportunities. They are hungry for truth and meaning in their lives. But it will be no solution for the Church to adapt herself to secular post-modern ways, or offer the young more of the deficient unattractive RE they got at school. We should learn from the huge popularity of John Paul II with young people; he showed that he loved them and taught them authentic Christian truth – he brought them Jesus Christ - and they came flocking to him in their millions.

While agreeing with the need to understand and take realistic account of contemporary secular culture, I find the attitude of this chapter to be rather passive-reactive, overly ready to adapt to secular post-modernism. The recommendation to give serious consideration to “religious education” simply favours further disintegration of the Catholic Church. Christianity has always been unapologetically counter-cultural in the secular world. I find this chapter lacks the kind of vital, unafraid, hope-filled vision that Pope John Paul II so often expressed; he called for the Church to bring Christ to the world, to evangelise the culture, to usher in a civilization of love to replace the culture of death.  

Chapter 2.  Issues of Identity in Religious Education – Finola Cunnane

Summary of key points:

This chapter proposes an overall framework for implementation of “religious education” in Ireland, based on the thinking of American academic Gabriel Moran. 

The approach of the Christian churches to religious education is limited, constricted, involving proselytizing and indoctrination, a kind of practical theology, in which officials of a Church indoctrinate children to obey an official Church. (p.35,39). 

Compared with the Christian churches approach, “religious education” is better, deeper and broader, in which the whole religious community educates the whole religious community to make free and intelligent religious decisions vis-à-vis the whole world. (p.39). This will help diminish the negative effects of religion – ignorance, superstition, & fundamentalism. (p.41). Conversation with other religious groups will lead to increased tolerance and understanding. (p.44).

There is confusion about the meaning of religious education and there is need for clarification of terms. (p.35). There is an absence of a coherent theory of religious education; what is needed is linguistic clarity, a new and adequate theory and philosophy. (p.37). “Religious education” is found at the intersection of religion and education (p.40). Moran does not wish to define “religious education”; rather he seeks to unveil the potential meaning, to break open the term to discover what it should mean, the ‘advocative’ meaning (p.41,44,45). 

Religion is concerned with the ultimate in life (p.45). Religion can mean a subject on the curriculum, or a set of practices carried out by a particular religious group. (p.46). Religion is an academic category, an idea and a method posited by scholars. (p.51). The ultimate source of religion is the human community and the non-human environment (p.46).

Moran’s overriding intention is to promote a theory of “religious education” that cannot be reduced to the language of the Church.(p.43). “Religious education” must include handing on the past in the form of ritual and historical study, and the reconstruction of religious doctrines, resulting in a transformation of the religious group from within and changed institutions. (p.44) A helpful analogy is to consider different religions like different languages; “religious education” is like gathering many religious languages into a single conversation (p.45).

“Religious education” involves teaching religion and teaching to be religious. “Religious education” must involve teaching at least one other religion, as well as one’s own religion. Teaching means showing someone how to do something, ultimately showing people how to live and how to die. (p.50). Religion teachers must use religious texts to mediate between the community of another era and the community of today, and they must draw on the experience of students and teachers. (p.52).  

Teaching people to be religious is a matter of religious socialization in the culture of the nurturing group, which transmits faith (world-view, value system) and life style. Catechesis or education in faith unearths the mysteries lying beneath the surface of everyday life, and recounts the story and wisdom of a particular tradition. (p. 47-49).

Moran is highly critical of the Catholic Church’s teaching on religious education. Moran proposes that Catholic catechesis be limited to forming people in a Christian way of life, by participating in the liturgical life of the community, which is the proclamation of Christ’s message. Catholic catechesis has no place in the classroom, which is the place for teaching an understanding of religions. (p.55,56). 

There are two very distinct, but interdependent settings for “religious education” - the classroom where one is taught to understand religion, and the parish & family where one is taught to be religious. “Religious education” must foster a lifestyle that forms virtuous character, and educates towards adulthood, which is psychological, social, and religious maturity. (p.57).

(The views presented in this chapter are presented more fully in Sr Cunnane’s book, ‘New Directions in Religious Education’, published by Veritas Publications, 2004). 

Comment:
This chapter treats all religions as of equal value, which is contrary to Christianity’s unique claims.  Christianity in general, and the Catholic Church in particular, are in fact the only religions singled out for stringent criticism, inviting the conclusion that Christianity is inferior to all other religions, the Catholic Church worst of all.

There is lack of clarity about the meaning of key terms. Probably the most important term in the whole exercise is  ‘religion’, but the chapter is vague on what ‘religion’ actually means. It appears to mean any value-system which addresses the meaning of life. There is nothing necessarily spiritual or supernatural in this understanding of ‘religion’, no implied faith in any kind of supernatural god. This meaning of ‘religion’ could embrace just about any significant secular movement or ideology, not just those groups generally accepted as religions that believe in a transcendent being, a god.

If ‘religion’ is vague and encompasses secular ideologies, then “religious education” will be equally vague and potentially secular. In all its presentation on “religious education” there is no mention of God or the supernatural, so one can conclude that its understanding of ‘religion’ is primarily secular. 

The chapter laments the absence of an adequate theory of religious education. It calls for development of a theory of religious education, but its understanding of “religious education” is so nebulous -- limited and restricted, lacking in vision and vitality -- that it is hard to see sufficient substance in “religious education” to sustain a viable theory or academic discipline. If it were possible to develop an adequate theory and philosophy of “religious education”, then surely it would have emerged by now - Moran has been studying and writing about religious education for over thirty years, while Kieran Scott’s Graduate School of Religious Education in Fordham has been in existence since 1969, backed by the resources of a prestigious university.   

The chapter also laments the lack of clarity in terminology in religious education. However, its approach to terminology leads to linguistic confusion, rather than linguistic clarity. Moran’s claims to discover a real meaning for “religious education” are contrary to the nature of language. Words mean what they are accepted to mean in general usage; most words have more than one meaning and the context generally indicates which meaning is operative. If the meaning is unclear from the context, or if a word is given an unfamiliar meaning, then clarity demands that the word be defined. This chapter frequently gives words particular unfamiliar meanings, and creates lack of clarity by not defining them adequately (e.g. ‘religion’), or not at all (e.g. ‘virtuous character’, ‘religious maturity’, ‘ultimate in life’, ‘mysteries’, etc.)

To summarise the two components of this chapter’s basic proposition: 
Firstly, religion should be taught in school or other academic setting. All religions must be treated as different, but equally credible, traditions with their own ways of being religious. Religious traditions, texts, and stories must be taught in a way open to critique and reconstruction, leading to changes in the religious group. The community, human experience and the non-human world are the sources for religion. 

Secondly, people should be taught to be religious by their church or religious community. This involves formation in the community’s way of life, by example and participation in rituals. 

This basic proposition is radically contrary a Catholic understanding of religious education. Catholic religious education holds that there is an objectively true divinely revealed Deposit of Faith. The Catholic Church does not think all religions are of equal value; she humbly recognizes that God has granted her the fullness of religious truth, while seeing and appreciating the good in other religions. Catholic education integrates knowledge and practice of faith, rather than separating them into two different spheres of activity and responsibility, as “religious education” does. 

In “religious education” religion is relativised and there are no objective truths and no divine revelation. Some religions, like Theosophy, might fit into this pattern of “religious education”, but authentic Catholic teaching could not. Any attempt to force-fit Catholicism into this pattern would transmit only a lifeless caricature of Catholic Christianity, and would probably render the pupils contemptuous and hostile to the Catholic Church. The proposed strategy for “religious education” would encourage a free-for-all, with individuals choosing their own ‘religion’. “Religious education” is a blueprint for the disintegration, or at least marginalisation, of Catholic Christianity, and all other expressions of Christianity too. Other religions, such as Judaism and Islam, would fare no better.

It is not surprising to find Moran so hostile to the Catholic Church, because his vision for “religious education” is secular and relativist, and contrary to the Church’s magisterial teaching. The Church’s vision for Catholic religious education is expressed in a comprehensive, inspiring and practical magisterial documents (documents of Vatican II, the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the General Directory for Catechesis, and many more); this chapter passes over this priceless resource of the Universal Church and instead places unquestioning reliance the personal views of one academic.

Chapter 3. The Schoolteacher’s Dilemma: To Teach or Not To Teach Religion -  Kieran Scott

Summary of key points:

Religion can mean a field of scholarly inquiry, an academic construct. (p.72). Religious education as a classroom subject in a state school, is the focus of attention here. (p.62). 

Religion can mean a set of practices that particular communities engage in. (p.72). Religion is an internal conviction (faith), a piety, a way of life, making appeal primarily to the affections (emotions), not to the intellect (mind). The religious person yearns for the simple and the settled, for certainty, consolation, security rooted in ultimate meaning. Religion is threatened by classroom learning, which must involve resistance to certainty and cognitive closure, opening up complexity & ambiguity. (p.66).

There is a moral dilemma in teaching. Philosophically, teaching appears to be an immoral activity, the exercise of power by an adult over a vulnerable child, telling the young the truth. (p.68).

However, it is possible to teach morally, and this is how. School teaching is not an exercise in truth telling, but an invitation to examine students’ way of speaking and understanding. No opinion or viewpoint is accepted as truth; everything can be improved upon. The classroom is a place for a particular kind of discourse, nothing more and nothing less. Classrooms are arenas of criticism, designed to teach pupils to be skeptical. This honours post-modern sensibilities. However, if religion teachers ignore these conditions their teaching becomes morally offensive, beliefs become dogmatic and traditions idolatrous – this flies in the face of contemporary culture. (p.69-72).   

One preaches the Christian message, but in school one teaches religion, which is something quite different. In post-modern times this kind of religious education is indispensable to peace and harmony in the world. (p.73). Christian Church education has traditionally aimed at producing practicing Church members, but schools have a different purpose. Children who walk into a classroom have the right to expect not catechizing, but intellectually demanding accounts of their own and other religions. Religion teachers are not catechists. The truth or falsity of the Church’s teaching is no direct concern of teacher or student; ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ are irrelevant words in the classroom. (p.74,75).

In teaching religion the religious text is a mediator between the community of the past and a community of the present. As soon as students step into the classroom space, they enter a zone of freedom, conducive to debate and critique, so that they can discover for themselves the link between religion and external religious practices. Students must be free to choose. (p.76).

Comment:

This chapter continues the view that religion is essentially secular, a human construct, and therefore all religious beliefs and practices are not fixed, but can always be improved upon. This of course radically contradicts Catholic teaching, which holds to an unchanging foundation of divinely revealed faith, though there can be development of understanding and adaptation of some practices.  The negative description of religious people is exaggerated and unjust.

Scott holds that all religious beliefs and practices are provisional, so therefore he concludes that it is not moral to teach religion as if there were objective truths; therefore Catholic catechesis is highly immoral. But even from Scott’s unsatisfactory perspective, it is still far from reasonable to claim that religion teachers must face a moral dilemma. Teachers of secular subjects (e.g. science) do not face moral dilemmas because what they are teaching may be revised or improved upon in the future. 

Scott is not reasonable in claiming it is immoral for a teacher to take a ‘superior’ position of knowing more than the pupils. Secular subjects are all taught this way without teachers feeling ‘immoral’. 

Scott’s proposition that the classroom is just for critical discussion is educationally unsound. No religious or secular subject is successfully taught this way. Questioning and critical discussion have a part to play in good educational practice, but they are only a part, not the whole. Scott’s methods would simply encourage pupils to be skeptical, individualistic relativists – they would have little reason to bother belonging to any church or religious body.

Scott sees religious texts as merely accounts of a religion’s history, recalling past beliefs and practices, which may or may not have some value in the present. There is no recognition of divine revelation. This is radically contrary to what Christians hold about the Bible. Scott’s separation of teaching religious knowledge in the (state) school, and religious practice in the religious community, such as the parish, is contrary to Catholic educational principles. Such separation of theory and practice does not have a sound basis in any other educational sphere.          

Chapter 4. Continuity & Change in Religious Education: 





Building on the Past,  Re-Imagining the Future. – Kieran Scott. 

Summary of key points:

In “religious education” the school teaches an understanding of different religions, while the religious community models its own religious way of life. The most lucid example of teaching religion is the state school system in Britain. It is important to connect with past traditions, while continually improving, transforming, and re-patterning religious life forms. (p.79-82).

One can learn from the Old Testament educational models of Torah, Prophet, and Wisdom. (p.84).

Torah education uses story to transmit past traditions on which there is consensus by the people. It expresses a community’s ethos and maintains religion as a chain of memory. Catholic catechesis is essentially Torah education – the transmission of the heritage. However, Catholic catechesis must accept that it contains no final unchanging truths about faith or practices, otherwise it is not education at all, only socialization or indoctrination. (p.84-86)

The first role of Prophetic education is to foster suspicion and criticism of the existing consensus about the religious tradition. The second role of prophetic education is energizing change, so that old truths are challenged and new truths are recreated. This kind of education is essential in our classrooms and parishes. (p.86-89).

Wisdom education is knowledge derived from careful observation of all creation, especially human experience – we must trust the authority of our experience. Wisdom education is revelatory. It teaches us there is a proper time for everything. Wisdom education is just for today, it is partial and provisional, and may be changed by new experiences – reflecting a post-modern strategy. (p.89-94).  

There are seven habits of highly effective “religious education”. 

1. Show people the practices of their religious tradition – attitudes, rituals, beliefs, disciplines and style of action.

2. Show how to use critical reflection and reconstruction, to revitalize a dormant heritage.

3. Church and family educate by living a religious way of life – this will require re-shaping both Church and family.

4. The school presents knowledge of the tradition, while always questioning the tradition.

5. In addition to teaching students their own tradition, it is essential to teach them other religious traditions, which are equally valid ways of being religious.

6. “Religious education” is for adults as well as children.

7. Study and practice of religion are both necessary. 

Comment:

Scott presents the teaching of religion in British state schools as a model, but without any supporting evidence showing any benefits deriving from this approach. The serious decline in Christian belief and practice in Britain over the past generation would not indicate the system is beneficial to Christianity.

Scott presents three educational models from the Old Testament: Torah, Prophet, Wisdom. In all three cases he substantially changes what is actually in the Bible, and re-shapes the models to fit with his concept of  “religious education”.

Torah is the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible. Torah is essentially the account of God’s dealings with his people, culminating in their delivery from Egypt, God’s revelation of the Law through Moses, and arrival at the Promised Land.  Scott presents a secularized version of Torah, treating it simply as a human story, without even a mention of God. He also secularises and misrepresents Catholic catechesis as being simply the transmission of a human tradition; the Church’s vision for catechesis is much greater:  “Quite early on, the name catechesis was given to the whole of the efforts within the Church to make disciples, to help people to believe that Jesus is the Son of God, so that believing they might have life in His name, and to educate and instruct them in this life and thus build up the Body of Christ”. (Catechesi Tradendae 1; Catechism of the Catholic Church 4).
Scott also presents an inaccurate picture of the Old Testament prophet as a social critic who challenges and seeks to change the existing order. The essential characteristic of Biblical prophecy is not criticism, but speaking the word of God. The prophets often did criticize the people for failing to follow the will of God, but they never challenged the word and way of life that God had revealed. Prophets in their words and actions also conveyed God’s messages of love, of faithfulness, of encouragement, of hope, of promise, of affirmation, of prediction, of praise of God. 

Scott also secularises and misrepresents Old Testament Wisdom education, presenting it as purely human wisdom. This is diametrically opposed to what is in the Bible. Some of the sayings in the Wisdom literature, as in the Book of Proverbs, have parallels in worldly wisdom. However, the essential message in the Wisdom books is that true wisdom does not come from man, but consists in knowing and doing the will of God.

In relation to Scott’s seven habits of “religious education”:

1. Scott presents a limited secularized model of religion as a traditional human value-system. Catholic catechesis is in a different league – it is the fullness of life in Jesus Christ.

2. Scott treats all religion as no more than a human tradition, to be continually updated. Catholic catechesis has place for critical reflection, because it is always possible to understand the revelation of God, the Deposit of Faith, in a fuller deeper way. However, the word of God is Truth, which is unchanging.

3. Scott sees church and family as simply modeling a way of life, which amounts to no more than secular humanitarianism, while the state school teaches ‘religion’. The Catholic Church’s teaching shows that Church and family have a vital and much greater role.

4. What Scott proposes here is lacking in integrity. If Catholic religion is presented as a human tradition, every aspect of which is open to questioning and fundamental change, then it is just not authentic Catholic teaching; it is a lifeless caricature, a misrepresentation.

5. Catholic catechesis can encompass teaching about other religions, but only from a Catholic perspective, and after students have a good grounding in their Catholic faith. Scott’s proposed habit calls for different religions to be taught from the perspective of equal value; this is religious relativism and is not Catholic. It is also unreasonable to expect that the proposed method will strengthen pupils in their own tradition; a relativist approach will logically teach the students religious relativism, leading them to religious eclecticism or agnosticism.

6. The Christian churches have always stressed adult education. Scott’s proposed habit here is reasonable, but obvious.

7. The Christian approach has always integrated faith and practice, which is very clear in the Bible, both Old and New Testaments. Scott’s proposition that study and practice are both necessary, is fine in principle. However, his proposed strategy of separating study and practice between secular state school and religious parish must logically militate against integration of faith and practice.     

Chapter 5. Practicing the Trinity in the Local Church: The Symbol as Icon and Lure – 











Kieran Scott 

Summary of key points:

Scott presents his post-modern reinterpretation of the doctrine of the Trinity, with a stated aim of rejuvenating and revitalizing the doctrine. (p.99-101).

God is a symbol, which represents the ultimate values of a community. The characteristics of the symbol of God recognized by a community will shape the life orientation of that community’s members. The God symbol functions by the way we talk about God. The Christian people’s deepest intuitions and feelings led them to talk about God in trinitarian terms. The Christian God is a trinitarian icon. (p.101-103). 

The doctrine of the Trinity emerged from human experience, but ran into problems when St Augustine focused attention on the inner life of the persons of God in the Trinity. Having lost its moorings in human experience, Trinitarian theology became abstract, impractical, and immune to the concerns of church life. More recently, feminist theologians have rejected the male imagery and hierarchical pattern, and have called for different metaphor systems. (p.103-108)

To retrieve the symbol of the Trinity it must be recognized that number and person are only metaphors, not to be taken literally. One and three are not numbers in the usual sense. To say God is ‘one’ means that God is at one with Godself. ‘Person’ does not stand for distinct beings in God; ‘person’ is a metaphor for relationship, freedom, loving and being loved. To say that the persons are three is simply to negate singleness and disclose a God in communal relation. The essence of God is to be in relation to other persons. To believe in a trinitarian way means living following the example of Jesus. (p.109-113).   

The symbol of the Trinity indicates a mutuality with radical equality while distinctions are respected. Trinitarian ethics are to be seen in the economy of salvation, in which Jesus is the embodied face of God. Christians are called to follow Jesus in love of all persons, especially the poor and the oppressed, in boundless self-giving. (p.113-116). The doctrine of the Trinity is essentially God’s relationship with us and our relationship one another. The symbol is lure to practice the reign of God. (p.119).

A rejuvenated doctrine of the Trinity can bring about political transformation in the Church. In God there is neither hierarchy nor inequality, so it is simply unorthodox to claim subordination in ecclesial government. The symbol calls us to a community of equal partners in mutual relations, though it does not specify the exact forms of structure for the Church. (p.117).

The Trinity can also be an icon for pedagogical processes in the Church, giving rise to thoughtful conversation. Depositing knowledge or beliefs into ‘empty’ heads is unorthodox. Knowledge and interpretations are socially constructed. (p.118).

Comment:

The mystery of the Blessed Trinity is the foundational truth of Christian faith, the source of all the other mysteries of faith, the light that enlightens them. The Catechism of the Catholic Church has clear, inspiring teaching on the Trinity, and the entire catechism is Trinitarian and Christocentric. The Trinity is alive and well in Catholic catechesis, and clearly not in need of Scott’s secularized post-modern re-interpretation.

Scott’s re-interpretation is a secularization of God and the Trinity, drained of supernatural significance, which harmonises well with contemporary post-modern worldly culture. It might be expressed that whereas the Bible says man is created in the image of God, Scott says God is created in the image of man. This chapter demonstrates how great is the gulf between “religious education” and Catholic catechesis, (indeed all authentic Christian religious education).   

The chapter has some valid things to say about love and relationship, about following Jesus, self-giving and care for the poor and oppressed. However, Christianity gets equated with secular humanitarianism. Jesus is presented as a good person, one to follow and imitate. Jesus’ salvation is presented as his good example, not his redemptive death on the cross.  One must commend and affirm the goodness in secular humanitarianism, but it is not the fullness of truth and life in Jesus Christ.  

PAGE  
10

