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OUTLINE & SUMMARY OF THIS BOOK

The author, Dr Finola Cunnane, is a Sister of St Louis, and is Director of Religious Education in the Diocese of Ferns, Wexford. She has completed post-graduate studies at Fordham University, New York, and lectures with the Mater Dei Institute of Education, on the School Chaplaincy Programme. Her summary of the main points of this book appears as a chapter in the book ‘Critical Issues in Religious Education’ (editor: Oliver Brennan; published by Veritas, 2005). Sr Cunnane is a member and Executive Secretary of the Irish Episcopal Commission on Catechetics. 

The author states that this book is based principally on the writings of American scholar Gabriel Moran on the topic of religious education, which was the focus of her post-graduate studies in Fordham under the direction of Dr Kieran Scott. Gabriel Moran is a prolific writer in the field of religion and education, with some twenty books and hundreds of articles to his credit. 

The book’s basic proposition involves promotion of a particular type of religious education (designated in this Analysis as “religious education”).
The meaning given to ‘religion’ is a value-system that encompasses the meaning of life and balances individualism with care for others and for the environment. There is recognition of some kind of Creator God, but no recognition that this God revealed anything or influences human affairs. ‘Religion’ comes only from the human community and the cosmos. Being ‘religious’ means living by the value-system of ‘religion’. 

Individual religions are expressions in particular communities of this universal ‘religion’. All religions are of equal value. There are no objective truths of faith or morals, so all religious beliefs, values and practices are subject to continual change, based on human experience.

“Religious education” is defined as teaching ‘religion’ and teaching to be ‘religious’. ‘Teaching’ is in turn defined as showing someone how to do something, giving example in how to behave in a ‘religious’ way. ‘Teaching’ may include discussion of experiences, but must exclude attempting to impart religious truths (because there are no such truths). 

Catholic catechesis as taught by the Church is narrow, limited, immoral and non-viable, and must be replaced by “religious education”, which involves teaching people the traditions of their own religious community, plus at least one other religion. “Religious education” is the responsibility of the State; parish and family should model a ‘religious’ way of life. “Religious education” is vitally important, should be universal, and will bring about peace, harmony, and understanding among the peoples and nations of the world.  

OVERALL COMMENT

One would assume from the author and publisher that this book would give a Catholic perspective on religious education, but this is not so. The book is actually quite hostile to Christianity in general, the Catholic Church in particular. The Church’s many superb documents on religious education are ignored as sources; the few references to Church documents serve only to denigrate them. The book does not declare its spirituality, but the closest match appears to be with Deism, (the belief in a God but not in any divine revelation), resulting in a practical secularism with religious overtones.

The basic proposition (see above) of this book is substantively secular and relativist, and at variance with the teaching of the Catholic Church. This book’s  “Religious education” would logically produce secularized, skeptical, individualistic, relativists with little reason to bother belonging to the Catholic Church, or any other religious group. Full implementation of “religious education” could only lead to further disintegration of the Catholic Church in Ireland.     
Gabriel Moran has his supporters and critics, but both groups credit him with being very influential in Catholic catechesis in the USA, (and further afield), since the 1960s. The US Bishops set up a Committee to examine school catechetical texts for conformance with the Catechism of the Catholic Church. This Committee issued Progress Reports in 1997 and 2003, which identified serious and widespread doctrinal defects and deficiencies. Many of these problems in US catechisms reflect the kind of secularised relativism in faith and morals that Moran advocates. 

The book is unstinting in its praise of Moran, whose views are presented as superior to the magisterial teaching of the Catholic Church. Twenty-one of Moran’s writings are included in the book’s bibliography, along with other authors expressing similar views. 

This book is a difficult read. Presentation of ideas is often complex, abstruse and confusing. Many key statements are unsupported by evidence. The absence of an Index adds to the difficulties. Terminology is a particular problem; unfamiliar terms are used and familiar words are given particular (often unfamiliar) meanings, with little explanation or definition as to what those particular meanings actually are. There are few definitions of key terms; at one point (p.35) the book actually says its strategy is to resist definitions. Great confusion is caused by the way the book uses many Catholic terms and expressions, but gives them secularised meanings quite different to the Church’s meanings.

The book does not present any evidence in support of its prediction that “religious education” will bring about worldwide tolerance, harmony and peace. This could only be described as utopianism, not to be taken seriously. This new “religious education” would foster secularism (practical atheism / agnosticism). The past few centuries have shown that secular/atheistic systems do not guarantee peace and harmony, but have brought many problems, including major wars and abortion – the greatest destruction of innocent human life in history.

The assumption that world religions could be taught in a way which is compatible with “religious education” is not realistic. It is possible that some religions could be in harmony with “religious education”; the book’s understanding of ‘religion’ is so diffuse as to include any world-view, value-system or ideology, such as, Scientology, Theosophy, or even the Church of Satan. However, the great monotheistic religions – Christianity, Judaism, Islam – all have distinct teachings on faith and morals which they hold as objectively true. Only lifeless caricatures of these religions would be compatible with “religious education”. 

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.

ANALYSIS OF MAJOR THEMES OF THE BOOK

This Analysis summarises key points for each of seven major themes in the book. Comments are then added, in italics. 

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

Éanna Johnson fully and gratefully embraces the magisterial teaching of the Catholic Church, and all comments are made from this perspective. He respectfully offers the fruit of his research 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)
Education

General Comment:  The book does express some good views on education, but they are generally pretty obvious and unexceptional. There are other ideas which are vague and/or poor, because they are supportive of the book’s theories of “religious education”. 

Education is the interplay of life forms (p.8). Education is a movement toward community or work or knowledge or wisdom. It is the interaction of forms of life with end (meaning) and without end (termination). (p.44). 

Teaching means showing someone how to do something (p.9).

The classroom is not a place for telling the truth; rather, it is a place for conversing about the nature of conversation (p.75, 142).

There is a well-founded suspicion that teaching is unavoidably immoral, because of the unequal relationship between teacher and pupil (p.70). The danger of immorality is alleviated by understanding teaching as no more than showing someone how to do something (p.138-139).    Comment It follows from this principle that Catholic catechesis is immoral, because the catechist teaches truths to the pupils, and the pupils are thereby “unequal” to the teacher.

Education is a life-long process (p.9) School is not the only form of education; the family plays a major educational role (p.98-122) – Comment These statements are true, but obvious.

Morality 

General Comment:  The book presents Moran’s view of morality, which is entirely secular and relativist. This is incompatible with the Christian vision of morality.

Morality is explained as ethics. (p.12)  Comment This is hardly a clarification; dictionaries give morality and ethics as synonyms. 

Moran criticizes Kohlberg’s theories of moral development. He then proposes his own theory of three stages of moral development, which is equally secular. (p.61-70).                           Comment  I agree with Moran’s criticisms of Kohlberg, but in essence Moran’s alternative moral theory is just a development of Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories, and is no less at variance with the Christian vision of morality.

Response, in a responsible morality, is to everyone and everything (p.72). Morality derives from the cosmos and the human community (p.73)                                                       Comment –   No place is afforded for God in Moran’s scheme of morality.

All moral positions contain inadequacy and can be improved upon (p.75). Ethical positions are drawn from the riches of human history and geography, and are subject to further improvement (p.143).          Comment – Moran recognises no objective moral / ethical norms, only complete moral relativism.

Moran recognises the Christian view that morality involves a person’s response to God the creator. By contrast, Moran himself proposes that moral character involves a person’s response to one’s self-image, to the needs of others and to one’s sense of wholeness (p.120)   Comment  Moran consciously chooses to reject the Christian idea that God has something to do with morality, in favour of the idea that morality is an entirely human affair, a matter of personal choice.
In the great religions of the world the leaders taught morality through the example of their lives, not through their words. Such were Moses for Judaism and Jesus for Christianity (p.169)  Comment  – this misrepresents Moses, through whom God revealed the Law of the Old Covenant (often referred to as the ‘Mosaic Law’), and Jesus, whose extensive teaching is recorded in the New Testament and also passed on in Sacred Tradition.

Morality involves taking care of others and the environment, in accordance with the available truth. What is unnatural is immoral, and we look to contemporary secular culture in deciding what is natural and unnatural, e.g. homosexuality is now considered natural. Moral education in the parish does not involve telling people the truth, but facilitating them to discuss moral issues, in which the insights of the Church are just one opinion, so they can arrive at their own moral decisions (p.162-174). Comment – Moran recognises no normative role in morality for the teaching of Christ or the Church.

Religion 

General Comment:  ‘Religion’ is not precisely defined. Religion is referred to many times in the book, but it takes careful analysis to determine what is meant by the ‘religion’ in  “religious education”. It appears that ‘religion’ is a world-view or value-system that encompasses the meaning of life; there is recognition of some kind of transcendent reality, some kind of God, but this God does not impinge on life, which runs on purely secular lines. In particular, there is no such thing as revelation from God, so the writings and texts of a religion (which includes the Bible) have no authoritative force. All religions are proposed to be of equal value; the fact that this conflicts with the beliefs of Christianity and other major world religions is ignored. Christianity in particular is warned not to consider itself as anything special.
Religion is that which pertains to the origin, destiny or deepest meaning of our world and finds expression in social gestures. Religion is something out of the ordinary that calls the ordinary into question. (p.30). Religion is the attempt to affirm what is greater than the ordinary (p.43). It pertains to the ultimate in life (p.34). It helps people move their lives to the still point at the centre of the universe (p.43).

Religion is an expression of the covenant between the Creator and creation (p.71) Religion reminds people of their many relations on this earth and their relation to powerful forces beyond earth (p.72). Comment – ‘Creator’ and ‘powerful forces’ not explained or developed.

There are universal values and a universal good (p.44)                                               Comment – The book leaves these concepts undefined and unexplained. 

Christianity must not be put on a pedestal and regarded as superior to non-Christian religions. Christianity is no more than one of multiple forms of religiousness. (p.83)                   Comment – The book sees all religions (world-views or value-systems about life) as equally valid; Christianity is nothing special. 

Faith is a world-view or value system. (p.89) Religion is an academic category, an idea and a method posited by scholars (p.92).

A particular religion can only present truth in a provisional way, that is subject to possible future change. Any religious text (eg the Bible) may have had validity for the time and context in which it was written, but must now be critically interpreted and may be accepted or rejected (p.136-138).

The ideal of human unity is at the heart of the philosophical and religious quest. (p.148)

There are no absolutes in religion. There is not only one way of being religious. There is a Creator and at the end of life we die into God. (p.181,182).                                            Comment The book does not explain ‘Creator’ or what it means to ‘die into God’. 

Religious Education

General Comment   The basic proposition of this book is the promotion of a particular kind of “religious education”. This is the context and perspective for all the book’s observations on the topic of religious education in general.

“Religious education” is likened to learning a second language, in addition to the language of one’s own religious tradition. Languages are not superior one to the other, just different ways of expressing meaning – so it is with different religions. (p.34).

It is the job of the State to provide “religious education”; it is the vocation of the churches merely to model a ‘religious’ way of life (p.35). It is unfortunate that teaching religion has been relegated to religious institutions, a burden that it is too heavy for them to carry (p.93).

In “religious education” the whole community educates the whole community to make free and intelligent decisions vis-à-vis the whole world (p.81) The human community alone is the source, agent and recipient of “religious education” (p.82). The ultimate source of the teaching is the human community and the nonhuman environment (p.87, 90)                           Comment – The book considers that neither God nor church have any part to play in teaching religion; the people alone decide their own religion. By implication, other approaches to teaching religion, such as Catholic catechesis, are lacking in freedom, intelligence and openness to the world.
A particular religion can only be transmitted in conversation with other religions (p.84, 94), which will eventually lead to increased tolerance and understanding (p.85)                        Comment – In “religious education” each religion must be prepared to abandon core beliefs and buy into the concept that it is just one of multiple equally-valid forms of religiousness. Greater tolerance and understanding are hardly going to come from giving up one’s own deeply held convictions and expecting others to do the same.  

In “religious education” the past can be handed on in a way which allows for religious doctrines to be reconstructed, leading to a transformation of the religious group from within and emergence of changed institutions (p.84-85)                                                         Comment The Catholic Church acknowledges a Deposit of Faith, which must be carefully guarded and handed on intact; this does not exclude continual development of ever-deeper understandings of faith, while respecting the unchanging nature of the fundamental truths themselves. The book’s approach, however, puts no limits on how past traditions, beliefs and practices can be changed at will; the logical conclusion is that individuals should be facilitated to choose their own personal ‘religion’.

Teaching religion in school is an academic process, similar to any secular subject; it has nothing to do with religious behaviour (p.136).                                                              Comment – this is contrary to the Catholic Church teaching on catechesis. In fact, secular subjects are not successfully taught in the way that Moran advocates for “religious education”. If secular teaching followed Moran’s principles it would fail.

“Religious education” enables people to become truly intelligently ‘religious’ (p.145)         Comment – by implication, other forms of religious education, such as Catholic catechesis, are judged as lacking in intelligence.

Catholic Catechesis

General Comment  The book is very negative towards Catholic catechesis, which it considers to be much inferior to “religious education”. At the same time the book displays little understanding of what the Church actually teaches about catechesis. 

Catholic catechesis became a kind of practical theology – this is unsatisfactory (p.10).

Christian Churches treat religious education as proselytising and indoctrination. “Religious education” has a fuller meaning (p.17). “Religious education” must not be reduced to the language of the Church (p.84).

Catholic catechesis has strengths, but it is limited and restricted, whereas “religious education” can house the full range of religious and educational questions and concerns emerging in contemporary culture (p.25-26). Catholic catechesis is reducing and limited, in comparison with “religious education” (p.80).

Catholic catechesis consists in church officials indoctrinating children to obey the official church, in a way which is lacking in freedom, intelligence and openness to the world (p.81).

The US Catholic Bishops’ document on catechesis, Sharing the Light of Faith, contains flaws. Moran’s approach to “religious education” is superior to the Catholic Church (p. 24-25, 96,97). Pope John Paul II’s, Familiaris Consortio has some good things to say, but Moran has superior ideas on the family as teacher (p.107,108).

Children in church-related schools should not be catechised, but get rigorous, intellectually demanding accounts of religion. The teacher should present the Church’s teaching, and then invite students to critique its strengths and weaknesses. The words of the student become the main focus of reference. (p.161,162).                                                                                Comment – The book considers that there is nothing normative or authoritative in the Church’s teaching, just one opinion among many. Students are encouraged to form their own views about the Church’s teaching, and to accept it, reject it, or change it as they see fit.

Catholic Church

General Comment:  The Church has an extensive range of documents since the Second Vatican Council dealing with religious education – comprehensive, inspiring, practical and authoritative. The book turns its back on these fine magisterial documents and does not draw on them at all as sources. The few references to Church documents serve only to denigrate them. The book is quite hostile to the Church. At the same time, Church liturgy, sacraments and prayer are all misrepresented by giving them secular meanings. 

Christianity is in fact re-presented in the book as good secular humanitarianism. As the community is considered the only source of authority in governance, faith and morals, it follows that the current hierarchy and clergy of the Catholic Church have no legitimacy – they have no right to govern, to teach anything or to claim any special role in liturgy or sacraments. 

There is conflict between adult growth and Church authority (p.15). The Catholic Church is childish (p.174). Church authorities are comfortable with indoctrination, but are threatened if people are educated to adulthood, to Christian maturity. People should be autonomous in their beliefs and decisions within the Roman Catholic community, particularly in moral matters. The religiously mature adult balances Church teaching against what he sees as the facts of a situation, i.e. will consider, but feel under no obligation to follow, Church teaching. To embrace the ideal of adulthood the Catholic Church must change its pattern of authority to allow the whole Christian community to educate the whole Christian community (p.176-178) Comment – this recommendation requires the Church to abandon all claim to teach on faith and morals, and to foster a kind of free-for-all, in which there is hardly any logical reason for the continued existence of the Church.

Catholic Church in Ireland vilified (p.118,119). Comment The book contains remarks which are gratuitously and unjustly insulting to the Church.

The Catholic Church is an obstacle preventing the parish being a community that is genuinely religious. The Church has an authoritarian structure because of its belief that God revealed a message in the first century. The Church is mistaken because the only source of authority is in the people. The Church should operate like a contemporary political democracy, and this is the only way the parish could become an authentic religious community.(p.151,152).

Religious life in the Parish

General Comment:  A significant section of the book – chapter 6 - is titled, “The Parish as Religious Educator”. The basic theme is that the parish is the setting for a people’s work and leisure; the spiritual significance of the Christian parish is ignored. In treating of the parish and Church in chapter 6 and elsewhere in the book, Christian and Catholic language is used, but is always given a secularised meaning. This includes the term ‘parish’, which the book treats simply as a local secular community.
The parish is the setting for a people’s work and leisure. The contribution of the parish to ‘religious education’ is in being a community, which models a ‘religious’ way of life. (p.146-182).

The ‘Kingdom of God’ is adulthood, understood as psychological, social and religious maturity, attained by participation in arts, sports and music - while ‘religious’ is equated with humanitarian action, not necessarily anything spiritual. (p.77, 79, 144). 

The sermon reflects upon a text expressive of the community’s beliefs with the aim of involvement in acts of peace and justice (p.53). It is recommended that lay people, rather than the priest, give the sermon / homily (p.160) Comment – this ignores the Scripture as the inspired Word of God, and contradicts Catholic teaching that the priest should give the homily.
Comment  The terms: ‘liturgical community’, ‘worship and prayer’, ‘celebrating the presence of God in sacramental fashion’, ‘continuing the mission of Jesus’, ‘the Christ’ – are all used, but are given secularised meanings in the context of the local church acting like a secular humanitarian organisation (p.90-92).

The parish educates religiously by being a community. (p.148) The ‘religious’ meaning of community is nothing supernatural, it is about presence with oneself, others and the non-human world (p.150)                                                                                                     Comment – The book understands the parish as community in purely human, secular terms. There is no acknowledgment of the essential Christian understanding that the Church is more than a human community; the Church is a mystery, the Body of Christ. 

The parish community is concerned with handing on Christian tradition, which is a process involving design, reshaping, criticism and personal response. What matters is not the tradition, but the ‘religion’ that creates the tradition anew. (p.154). The young learn about their tradition through immersion in ritualistic formulas (p.155).                                            Comment – it is clear that the book’s concept of ‘tradition’ is radically different to the Church’s teaching on Sacred Tradition, which is the revelation of God.

The parish uses therapeutic language, which is salvific, bringing health, wholeness and holiness. Rituals calm, soothe and heal at the great moments – birth, marriage, and death – and in everyday life. The Sabbath provides a quiet time for getting in touch with the centre of life. The activity of prayer teaches human thankfulness. The sacrament of penance helps restore balance in the life of individuals and community. A funeral liturgy with counselling brings comfort. The Eucharist is the sharing of a common meal, a reminder that every creature, both human and nonhuman, is invited to communion, to intimate fellowship. These, along with other rituals, help create a common culture in a parish. (p.156,157,158,159,164) Comment – the liturgy, sacraments and sacramentals of the Church are drained of spiritual significance, and instead are given secular meanings, as aids to humanitarian action.
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