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Note on Author: Éanna Johnson is a Catholic parent and grandparent. He has broad professional experience in education as secondary teacher, university lecturer/researcher & director of a masters degree programme, and consultant to private & public sector organizations in the fields of education and training. He has personally planned and given religious education to children, adolescents, and adults; he has given talks on Christian marriage and personal relationships to pre-marriage courses for engaged couples and in schools. He is currently undertaking a PhD at the Pontifical University, St.Patrick’s College, Maynooth, with a research project in primary school catechetics.

I.  INTRODUCTION

The Alive-O Religion Programme was first introduced into Catholic primary schools in 1996 with Book 1 for Junior Infants (4/5 year-olds). Subsequent Books were introduced year by year, most recently Book 6 for Fourth Class (9/10 year-olds) in 2002. Further Books are expected in the coming years to complete the series up to Book 8 for Sixth Class.  
The response to Alive-O has been mixed. Some have welcomed it, with praise for its professionalism, its attractiveness for teachers and children, the emphasis on prayer, and the dedicated hard work that has obviously gone into its preparation. However, there have also been strong negative responses; some highly critical reviews have claimed that, even though the presentation is attractive, the content of Alive-O is seriously deficient and defective in relation to teaching the Catholic Faith. 

In light of the conflicting views about the Alive-O programme, the author undertook a review to help other Catholic parents in their task of educating their children in the Faith.  The Alive-O Programme (Books 1-4) published materials were analysed in detail and then compared with the Catholic Church’s vision for catechesis. 
The Alive-O Religion Programme is described as a ‘re-presentation’ of the Children of God Series. The term ‘re-presentation’ may suggest that Alive-O is little changed from the Children of God, but there is in fact substantial change; Alive-O is effectively a new programme. The Children of God series for primary schools was originally issued in 1976 and first ‘re-presented’ in 1983. Publication is by Veritas Publications, with copyright held by the Irish Episcopal Commission on Catechetics.

The Alive-O published materials include: a Pupil’s book for each year; workbooks with exercises, games, and drawings to colour; tapes and CDs of Alive-O songs; a video for classroom use each year. These materials are all very attractive in presentation but very light in content, giving a very limited indication of the nature of the programme. For each year there is a Teacher’s Book, which is quite substantial (up to 520 pages of small print). The Teacher’s Books contain detailed lesson material for each day of the school year, along with a significant amount (up to 90 pages) of guidance material for teachers. A proper understanding of Alive-O only comes from a thorough study of the Teacher’s Books.

For parents Alive-O has a video which promotes the programme, and also promotes adult religious education courses using Alive-O’s approach and spirituality.

As a catechetical programme produced by an Episcopal Conference, Alive-O should have received pre-publication approval of the Holy See, administered by the Congregation for the Clergy (CIC 775 § 2; GDC 285). The Alive-O programme did not receive the required approval.

II.  CHURCH’S VISION FOR CATECHESIS

The Church has always considered catechesis one of her primary tasks, for Christ gave the apostles a final command – to make disciples of all nations and to teach them to observe all that He had commanded. Very soon the name of catechesis was given to the whole of the efforts within the Church to make disciples, to help people have life through belief that Jesus is the Son of God, and to educate and instruct them in this life, thus building up the Body of Christ. 

Throughout her history the Church has always sought to present the unfathomable mysteries of God in a manner best adapted to successive generations. Catholics are particularly fortunate at the beginning of the Third Christian Millennium in having a comprehensive, inspiring and authoritative range of documents setting out the Church’s vision for catechesis, drawn from the living source of the Word of God transmitted in Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture.

Pope John XXIII entrusted the Second Vatican Council with the task to guard the precious deposit of Christian doctrine and present it better so as to make it more accessible to all. The Council was considered by Pope Paul VI to be the great catechism of modern times. After the Council, in 1968, he issued the Credo of the People of God (CPG), which was a restatement of the great Creed of Nicea, with some developments called for by the spiritual condition of the times. The Council had prescribed that a ‘Directory for the catechetical instruction of the Christian people’ be drawn up; this was realized in 1971 when Paul VI approved and promulgated the General Catechetical Directory. 

Decisive milestones for catechesis were the General Assemblies of the Synod of Bishops in 1974 and 1977. In 1974 the representatives of the world’s bishops considered the theme of ‘Evangelisation in the Modern World’; the Synod deliberations were presented in Pope Paul VI’s Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi (EN), which set out a particularly important principle, that of catechesis as a work of evangelisation in the mission of the Church. Pope Paul proposed catechesis as the theme of the 1977 Synod; it fell to John Paul II to issue in 1979 the post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation Catechesi Tradendae (CT)  ‘On Catechesis in our Time’, giving the Church an inspiring and practical vision across the varied dimensions of catechesis. 

The Synod of Bishops made another decisive contribution to catechetics at its 1985 assembly by calling for the composition of a catechism of Catholic doctrine concerning faith and morals. Pope John Paul II took up this call, which led to the publication in 1992 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), as a sure and authentic reference text for teaching Catholic doctrine and for preparing local catechisms. The CCC is also offered to all the faithful who wish to deepen their knowledge of the unfathomable riches of salvation, and to every individual who wants to know what the Catholic Church believes.

The General Directory for Catechesis (GDC), published in 1997 by the Vatican Congregation for the Clergy, is a comprehensive revision and updating of the 1971 General Catechetical Directory. The GDC provides guidelines and advice on catechetics, acting as a point of reference for content, pedagogy (teaching approach & strategy) and methodology. 

III. SUMMARY

Alive-O was first published in 1996, two years after the publication of the English-language edition of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC). Therefore, the expected reason for a new programme to replace the Children of God series would have been to ensure full conformance with the CCC, which is the Church’s reference text for local catechisms. However, Alive-O gives no reason for the revision or ‘re-presentation’ of the Children of God series and makes no claim to be in conformance with the CCC. The programme does not describe itself as Catholic catechesis, but simply as ‘Alive-O’ or the ‘Alive-O religious education programme’.

Careful analysis of Alive-O reveals that the programme is not in conformance with the CCC, and also differs from the Church’s vision for catechesis in aims, pedagogy and methods. The Church teaches that all catechesis must be christocentric-trinitarian, that is, founded on the Blessed Trinity, the fundamental mystery of the Christian faith, and on Jesus Christ, true God and true man, our Saviour and Redeemer. However, Alive-O presents a different ‘Jesus’ in a different ‘Trinity’ – a mother/father God; a Jesus who is only a very special man, Son of God (we are all sons and daughters of God) but not God the Son, not our saviour/redeemer; and a Spirit, who is not God the Holy Spirit, but more like a godly presence. It is no surprise, therefore, to find that the rest of Alive-O’s content diverges widely from the Church, in relation to creed, sacraments, morality, and prayer.

Sometimes Alive-O presents a confusing picture of Church teaching, other times it is just different. However, Alive-O differs mostly through omission of important elements of Catholic faith. Some omissions are complete; others proportionate, that is, given so little attention as to convey an imbalanced or distorted picture of key truths of the Faith. Omissions, especially proportionate omissions or imbalances, are by their nature very difficult to detect, particularly in a children’s catechetical programme, when some elements may be correctly omitted from early years and deferred for fuller development in later years. Detection of omissions and imbalances is especially difficult because of the huge volume of material in the Teacher’s Books, which essentially contain the programme. 

The Church teaches the importance of inculturation of the Gospel message to each particular society, but warns of the dangers of secularization and syncretism (the attempt to combine different, often incompatible, religious ideas), specifically: “facile accommodations which enfeeble the Gospel and secularize the Church” (GDC 113); “careful attention must always be given to ensuring that the catechetical process is not infiltrated by syncretistic elements; where this happens, attempts at inculturation will prove dangerous and erroneous, and must be corrected” (GDC 205). It appears that Alive-O attempts (excellent, in principle) a process of inculturation to modern secular society, but falls into the very traps that the Church explicitly warns against: Alive-O uncritically embraces much secular thinking in preference to Church teaching, and reflects the influence of the ‘New Age’, a diverse phenomenon which combines secular thinking with various esoteric spiritualities, including pantheism which understands God and creation as one. 
The Alive-O programme is attractively and professionally presented. It makes extensive and imaginative use of a comprehensive range of teaching resources: illustrations, stories, songs, poems, games, and activities. The inclusion of prayer in the daily lesson plans is excellent, in principle. There is strong emphasis on the goodness of God the Creator, and the goodness of all of creation. There is clear teaching that God is loving, caring, and forgiving, that each individual is unique and good, and that we should love one another. However, these positive aspects of Alive-O are, paradoxically, not strengths but weaknesses, because they make appealing a programme that differs so fundamentally from Church teaching. 

The following are the principal shortcomings found in Alive-O in comparison with the Catholic Church’s vision for catechesis - Aims, Content (listed under the CCC divisions of Faith, Sacraments, Morality, Prayer), and Pedagogy/Methodology :

Aims and Sources

1. Alive-O’s stated aims are at variance with the Church’s aims for catechesis.

2. Different understanding of the nature of Christian faith.

3. Deficient treatment of Divine Revelation - Scripture mishandled, and the key role of Church’s Magisterium omitted.

Profession of Faith

4. Different presentation of the Blessed Trinity - the fundamental truth of the Christian faith.

5. Deficient and confusing teaching on God the Father

6. Deficient and confusing teaching on Jesus Christ, especially failure to teach clearly that Jesus is God and our Saviour.  

7. Deficient and confusing teaching on the Holy Spirit.

8. Absence of clear Christian teaching on creation, but instead an approach which is more reflective of a pantheistic spirituality. 

9. Absence of teaching on God’s creation of a realm of pure spirits, called angels.

10.  Deficient teaching on creation of the human person.  Absence of teaching on the immortal soul, the Fall, Original Sin, and the need of the human race for redemption and a saviour. (a true Christian anthropology).

11. Inadequate presentation on Mary, Mother of God.

12. Inadequate treatment of the Catholic Church.

13. Deficient treatment of the Last Things (Christian eschatology).

Liturgy and the Sacraments

14. Inadequate presentation on liturgy and sacraments in general, the grace particular to each sacrament, and the sacramental role of the ordained priest.

15. A radically different understanding of the meaning of Baptism.

16. Inadequate and confusing teaching on the Sacrament of Reconciliation.

17. Deficient and confusing presentation of the Eucharist, in particular relating to the Real Presence, and the Mass as Christ’s redeeming sacrifice. 

Life in Christ / Christian Morality

18. Alive-O favours secular theories of moral development, in preference to the Christian vision for the moral life.

19. Alive-O sets aside the moral law and Commandments, which are gifted to us by God for our guidance. Instead Alive-O follows a humanist approach of facilitating the children to choose their own moral principles. 

Christian Prayer

20. Alive-O’s treatment of prayer is syncretist, that is, attempting to combine Catholic prayer with prayer based on Alive-O’s own spirituality, which differs significantly from the Church.

21. Alive-O fails to teach the meaning of the great formal prayers of the Church, in particular, the Our Father, which is the fundamental Christian prayer.

Pedagogy & Methodology

22. The Church proposes one pedagogy (teaching strategy) involving transmission of the Gospel. Alive-O’s pedagogy focuses on human experience, and emphasizes the secular to the neglect of the spiritual.  

23. Alive-O’s teaching methodologies are comprehensive, attractive and imaginative, immersing the children in a total Alive-O environment,t with the capacity to form them in Alive-O’s own spirituality.  
24. Inadequate memorisation of the key elements of the Catholic faith, and absence of assessment of pupil learning.

25. Imbalance in the respective roles of home, school and parish, giving almost total control to the school, marginalising the parish and undermining parents.

It appears that the shortcomings identified above are not so much uniquely created by Alive-O but are largely a re-presentation of the catechetical problems that have troubled the universal Church in modern times. The deficiencies found in Alive-O strongly resemble: 

· defects found by Pope Paul’s commission of cardinals in the 1966 ‘Dutch Catechism’ (a catechism which has had significant international influence)

· problems in exegesis and theology noted in Paul VI’s Apostolic Exhortation, 1967

· defects in catechetical texts noted in John Paul II’s Apostolic Exhortation, Catechesi Tradendae, in 1979

· common deficiencies in catechisms found by a US bishops committee in 1997

· catechetical problems identified by the General Directory for Catechesis, 1997

Alive-O Books 1-4 are so unsatisfactory that they should be withdrawn as soon as possible; every year they stay in use risks damage to the faith and morals of many thousands more children. It is to be hoped that there will be improvements in Books 5 – 8, but no amount of improvement could correct all the defects of Books 1-4, so the entire series should be changed. In the short to medium term Alive-O could be replaced by one of the catechetical series from another country (e.g. Faith & Life, or Image of God), which are faithful to the CCC and GDC. In the longer term a new catechism series should be developed for all eight years of primary school, faithful to the CCC and GDC, and using the most advanced methodologies; participation by parents and parish clergy should be given high priority. The Vatican’s Congregation for the Clergy should be consulted for guidance on the project, and the necessary official approval obtained before introducing the new series.  

Parents of primary school children should first speak to the relevant teachers about the RE programme. Many teachers could be giving the children a satisfactory religious education, using Alive-O materials selectively. Parents should make every effort to influence the appropriate authorities to have Alive-O Books 1-4 replaced by a series which is faithful to Church teaching. They should also get authentic Catholic catechetic texts to give their children religious education in the home, and in the process develop their own Christian religious education. Parents should avoid adult religious education programmes that are similar to Alive-O.
IV. ALIVE-O & CATHOLIC CATECHESIS COMPARED

To facilitate evaluation of Alive-O Books 1-4 in comparison with the Catholic Church’s vision for catechesis, this review 

· considers first the aims and sources, 

· then analyses the content, following the structure of the Catechism of the Catholic Church,

· Profession of Faith - the Creed - What the Church believes
· The Sacraments and the Church’s Liturgy
· Life in Christ - Christian Morality - The Commandments
· Christian Prayer – The Lord’s Prayer: Our Father

· and finally looks at pedagogy (teaching approach & strategy) and methodology.

A. AIMS & SOURCES 

1. The overall aims given in the Alive-O programme differ significantly from the aims of catechesis as expressed by the Church.

The purpose, aims and objectives are foundational to any programme. If the aims of Alive-O are different from the aims of catechesis as expressed by the Church, then it is probable that the entire Alive-O programme will fail to teach the Christian faith as professed by the Church.

The Church’s aims for catechesis could be summarized as to:

· be an integral part of the Church’s mission to evangelise and make disciples of all peoples, safeguarding and handing on the deposit of faith,

· help people believe that Jesus Christ is the only Son God, professing faith in the one God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit,

· educate and instruct in Christian doctrine in an organic and systematic way, safeguarding the integrity of the message and avoiding any partial or distorted presentation,

· thereby bring people to true conversion and the fullness of Christian life, which gives courageous witness to faith in Jesus Christ,

· and help to build up the Body of Christ.
(Ref: CCC 4,5.   GDC 23,26,39,80,82,111.   CT 1,5,6,18,30,49.   GE 1-4)

The overall aims given in the Alive-O religion programme are to:

· help the children to be fully aware of the life in themselves and in the world of nature - as summed up in the title ‘Alive-O’.

· help the children see this life as God’s gift, and to develop a sense of the interconnectedness between themselves, others, the natural world and God,

· create a context in which the children can grow in faith – ‘faith’ being understood as each child’s own personal decision for his/her life in response to God’s revelation,

· and introduce the children to Jesus as the person who especially teaches us about God through his life and words.

(Ref.  Alive-O Pupil’s Books 2-4; Teacher’s Books 1-4)

Alive-O’s aims differ significantly from the Church’s aims for catechesis, in particular:

· Alive-O holds that children already enjoy fullness of life and need only to be helped to see that life comes from God, whereas the Church teaches that fullness of life comes only through faith in Jesus Christ, and through the salvation that he has won for the human race. 

· Alive-O aims to facilitate a faith, which is understood as whatever response the children choose to make to God’s revelation (Alive-O’s understanding of God and of revelation differs from the Church’s understanding), whereas the Church seeks to make disciples who believe fully in Jesus Christ.

· Alive-O presents Jesus as a very special person who is our best guide to God. The Church professes the Jesus is God, the Second Divine Person of the one triune God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

· Alive-O does not express any aim to be part of the Church’s mission to evangelise, hand on the deposit of faith, educate children in the authentic Christian faith in a complete and systematic way, bring them to conversion and witness to Christ, thereby building up the Body of Christ.

·  Alive-O’s expressed overall aims do not include any statement of fidelity to the teaching and mission of the Catholic Church, in particular, no claim to be in conformance with the CCC. 

2.  Alive-O’s concept of ‘faith’ differs from the Church’s meaning of ‘Christian faith’.

The word ‘faith’ can have several different meanings; however, the Church is very clear in setting out what she means by ‘Christian faith’. Alive-O defines ‘faith’ as a personal response to God’s revelation, a free choice that no-one else can make for us; thus far Alive-O is in agreement with the Church. The Church goes on to state specifically that ‘Christian faith’ involves belief in and commitment to Jesus Christ as God and Saviour. Alive-O, on the other hand, says nothing about the nature of the personal response or choice, effectively defining ‘faith’ as the individual’s understanding of ‘God’ and consequent lifestyle choice, whatever they happen to be. 

The difference between Alive-O and the Church concerning the nature of ‘faith’ is reflected in the different language that is used. The Church speaks of ‘handing on the Faith’ through catechesis. Alive-O says religious education can create a context for exploring how best the children can respond in their own lives, while the teachers ‘accompany the children on their faith journey’. Alive-O does not use other language in which the Church expresses her understanding of ‘Christian faith’, such as: the deposit of Faith, faith as necessary for salvation, perseverance in faith, the Creeds.

3. Alive-O’s differs from Church teaching on Divine Revelation. Alive-O does not distinguish clearly between revelation available through natural reason and the supernatural revelation that comes directly from God’s initiative. Alive-O mishandles Scripture, and omits the key role of the Church’s Magisterium.

Alive-O’s information for teachers on Revelation does not convey clearly what the Church teaches. Alive-O does not distinguish clearly between public and private revelation, between natural and supernatural revelation, while Sacred Tradition is incompletely defined. 

In relation to Scripture Alive-O acknowledges the Bible as a source of inspiration for Christians and a significant resource book, but does not teach that all of Scripture is inspired by God the Holy Spirit, or that the Bible teaches without error.

Alive-O says that the Bible tells of the loving presence of God in creation, but omits that the Bible teaches God’s great plan of salvation - Creation, Fall, the promise of salvation which was won for mankind through the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the second coming of Christ in glory at the end of time. From the Church’s teaching on interpretation of Scripture Alive-O quotes only the first sentence of DV 12, which stresses the importance of understanding the literal meaning intended by the biblical writers for the people of their time; however, by taking this sentence out of context, Alive-O conveys that this is the only meaning of the biblical text. The Church’s full teaching on Scripture interpretation, in contrast, shows that, in addition to the literal meaning of a biblical text, there can be much wider and deeper spiritual meanings, which remain valid for Christians for all time - Scripture would remain a ‘dead letter’ if the meaning were limited to that which the biblical writers themselves intended for the people of their time. 

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 Jesus taught adults to be as humble as children; 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; 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.
Alive-O does not convey a true Catholic understanding of Divine Revelation, because no mention is made of the key, essential role played by the Church’s Magisterium.

B. PROFESSION OF FAITH

4.  Alive-O differs from the Church in its presentation of the Most Holy Trinity, which is the fundamental truth of the Christian faith. 
For teachers, Alive-O does not teach that the Trinity is the central mystery of faith but rather that it is one of the central mysteries. Alive-O does not teach that there is one God, comprising three Divine Persons, each of whom is God. Alive-O presents a different ‘Trinity’ comprising: 

firstly, ‘God’ (not ‘God the Father’), secondly, ‘Jesus, Son of God’ (who is not acknowledged as ‘God the Son’, while it is stressed that all human beings are sons and daughters of God), and thirdly ‘the Holy Spirit’ (who is not acknowledged as ‘God the Holy Spirit’, and is usually called the ‘Spirit of God’).
Alive-O does not have any explicit teaching on the Trinity for the children. The ‘Sign of the Cross’ and the ‘Glory be to the Father’ are included but never explained or developed. Alive-O does not utilise one of the gems from our Irish tradition, which is the use of the shamrock to teach the Trinity - a method used in catechisms in other countries to teach the great mystery to even kindergarten children.

5.  Alive-O confuses and obscures the identity of God the Father.

Alive-O includes the image of God as Father, but confuses the fatherhood of God by consistently presenting the image of God as ‘mother’, as well as ‘father’, to both teachers and children.  Alive-O avoids using a male personal pronoun for God by constant, sometimes tedious, repetition of the word ‘God’. The Church teaches that the father image indicates that God is the first origin of everything and transcendent authority, his goodness and loving care for his children. While the Christian faith celebrates both God’s transcendence and immanence (which is more expressed by the image of motherhood), some other spiritualities, such as pantheism, understand God as all immanence – inseparable from creation. It is noticeable that, generally throughout the programme, Alive-O emphasizes God’s immanent qualities, with little recognition of his transcendence. At the same time, Alive-O does not use a female personal pronoun for the Church, nor use the female images that the Bible applies to the Church (prefigured by Israel in the Old Testament) – mother, wife, bride, virgin, daughter. 

In the face of overwhelming Scriptural evidence to the contrary, (especially the Gospels, in which Jesus consistently addresses his Father in heaven, never as mother), Alive-O claims that the image of God as mother is ‘biblical’, whereas the image of God as father comes from ‘formal prayers’. In support of its claim Alive-O proposes Isaiah 49:15, ‘Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no compassion for the son of her womb?’; however, this quotation, put in context, simply says that God is even more faithful to his people than a mother to her own child. Alive-O also quotes Isaiah 46:3-4, but omits the first half of verse 4, thereby giving an apparent mother image of God; however, by restoring the missing half-verse and putting the quotation into its context we see an image of God more like a strong father, carrying his people from infancy to old age, in contrast to the pagans who have to carry their lifeless, powerless gods around with them. 

6.  Alive-O fails to present clearly the essential Christian truth that Jesus is God, who became Man to save us from our sins through His sacrifice on the Cross, so that we can enter Heaven as children of God the Father.

Alive-O presents a lot on Jesus, but does just what the Church warns against; that is, Alive-O presents Jesus as a human being, but not as God. Alive-O says Jesus is ‘special’ and is ‘Son of God’; however, the children are also taught they are very ‘special’ and are all sons and daughters of God.  There are teachings on Jesus as teacher, shepherd, healer, story-teller, sharer of bread, the one who calls, (even a teaching on Jesus as a ‘diviner’ – dangerous, because ‘diviner’ can mean one who is involved with the occult), but in all these Jesus is not presented as anything more than an exceptional man.

Alive-O does not teach that Jesus is God, the divine second Person of the Trinity, one in substance with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit. Alive-O contains much about Mary’s pregnancy and the birth of Jesus, but no mention of his conception through the power of the Holy Spirit. Alive-O says that new stars appeared in the sky when other ‘very, very special’ people were born, not only Jesus. Alive-O does not teach the children that Jesus is our Saviour and Redeemer, or that our redemption from sin and restoration of divine grace was achieved through the sacrifice of the cross, or that salvation comes through faith in Jesus. (Ref. Item 10 below, Alive-O does not recognise the Fall and Original Sin, without which the human race has no need for redemption or a saviour). Alive-O has no teachings on Jesus as messiah, priest, prophet, or king. Jesus is not presented as a model of obedience to parents.

Among the signs that Jesus gave which indicated that he was more than human was the working of miracles. Alive-O never describes Jesus as ‘miracle-worker’. Accounts of two of Jesus’ miracles are included - the feeding of the five thousand, and the raising to life of Jairus’ daughter - but they are not described as miracles, and the greatly fictionalised accounts obscure the miraculous nature of the events. Alive-O’s ‘adapted’ story of Jairus’ daughter reads as if the girl was just down in spirits, not even physically ill, let alone dead.

7. Alive-O does not teach clearly that the Holy Spirit is God - the Third Divine Person of the Blessed Trinity.

The Holy Spirit is mentioned often in Alive-O. However, as there is no clear teaching that the Holy Spirit is God, the third divine member of the Most Holy Trinity, and as the Holy Spirit is most frequently referred to as the ‘Spirit of God’ (Alive-O often refers to the ‘spirit of’ other things as well), Alive-O’s treatment of the Holy Spirit is more as a ‘modality’ or a ‘presence’ of God, than as a distinct divine person.

Two of the Pupil’s Books have illustrations of stained glass windows in which there is a white bird; however, the text does not identify the bird, or describe it as a symbol of the Holy Spirit. There is one teaching for the children on the Holy Spirit, illustrated by a spider in her web, which is not a Christian symbol of the Holy Spirit. This teaching, titled ‘Earthed in the Spirit’, identifies human beings, the created world and the ‘Spirit of God’ as equally interconnected, and the children are led to pray, “We belong to the earth and the earth belongs to us”; this is more reflective of a pantheistic than a Christian vision of God and creation.

8.  There is absence of clear Christian teaching on creation, but instead an approach which is more reflective of a ‘New Age’ spirituality.

 Alive-O teaches of the goodness of all creation and that God is creator, who sustains all creatures. However, Alive-O does not teach that God is outside of creation, pre-existed creation, and created everything out of nothing. A major theme in Alive-O is the ‘interconnectedness’ of the natural world, human beings, all other living creatures and God; but Alive-O does not clearly distinguish the difference between God and creation, and does not distinguish at all between human beings and the rest of material creation. Alive-O does not mention that God has an unseen creation (the human soul, angels, heaven). By omitting key elements of the Christian understanding of creation, Alive-O gives a presentation on creation which invites a pantheistic interpretation. 

9. Alive-O does not teach that God created a realm of pure spirits, called angels. While angels are mentioned and their creation is not denied, Alive-O’s treatment of angels, falling far short of the Church’s teaching, will hardly lead the children to believe in angels.

The Alive-O Teacher’s Books have brief mention of angels, at the Annunciation and at the birth of Jesus. Children love angels, yet there is no teaching for them on angels and only the briefest of mentions in the Pupil’s books. There is not a single illustration anywhere that the children could relate to as an angel; in the two illustrations of the Annunciation, there is no recognisable Angel Gabriel, only a star-spangled beam of light. 

There is no mention in either Teacher’s or Pupil’s books that the angels were created by God to be our servants and protectors, no mention of Guardian Angels, and the Prayer to the Guardian Angel (so loved by children) is omitted. Teacher’s Book 3 has the script of a Nativity Play in which angels make a brief derisory comic appearance, singing to the sheep, instead of to the Infant Jesus; the angels are dropped from Book 4’s Nativity Play and replaced by talking stars.

Alive-O has no mention that some of the angels, led by Satan, rebelled against God, fell from grace and seek to tempt human beings into sin. The Teacher’s Books advise against teaching the children about the ‘devil’ or hell.

10. Alive-O falls short of the Church’s teaching on the creation and the nature of the human person. There is absence of teaching on the Fall, Original Sin, and the need of the human race for redemption and a Saviour.

While Alive-O does teach that human beings are created by God, there is no teaching that we have a soul as well as a body, and that the soul is immortal and will be reunited with the body at the resurrection. There is little understanding of the human person as inherently spiritual, and that the desire for God is written in the human heart and cannot be satisfied by the merely material. Each Teacher’s Book has a section on the characteristics of children in the relevant age group, which is written in purely material terms, containing nothing spiritual, as if the children had no souls. In the promotional video for parents the vision of Alive-O is presented as essentially to facilitate the development of psychologically well-adjusted and confident people; a truly Christian catechetics programme should have a vision of inspiring the children to be saints.

Alive-O has no mention of our First Parents, Adam and Eve, or of the Fall, Original Sin, human tendency to sin, temptation, or salvation through Jesus Christ. There is reference to the goodness which is in each person, especially children, and sin is presented as our failing to live up to the goodness that is in us; however, there is no explanation as to why human beings do not always act in a perfectly good way. 

11. Alive-O has an inadequate presentation of Mary.

Alive-O’s treatment of Mary is consistent with its treatment of Jesus; she is presented as a very good mother of a ‘very, very special person’. Alive-O omits those things about Mary that distinguish her as mother of a son who is true God as well as true man, the saviour of the human race. Alive-O omits mention of Mary’s Immaculate Conception, her sinlessness, and her Assumption. Alive-O does not refer to Mary’s key role in our salvation through her freely given ‘Yes’ to be the mother of our Saviour. Alive-O does not mention that Jesus is conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit, does not describe Mary as ‘Mother of God’, only as ‘Mother of Jesus’. Mary’s and Elizabeth’s pregnancies feature prominently in the text and illustrations, and the lesson outlines invite teachers to discuss the pregnancies at length with the children, but Mary’s perpetual virginity is not mentioned. A double-page, attractive illustration of the Holy Family in one of the Pupil’s Books suggests that Mary had five daughters and a second son. 

The text of the Hail Mary is given to the children, but there is no explanation or development of the prayer. In the week that the second part of the Hail Mary is introduced, Alive-O omits any explanation of Mary’s title, ‘Mother of God’, instead giving the children a week’s teaching on Spring, featuring a dramatically illustrated mother-god-like figure ‘Mrs. Spring’, who brings growth and new life. 

12. Alive-O has an inadequate treatment of the Catholic Church. 

Alive-O makes a good start in introducing the children to the Church as a loving, caring community, particularly recognizing that many of the children will come from homes where there is little belief or practice of the Faith. The introduction to the church building is good, with the exception that the children are not taught the Real Presence of Jesus in the tabernacle. However, there are no teachings for the children on what the Catholic Church is. The children have to wait for over three years for Book 4 to give a picture of a priest, and they are not taught what a priest is or that he has any spiritual gifting more than that of a lay-person; for example, they are not taught that the priest at Mass does something essentially different to what their teacher does at a eucharistic-like prayer ritual in the classroom, or that the priest has any sacramental power from Christ to forgive sins in the Sacrament of Confession. 

The children are taught nothing at all about bishops or the Pope. Because the children are young it is too early to expect comprehensive teachings on the Church, but by 7/8 years of age they should have received simple foundational teaching which may be built on in later years. 

13. Alive-O has a deficient treatment of the Last Things (eschatology).

The children are still too young for extensive teaching on the Last Things, but they should at least receive simple correct information, which can form a foundation for a truly Catholic Christian understanding of eschatology. The feasts of All Saints and All Souls provide an ideal opportunity to introduce children to the Last Things in a simple way. The Church established the Feast of All Saints to celebrate all those who are now with God in Heaven, not just the canonized or recognized ‘saints’. On All Souls’ Day we remember and pray for the souls in purgatory, continuing to pray for them throughout the month of November. 

Alive-O avails each year of the opportunity provided by these two great Feasts, but regretfully provides teaching of very mixed value, which is more likely to confuse than provide a foundation for a true understanding of the Church’s vision of the Last Things. There are a couple of nice stories of saints, but much greater emphasis – in lesson time and illustrations - is given to stories of magic, a horse with human feelings, and talking flowers. Explaining the distinct purpose of each of the Feasts would teach the children a lot about the Last Things. Alive-O does not distinguish between the two Feasts; All Souls’ Day is barely mentioned and All Saints is given characteristics of both feasts. The children are taught to remember on All Saints Day all who have died, and pray for them that they will be at peace. However, as the children are taught nothing of Purgatory, and are told that all those who have died are at peace with God in heaven no matter what, they are bound to conclude, sooner or later, that they do not have a logical reason why they should pray for the dead.  

In its instructions to teachers, Alive-O states that teaching is being intentionally withheld from the children on heaven, hell, mortal sin and the devil. Alive-O also says the children may have picked up wrong ideas about these matters from other sources, which actually is a good reason for giving them correct teaching, rather than withholding information. Alive-O suggests the teachers might answer children’s questions on the Last Things; however, the information provided for the teachers falls short of the Church’s teaching on eschatology, as a result, Alive-O does not equip the teachers well to guide the children. 

C. SACRAMENTS, LITURGY 

14.There is generally an inadequate presentation of the Liturgy and Sacraments, especially:  the nature of the sacraments; the sacramental role of the ordained priest; the Lord’s Day and the liturgical seasons of the year. 

The Alive-O programme prepares the children for the sacraments of Confession and Eucharist, which some receive in First Class (Book 3), others in Second Class (Book 4). There is teaching on the sacrament of Baptism, which comes after receiving Confession and Eucharist. The teaching on Baptism should come first, because it is not possible to properly understand the Church’s teaching on Confession and Eucharist without first understanding the meaning of Baptism. The children receive no teaching on what a sacrament is, that there is a grace particular to each sacrament, that there are Seven Sacraments or what those sacraments are. There is neither reference to Holy Orders, nor that the priest has any special sacramental grace and power, different to themselves, their teachers or parents. Even in relation to sacramentals the priest is not recognized to have a role; in a number of the prayer times in the classroom there are instructions to use Holy Water, but a priest is not needed because the teacher and children bless the ‘Holy Water’ themselves.

Alive-O has no teaching for the children on the Christian significance of Sunday, the Lord’s Day, as taught by the Church; the children are actually taught the opposite in an Alive-O written song, which says Sunday is just like Saturday when they ‘play all day’. 

Alive-O does bring the seasons of the liturgical year into the teachings, which is excellent – in principle. However, Alive-O does not convey the essential Christian significance of the seasons, as taught by the Church. Reference has already been made in Item 13 above to the inadequate treatment of November, the season of prayer for the Holy Souls in purgatory. Advent is treated simply as a time of waiting for Christmas (like waiting for the holidays to come) – no mention of a special time of prayer and penance, no mention that Jesus fulfilled God’s promises to Israel to send a Messiah/Saviour, no mention of Jesus’ second coming in glory. The Church teaches that Lent is primarily a time of prayer, fasting and charitable actions, in preparation for the great feast of Easter; Alive-O teaches the children that Lent is simply a time for withdrawal from busyness. Easter is treated by Alive-O very much as a Spring festival, celebrating new life and growth.

15. Alive-O’s differs significantly from the Church on the meaning of the sacrament of Baptism. 

Alive-O departs significantly from Christian teaching by treating Baptism like a human ceremony of enrollment in a body of people (the Church), stating that the symbolism of water is solely that of growth, while omitting all the symbolic meanings given by the Church. Omitted is the sovereign grace of God, which cleanses from all sin, especially Original Sin, and makes us a new creature in Christ, thereby incorporating us into the Body of Christ, the Church. Alive-O’s unsatisfactory treatment of Baptism is consistent with not recognising Original Sin (see 10 above) or Jesus as our Saviour (see 6 above), and an incomplete understanding of the Church (see 12 above).

16. The treatment of the Sacrament of Confession is seriously defective and deficient. (See also Item 18 below, which analyses Alive-O’s favouring of secular moral theories in preference to the Christian vision of morality). 

Alive-O differs significantly from Church teaching on the Sacrament of Confession, which follows from Alive-O’s non-recognition of Original Sin and favouring of secular/humanist theories of moral development in preference to the Christian vision.

In preparing the children for the Sacrament of Confession teachers are instructed that the commandments of God should not be even mentioned, let alone taught, and that God should not be used in helping the children to be good. Alive-O teaches the children that it is wrong not to act in a loving way or fail to live up to the goodness that is in them. As they have been told that children are the ‘greatest’, superior to adults, and they have been taught nothing of temptation or inherent moral weakness due to Original Sin, the children have been given no reason to think they could be capable of sin. To help the children understand that some actions are ‘not loving’ Alive-O does give some examples, mainly wrong behaviour to other children. There are some odd examples in the list of sins, including ‘not being bothered’, which is not necessarily a sin at all, and negative feelings, which are definitely not in themselves sins. The children are not taught of any sin against God (e.g. taking God’s name in vain, missing Mass on Sunday), nor are they taught to honour and obey their parents. 

For examination of conscience the children are not taught to consider their own behaviour in the light of God’s commandments; rather they are led to meditate in a prayer corner of the classroom, comprising a circle of stones, going deep into their own inner goodness, in effect being their own moral arbiters of what is right and wrong.

The parable of the Lost Sheep is presented to the children (Luke 15:3-7), but it is ‘adapted’ in such a way as to completely change its meaning. Alive-O omits verse 7, in which Jesus explains that the lost sheep is a repentant sinner, and then tells the story so that the lost sheep, far from expressing any repentance, actually blames the other 99 virtuous sheep for going away and leaving it alone; after which the 99 virtuous sheep repent. The Samaritan woman at the well is another Scriptural example of a repentant sinner; Alive-O includes an ‘adapted’ version of the story, which changes the meaning – the woman’s sin and repentance are omitted, and Jesus is presented as a ‘diviner’! 

The children are taught that God always forgives and the impression is given that in the sacrament they simply celebrate the fact that God has already forgiven them. The children are not taught of the obligation to confess mortal sins – indeed, they are not even taught of the existence of mortal (serious) sin or minor (venial) sin. There is neither teaching on the particular grace of the sacrament, nor that the priest has any particular gift to forgive sins in the name of God. There is no teaching on the secrecy of confession. The children are not taught about the desirability of regular Confession, or anything at all about subsequent confessions, only First Confession - the children are actually given no logical reason for ever coming to Confession again: God will forgive them anyway, the priest has no special power of forgiveness, and there is no special grace particular to the sacrament. 

17. Alive-O does not teach the children that the Mass is Christ’s redeeming sacrifice on the cross, not just a celebration meal, does not teach clearly the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist, does not teach the unique role of the priest in the Eucharist by virtue of his ordination. 

Alive-O teaches that Christ becomes present in the bread and wine at Mass, but the emphasis is put on the words of Jesus, “Do this in remembrance of me”, giving the impression that Jesus in some way becomes present in the bread when the congregation gather together to commemorate him. In the main part of the lesson plans in Teachers’ Books 3 & 4, which prepare children for First Communion, no significance is attached to the words, “This is my body; this is my blood” (though Book 4 does add that Jesus becomes present when the priest speaks the words, “This is my body; this is my blood”, but this is ‘buried’ in the optional ‘Chatting’ section, which consists of discussion-starter questions). There is neither mention that only an ordained priest can preside at the Mass, nor that it is only through the sacramental power of Holy Orders that the priest can make Christ truly present on the altar, nor that the priest stands in the person of Christ.

Alive-O does not teach the children that the Mass is a sacrifice, a re-enactment of Christ’s saving sacrifice on the cross. The much repeated teaching is that Mass is a banquet, a shared meal. Teachers are instructed to lead the children in a number of quasi-Eucharistic rituals in the classroom; the teacher assumes a priest-like role, takes unleavened bread and prays over it, lifts it up in a gesture of offertory, then shares it out with the children who make some of the responses from the Mass and pray that the bread will bless them, body and soul. Alive-O claims that these rituals will prepare the children to understand the Eucharist; there is little doubt that they will prepare the children for Alive-O’s unsatisfactory teaching, which omits the sacrificial reality of the Mass and the special sacramental role of the priest and also confuses the Real Presence. These classroom imitations of the Mass could only serve to undermine the true understanding of the Eucharist, Mass and priest. 

The children are not taught they should be in a state of grace before receiving Communion; indeed they are not taught that there is such a thing as a ‘state of grace’. They are taught neither the Church’s fasting rules nor any other expression of respect for the Eucharist.

D. LIFE IN CHRIST / MORALITY

18. Alive-O follows atheistic theories of moral development, in preference to the Christian vision for the moral life.

In its instructions for teachers Alive-O commends the moral development theories of American secular psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg. Alive-O’s approach to morality actually follows Kohlberg’s theories very closely, in spite of the fact that the theories are inherently atheistic and are substantially at variance with a Christian understanding of morality. Also, Kohlberg’s theories have been severely criticized by other secular psychologists on many grounds, including flawed methodology, unclear and arbitrary structure, and lack of supporting evidence. 

Kohlberg claimed that moral development, progressing through six stages, depends on intellectual, emotional and psychological development, independent of religious belief or lack of it. However, the theory actually discriminates against religious faith, because a Christian approach, which gives primacy to God’s law, could achieve no higher than Stage 4, while an atheistic approach of a self-chosen morality could progress up to Stage 6, Kohlberg’s highest level of moral reasoning. 

Alive-O attempts in two ways to reconcile Kohlberg’s atheistic moral system with a Catholic vision of morality. Firstly, by omitting anything in the Catholic approach which is clearly incompatible with Kohlberg’s theory. Secondly, by including some Catholic elements, which could give an impression that Alive-O’s moral approach is actually faithful to the Church’s teaching. The incompatibility of Catholic and Kohlbergian morality, added to the inherent inconsistencies in Kohlberg’s theories, results in Alive-O presenting a moral approach, which is illogical, confusing, and significantly different to the teaching of the Church. 

Alive-O omits the Fall and the redemption of the human race by the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. Alive-O does not recognize original sin, evil spirits, or temptation; there is no hint of the struggle going on in the world and within each human heart. There is no mention of virtue (human or theological), vice, or deadly sins. Sin is not well defined, and no distinction is made between serious (mortal) and venial sin; the spiritual and eternal consequences of sin are not mentioned. There is no mention of the moral laws of God, natural or revealed, or of the moral authority and Precepts of the Church.

Grace is recognized as the help given by God to live as Jesus wants, but grace is treated as something that is just there all the time for everyone. There is no teaching on sanctifying and actual grace, the grace of redemption, the special grace of the sacrament of Confession, or any other special grace. 

Conscience is not properly defined, but is mentioned briefly as “Something Inside”, a self-discussion in the mind over possible actions and consequences, not an internal voice guiding us to do right and avoid wrong. There is no teaching on what is necessary for the formation of a correct conscience. For examination of conscience the children are not taught to consider their own behaviour in the light of God’s commandments; rather they are led to meditate in a circle of stones, reflecting on their own inner goodness.

Christian morality focuses on God and his goodness. Alive-O focuses the children primarily on their own inner goodness, but does not teach them God’s law or their own inherent moral weakness due to Original Sin. Alive-O even teaches the children (erroneously) that they are the “greatest”, superior to adults, so they are therefore given no reason to think they could be capable of sin.

19. Alive-O sets aside the moral law and Commandments, which are gifted to us by God for our guidance. Instead Alive-O facilitates the children to choose their own moral principles. 
The Church teaches that the moral law is a gift of God for our guidance, to help us live the life of Christ. If this is true for mature adults, then it is even more true for children. Alive-O however withholds the moral law from the children, advising teachers that the commandments of God should not be even mentioned, let alone taught; Alive-O’s approach therefore prefers the Kohlberg theory that following any outside law, such as a religious law, is an inferior type of moral reasoning.  

Alive-O teaches the children that it is wrong not to act in a loving way or fail to live up to their truest selves, the goodness that Jesus sees in them. This is not clear or easy moral guidance for the children. It is hard enough for an adult to decide if he is living up fully to his potential goodness; it is much more difficult for a young child to do so, particularly without the guidance of moral rules, laws, or external authority. 

The practical situation in a school classroom highlights the lack of logic in Kohlberg’s rejection of moral laws and external authority. To avoid classroom chaos the teacher needs respect and authority, and there needs to be school rules of behaviour. Alive-O favours classroom rules, and teaches children to obey and respect the teacher. 

In relation to Commandments 1-3, Alive-O does teach the children to love, praise and thank God. However, there is no teaching at all on any sins against God. The children are taught that Sunday is just like Saturday, when they “play all day”. The 1st Commandment forbids all forms of superstition, magic, sorcery, divination and fortune-telling, pointing out that all these practices are based on the occult. Sadly, children today are bombarded with this kind of material; children’s programmes on TV, video, DVD and cinema feature magic, sorcery, evil spirits, and para-normal forces; there are ads for psychics, tarot readings, horoscopes, and fortune-telling. Children need protection from these influences, which can seriously harm their faith.

Alive-O, however, has no teaching that magic and superstition are wrong and sinful. On the contrary, the children are given a number of stories showing magic in a favourable light:  4/5 year olds in Junior Infants are introduced to their first Halloween with a story featuring a magic cat; a story about a wicked witch-like fairy and a Magic Loaf is supposed to prepare the children to understand the Eucharist; some of the accounts of saints feature dubious legendary events which resemble magic.. These stories can only confuse children about what is genuinely spiritual, what is dangerous superstition, and what is merely fanciful.

Alive-O does not teach the children to honour and obey parents, and in some ways actually undermines the respect children should have for their parents (see Item 26 below).

In the absence of any moral commandments in relation to love of neighbour, (Commandments 5-10) Alive-O uses stories to try and teach the children that some behaviours are wrong and others are good. However, the approach (again reflecting Kohlberg’s moral theories) has a number of unsatisfactory aspects from a Christian perspective on morality as follows:  

· There is no objective right or wrong in the stories, just discussions of consequences and feelings, from which the children can draw their own conclusions. 

· The stories are not about real people, but about “little Beings” – plasticene objects that the children make and imbue with human personality

· The stories are rather simplistic, very feelings-based and all have ‘happy endings’; the children’s real life experience could easily be very different, from which they are likely to draw different moral conclusions.

· Some of the stories present negative feelings as sins; however, feelings in themselves are not sinful and this could lead the children into false guilt.

E. PRAYER

20. Alive-O’s treatment of prayer attempts to combine Catholic prayer with prayer based on own spirituality.

Alive-O includes education in prayer as an integral part of the programme; the Teachers’ Books contain instructions for teachers in prayer, and the lesson plans for the children provide for daily prayer sessions - this is excellent, in principle. However, Alive-O diverges widely from the Church on profession of faith and sacraments, so it is not surprising to find that Alive-O prayer differs significantly from the Church’s teaching on prayer. 

The fundamental difference between Alive-O and the Church relates to the nature of God and Jesus Christ. The Church teaches that God is Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – and that Jesus is God the Son, our Saviour and Redeemer, true God and true Man. God is infinite goodness and love, and is transcendent (outside of, immeasurably greater than, and pre-existing creation), as well as immanent (indwelling in creation). Authentic Christian prayer is Trinitarian and Christ-centred. 

Alive-O presents a different ‘Trinity’ to that taught by the Church. While Alive-O also teaches that God is good, loving and caring, God is presented as being like a mother and like a father. Jesus is a very, very special man, who more than anyone else shows God’s love for us. The Holy Spirit is not presented as a distinct Divine Person, but as the ‘Spirit of God’ – a continuous helping presence of God in human beings and all of creation – while God lacks transcendent qualities outside of creation. 

Most prayer in the programme is written by Alive-O, reinforcing its own spirituality relating to God, Jesus, and creation. However, Alive-O also includes many aspects of the Church’s prayer – the great formal prayers, Scripture, prayers from the Mass, sacraments, prayer forms and expressions. Alive-O’s approach to prayer is therefore thoroughly syncretist – that is, attempting to combine different spiritualities which have some elements in common, but which are fundamentally incompatible. The presence of many expressions of Catholic prayer could give the impression that Alive-O prayer is in fact authentically Catholic, but a detailed analysis shows that Alive-O’s own spirituality is the dominant factor in the programme’s prayer.

Alive-O makes frequent use of many great formal prayers (Sign of Cross, Glory Be, Our Father, Hail Mary, etc), but the children are never taught the meaning, so the prayers are of limited value. In the instructions on prayer for teachers and in the ‘Notes for Parents’, the formal prayers are subtly disparaged, while generous praise is given to the Alive-O written prayers and to the children’s own spontaneous prayers. The instructions on prayer for teachers resemble CCC teachings on prayer, but key omissions and the selective use of CCC quotations reveal significant differences from CCC teaching on prayer. 

Alive-O prayer focuses primarily on self, then on other people and material creation, and finally on God, who is recognized as present in one’s self and in all creation. In Alive-O prayer God is very much bounded by the visible world; the prayers of thanks, praise, petition and intercession relate to material creation (human beings - people at school, family, friends - food, holidays, seasons of the year, plants, animals, water, light, etc.), rather than spiritual matters, outside of material creation. Alive-O states that the children’s prayer should relate to their own experience, but Alive-O’s instructions to teachers on ‘Characteristics of Children’ do not acknowledge that children have spiritual capabilities. 

The Blessed Trinity is not affirmed in Alive-O prayer. While not overtly rejecting the identity of God the Father, Alive-O blurs and confuses the image of Father, through usually referring simply to “God”, avoiding applying a male personal pronoun to God, and leading the children, every three weeks on average, to pray to a God who is like a mother and a father. Jesus has a limited role in Alive-O prayer, and that as a very special person who tells us of God’s love; the children are lead to actually pray to Jesus in less than 2 percent of prayer sessions. 

The Holy Spirit sometimes features in Alive-O prayer as the “Spirit of God”. In a week devoted to the Holy Spirit, titled “Earthed in the Spirit”, the prayer sessions resemble New Age rituals – the children perform circular dance routines singing “Round and round the Earth”, the theme is the “connectedness” of all creation through the spirit of God in the earth, the prayer symbols are a candle with bowls of clay and water, the children pray “We belong to the earth and the earth belongs to us”, and the accompanying illustration in the children’s book is a spider in her web. 

Prayer to Mary and the saints occurs in just under 5 percent of daily prayer sessions, which is quite a limited role, though more than twice as often as prayer to Jesus. The lessons include the joyful and sorrowful mysteries of the Rosary, and the Hail Mary is used, but never explained to the children. In the prayers written by Alive-O Mary is not described as ‘Mother of God’, but usually ‘mother of Jesus’, and she is presented as a special mother of a very special person. There is prayer to Saints Brigid, Gobnait, and Patrick (with brief accounts of each saint, but Alive-O manages to tell the story of St Patrick, twice, without mentioning Christianity!). 
The Church encourages the use of Christian symbols as aids to prayer.  Alive-O always recommends to teachers to use symbols at prayer-times, but nothing specifically Christian for about 90 percent of sessions. The Church makes extensive use of candles, but always in association with an appropriate symbol – such as, a crucifix, picture, icon, or statue. For all prayer sessions Alive-O recommends lighting a single candle, and focuses prayer on the lighted candle itself. For about 20 percent of prayer sessions additional symbols, which are not specifically Christian, are recommended – such as, joss-sticks, food, flowers, leaves, soil, water, stones, eggs, seeds, egg-timer, rain-gauge, and “little Beings” (see below).  

For only about 10 percent of prayer sessions does Alive-O recommend use of Christian symbols  – such as, Christmas crib, Bible, May altar; (an Advent wreath is mentioned as second choice to a single candle during two Advents, but the significance of the wreath is not taught). Only once in four years (650 prayer sessions) is a crucifix recommended, but never any other picture, icon, statue or symbol of Jesus or the Trinity. 

The use of “little Beings” as prayer symbols is particularly problematic. These ‘Beings’ are made by the children from plasticene and can be whatever the children choose – animals, humans, cartoon characters, spirits, anything. Given the range of TV and video viewing to which children are exposed today, there is a danger that children could make some very sinister ‘Beings’. After making the ‘Being’ the children are instructed to give it whatever life and personality they choose to imagine – the children are told that, like God, they too are creators. For 14 prayer sessions the children are instructed to pray in front of their “little Beings”, even hold the “little Being” in their hand as they pray, and sometimes bring the “little Being” into their meditation prayer (see more below). 

Thirteen of the prayer sessions consist of quasi-Eucharistic shared meal rituals, presided over by the teacher, at which prayers from the Mass are said, food is offered up to God with prayer for a blessing on body and soul, and then consumed Eucharist-style. Alive-O claims these sessions will help the children understand the Eucharist, but Alive-O does not teach that Mass is anything more than a shared meal, and does not give unequivocal Catholic teaching on the Real Presence. The children are not taught that there is any essential difference between their meal rituals in the classroom presided over by the teacher, and Mass celebrated by a priest. (Nothing at all is taught on the special role of the ordained priest).  

Several prayer sessions call for the use of “Holy Water”, but a priest is not needed, because the children bless the ‘Holy Water’ themselves. There are other prayer sessions where the children bless each other with the Sign of the Cross, using special oils or their own ‘Holy Water’, or bless each other with imposition of hands – these sessions bear resemblances to Baptism and Confirmation. These various para-sacramental prayer rituals could undermine Catholic teaching on the special nature of Sacrament and Priesthood.  

The Church stresses the importance of the family for children’s growth in prayer. Each of the Alive-O pupil’s books has a “Note to Parents” inside the front cover, in which the great prayers of the Church are subtly disparaged in comparison with “simple prayers in a language which children can easily understand”, i.e. Alive-O-written prayers. Parents are not asked to teach the prayers to their children. In Pupil’s Books 2-4 there are short prayers in small print at the sides of most pages, apparently intended for parents, but not referred to in the “Note to Parents”. Once per term parents are invited to a classroom prayer session, which is carefully planned and scripted in the Teacher’s Book, tending to contain more elements of Catholic prayer than the children’s own sessions, but also introducing parents to Alive-O’s particular spirituality. 

The CCC recommends meditation as an expression of Christian prayer, teaching that meditation should be primarily Christ-centred - a quest to know, love and follow Jesus more closely. Meditation features prominently in Alive-O, on average once weekly starting early in Junior Infants (4/5 year-olds), but Alive-O’s approach to meditation gives rise to several concerns. Alive-O teaches a meditation technique which is primarily self-centred (a similar technique is used in the secular Relationships and Sexuality Education Programme). Teachers are instructed to lead the children to relax, close their eyes, be quiet, and go into a dark inner private world where they are alone, and can imagine anything they want. While in this deep meditative state the children are lead to reflect on themselves, on other people, on the natural world, and sometimes to pray, generally to a God who is like mother and father. Sometimes the children are lead to imagine themselves as other beings – animals, seeds, eggs, plants. Alive-O meditation is not Christ-centred; in the first two years Jesus does not come into the meditations at all. In the second two years Jesus is sometimes invited by the children into their own inner private space to talk to on their own terms, but the children are not lead to relate to Jesus in meditation as their God and Saviour. 

The place of “little Beings” in Alive-O meditation is particularly disturbing. During 14 prayer sessions the children are instructed to pray in front of their ‘little Beings’. Then during meditation the children invite their ‘little Being’ into their private, dark inner space where nobody knows what they are thinking, talk to the ‘little Being’ and listen to what it has to say to them, while in a state of detached mental consciousness. Considering that no restriction is placed on what ‘little Being’ a child can make (the little Being’s personality is all in the child’s imagination, so the teacher would not necessarily be aware of it), and considering that Alive-O mostly follows a non-Christian practice of prayer to a mother/father god, very young children could be rendered vulnerable to unknown spiritual forces, with possibilities for spiritual and psychological harm.

21. Alive-O fails to teach the meaning of the great formal prayers of the Church, in particular, the Our Father, which is the fundamental Christian prayer.

The Alive-O pupil’s books include the Lord’s Prayer and several other great Catholic Christian prayers, and these prayers are used in the children’s daily prayer-times. However, Alive-O does not explain the meaning of these prayers for teachers or children.  Also in the instructions for parents and teachers Alive-O subtly disparages the Church’s great prayers, calling them “prayer formulas”, and implying they are too difficult for the children to understand, even inferring that they are not biblical!

The Church encourages that the great prayers should be memorized, learned by heart. Alive-O does not ask parents to help children memorise any prayers. Only two prayers are recommended to teachers for the children to learn by heart. The first one is a ‘litany of Jesus’, written by Alive-O, which presents Jesus as a very special man, but no more – not God the Son, not Saviour/Redeemer, not Christ the King. The second is a poem based on Psalm 23, which greatly reduces the Psalm to fit Alive-O’s image of God – gentle, loving, caring, but without transcendent qualities; this typifies the way Alive-O treats Scripture like ‘spiritual plasticene’ that may be re-shaped at will.  

Alive-O prayer is compared below with the Lord’s Prayer, the model for all Christian prayer:

Our Father: Alive-O’s approach of confusing the identity of God the Father (repeatedly praying to a God who is like a mother and father) undermines the model for Christian prayer given by Jesus, who always addressed his prayers to the Father, never to a ‘Mother’. 

Who art in heaven: Alive-O prays to a very earth-bound God, intimately identified with creation, rather than to a God who is also transcendent and outside of creation.

Hallowed be thy name: Alive-O prayer does include praise of God.

Thy kingdom come: Alive-O prayer only expresses concern with betterment of this present material world through the love of God, omitting the sense that God’s kingdom will only come fully in heaven, to which we have access through the redeeming death of Jesus Christ. Alive-O never features God or Jesus as ‘King’. 

Thy will be done ….: Alive-O does not teach the children to follow the will of God, rather they decide themselves in living up to their own inner goodness. 

Give us this day our daily bread: Alive-O expands this petition to include buns, cake, and toast, but does not teach that it covers all our needs, both spiritual and material. 

And forgive us our trespasses ………: The children are taught to forgive others, but not that God’s forgiveness is conditional on our forgiving others. 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: Alive-O does not recognize the existence of temptation or the Evil One, Satan, and the fallen angels. (Alive-O’s vagueness on the existence of God’s unseen creation could explain the surprising omission of the Prayer to the Angel Guardian, so much loved by children).

F.  PEDAGOGY & METHODOLOGY

22. The Church proposes only one ‘pedagogy’ (teaching strategy), involving the transmission of the Gospel, the faithful handing on of the Deposit of Faith. Alive-O’s pedagogy focuses on human experience and is predominantly ‘horizontal’, ie emphasizing the secular to the neglect of the spiritual. 

Alive-O over-emphasises the human and the secular, with insufficient emphasis on God’s initiative in the world. A high proportion of lesson time is given to purely secular matters, and only secondarily is God brought into the picture, rather than putting God first. Alive-O majors on the theme of “connectedness” of material things, plants, animals, human beings and God; there is no mention that human beings, unlike animals, have an immortal soul; many stories and illustrations feature animals, plants and inanimate objects with human personality; angels are replaced by talking stars.  

The Church teaches that catechesis is integral to her mission of evangelisation. However, Alive-O makes no mention of evangelization. Alive-O does foster a sense of ‘mission’ in the children, but this is expressed solely in humanitarian terms, helping those who are materially poor, without any sense of spreading the Christian faith. 

Alive-O uncritically endorses the Department of Education’s Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) Programme. This ‘RSE’ programme actually teaches a kind of secular religion, is significantly at variance with the Church’s guidelines on sex education (as clearly set out in the Pontifical Council for the Family’s excellent booklet The Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality), and therefore constitutes a danger to the children’s Christian faith and morals.
If ‘feminism’ is defined as commitment to the rights, equality, and dignity of women, then Christianity is ‘feminist’. However, some secular or New Age ‘feminisms’ contain concepts which are contrary to Christianity, but Alive-O sometimes gives such concepts precedence over Scripture, Tradition, and the Church’s Magisterium. Children are presented with dramatically illustrated stories involving goddess-like figures who are also, pantheistic-fashion, part of material creation: “Nite-Lite” (a little girl blended into a candle) is the source of light for the world, “Mrs. Spring” is the source of growth and life, while the “Old Snowoman” brings the winter snows. 

Some secular ‘feminisms’ maintain that masculine and feminine are merely socially constructed gender roles, so men and women are essentially interchangeable. Alive-O follows this trend by presenting a number of stories in which males act in traditional female ways, to the point of contradicting Scripture by describing Joseph, not Mary, wrapping the infant Jesus in swaddling clothes and laying him in the manger, while Mary, not Joseph, names the baby ‘Jesus’. In Alive-O Video4’s Passion Play, the central character of Jesus is taken from the boys and given to a girl, while in return a boy plays the minor role of the woman ‘Veronica’. 

Each Teachers’ Book instructs teachers on the characteristics of children in the appropriate age group, but refers only to human and psychological aspects, with no recognition of the spiritual capacities of children. Frequently, the teachers are advised against teaching the children basic Catholic Christian truths, because the children are too young; however, Alive-O has no difficulty presenting the children with quite complex concepts that are secular. 

23. Alive-O’s teaching methodologies are comprehensive, attractive and imaginative, with the capacity to create a powerful learning environment to form teachers and children in Alive-O’s own spirituality.  

The Church does not recommend one particular methodology for catechesis, but rather encourages a diversity of methodologies. Alive-O utilizes a wide range of methodologies which are attractively presented, so it is understandable that many teachers, parents, priests, and others like the programme. However, as the content and pedagogy of Alive-O are significantly at variance with Church teaching, the attractiveness of the methodology is paradoxically a weakness, not a strength; if Alive-O were unattractive it would be less of a danger to the faith of teachers and children.

Alive-O methodology provides substantial resources for teachers. For each year there is a large (520 pages for Book 4) Teacher’s book, with extensive Alive-O information just for the teachers, and comprehensive daily lesson plans with detailed instructions and wording for prayer-times, rituals, plays, discussions, games, activities, poems, songs and stories. The Teacher’s Books probably err on the side of providing too much information for teachers, more than they can use in the class time available. As additional teaching resources, there are videos for classroom use, audio-tapes, workbooks and work-sheets.

The great majority of the songs, hymns, stories, poems, illustration, rituals, prayers, games, activities, and lesson materials are specially written for Alive-O, in harmony with its particular approach. This surrounds and immerses the children in a total Alive-O environment, which differs significantly from what they will encounter in their local parish or at home. In the various materials the programme is heavily ‘branded’ as “ALIVE-O”, not as something Catholic or Christian. Therefore, it is probable that the Programme will, if followed closely, succeed in forming children in Alive-O’s spirituality.  

Alive-O methodology is well suited to its own spirituality, but relative to the Church there are concerns about many songs, stories and pictures. There are some 130 songs, mostly specially written for Alive-O; less than a dozen come from the huge selection of traditional and contemporary music used in our churches. There are about 150 stories, most specially written for Alive-O, many of which are very odd; about half the stories do not appear to have any connection with Christian RE, while those based on Scripture often contain inaccuracies and confusions. Several of the stories deal with magic, thereby opening the children to superstition and the occult. 

Alive-O Pupil’s books are lavishly illustrated with attractive full-colour cartoon-type drawings, all created specially for Alive-O. Cartoons can be effective in teaching children, but an undiluted diet of cartoons can stunt the children’s imagination and discourage a sense of reverence for the sacred; even very young children benefit greatly if introduced to examples from the extraordinarily rich treasury of Christian art. A New Age flavour is given by the many pictures of animals, plants and inanimate objects endowed with human-like qualities. Conspicuous by their absence are illustrations of the Trinity, God the Father, God the Holy Spirit, the Risen Jesus (only the empty tomb), angels (not one, even though children love angels), the Pope, bishops, the Garden of Eden, Adam & Eve, and very many other basics of the Faith.

24. Alive-O has inadequate memorisation of the key elements of Christian faith and absence of assessment of pupil learning.

The Church teaches that catechesis forms part of the “memory” of the Church which vividly maintains the presence of the Lord Jesus among us. Use of memory, therefore, has been an essential aspect of the pedagogy of the faith since the beginning of Christianity. Particular attention should be given to memorizing the creeds, key texts of the Bible and the Church’s liturgy, and the great prayers of the Christian tradition – Apostles’ Creed, Our Father, Hail Mary, etc. The blossoms of faith and piety do not grow in the desert places of a memoryless catechesis. Texts that are memorised must at the same time be taken in and gradually understood in depth, in order to become a source of Christian life.  (CT 55)

Good educators know the vital role played by memorisation in learning any topic; religious education should be no exception. Alive-O is weak on memorisation of the fundamentals of Christian life. Pupils are given many of the formal prayers of the Church, but no explanation is given; the only prayers that children are required to learn by heart are two Alive-O written prayers, both of which are deficient in fundamentals of the faith. Alive-O Pupils’ Books 3 and 4 contain 20 questions with short answers to be memorized over two years (well below the children’s mental capacity), which give an inadequate summary of the Christian faith for children of their ages. However, what the children will remember best are the songs, pictures, stories, activities, and videos, which mostly reflect Alive-O spirituality.

Learning assessment is an important educational principle, which is extensively used in secular subjects, and in good catechetics series from other countries. Learning assessment provides feedback to teachers and others on the effectiveness of the programme. The instruments for learning assessment also show clearly what results are being aimed at. In Alive-O there is no provision for teachers to test what the children have learned, therefore, there is no objective way of knowing what the pupils are learning or failing to learn. There is also no provision in the programme for inviting in parish clergy to talk to the children, and ask questions, so that clergy can assess what the children have learned.
25. There is imbalance in the respective roles of home, school and parish. The design of the Alive-O programme gives almost total control to the school, with only a minimal role for the parish, while parents are actually undermined. 

The Church teaches that catechesis is essentially a task of the entire Christian community; family, parish, Catholic schools, Christian associations and movements, basic ecclesial communities. Parents are the primary educators of their children in the faith; the family is defined as a “domestic Church”, in which the role of grandparents is of growing importance. The parish is the most important place in which the Christian community is formed and expressed, while teaching the Faith is the primary task of every priest. Particularly important for children’s catechesis are pre-sacramental meetings for Baptism, First Confession and Holy Communion, Confirmation. The Catholic school is a most important place for human and Christian formation, orienting the whole of human culture to the message of salvation.

Alive-O Pupil’s Books are very low on content; typically one page in the Pupil’s book with an illustration and a few lines of text corresponds to a whole week, with five detailed daily lessons covering ten pages of the Teacher’s book. Pupil’s Book 4 introduces more text, but it consists mainly in 160 questions with no answers. Parents and parish clergy are only likely to see the Pupils Books and perhaps some worksheets; they are unlikely to see, or even be aware of the existence of, the Teacher’s Books. Therefore, parents and clergy will have very little idea of what the Alive-O programme is really about. This means that the design of the Alive-O programme gives almost total control to the school, while marginalizing home and parish.

Alive-O seeks to win parental approval for the programme. There is an attractive video for parents, which does a good selling job and also introduces parents to Alive-O philosophy and spirituality. Children are likely to respond positively to many of Alive-O’s attractive methodologies, and this will win over many parents. The programme provides for well planned and scripted sessions once per term where parents are invited in to the classroom and introduced to Alive-O spirituality. 

At the same time Alive-O undermines the position of parents. God commands,  “Honour your father and mother”, and promises abundant blessings to those who do so, but Alive-O does not teach the children to honour and obey their parents. Several times Alive-O inverts Jesus’ words to teach children superiority over adults, including their parents, reinforced in the song - We are the Greatest! In another Alive-O song (At Home - In School), the children sing they can do what they like at home and keep the place in a mess, but at school they have to keep the classroom tidy and do whatever the teacher tells them!

Alive-O’s promotional video for parents is very negative on authority in general, saying that children cannot be expected to obey, because in today’s world, people have to create their own lives, and need self-confidence, not obedience. Parental authority is described negatively, as parents wanting to dominate and control their children. Completely absent is the Christian view of parental authority, which sees the parents under God’s authority, taking responsibility in love to teach their children about God and to guide, encourage, and admonish them to live in His ways. 

Alive-O violates the privacy of the children and their families. Several times in the discussion sessions the teachers are instructed to ask the children detailed intimate questions about what goes on in their homes and families, to be shared before all their classmates. Education and formation of young children in sexuality is best handled by parents in the home; Alive-O endorses the state’s RSE programme which usurps this prerogative from parents and locates it unwisely in the classroom. 

V. CONCLUSION

It appears that the shortcomings identified above are not so much uniquely created by Alive-O but are largely a reproduction of the catechetical problems that have troubled the universal Church in modern times. The deficiencies found in Alive-O Books 1-4 strongly resemble: 

· defects found by Pope Paul’s commission of cardinals in the 1966 ‘Dutch Catechism’ (a catechism which has had significant international influence)

· problems in exegesis and theology noted in Paul VI’s Apostolic Exhortation, 1967

· defects in catechetical texts noted in John Paul II’s Apostolic Exhortation, Catechesi Tradendae, in 1979

· common deficiencies in catechisms found by a US bishops committee in 1997

· catechetical problems identified by the General Directory for Catechesis, 1997

A New Catechism: Catholic Faith for Adults, popularly known as the “Dutch Catechism”, was published in 1966, supposedly inspired by the Second Vatican Council. The Dutch Catechism was to prove hugely influential on catechetics throughout the Catholic Church. Due to disquiet with the Dutch Catechism, Pope Paul ordered it to be examined by a commission of cardinals, which prescribed corrections in the way the catechism treated ten doctrinal points, summarised as follows: 

1.  God’s creation of each human soul and of angels. 

2.  The Fall of the human race in Adam and Original Sin.  

3.  Perpetual virginity of Mary, Mother of the Incarnate Word. 

4.  Redemption from sin through Christ’s death. 

5.  The sacrifice of the Cross perpetuated as the sacrifice of the Mass. 

6.  The Real Presence in the Eucharist through transubstantiation. 

7.  Infallible truth of Church’s teaching of revealed doctrines of faith. 

8.  The special character of the ministerial priesthood; authority of pope and bishops to teach and rule. 

9.  God to be worshipped as Trinity in unity, awaiting Second Coming & resurrection. 

10.  Moral teachings of Church are binding on the faithful in all circumstances.

In his1967 announcement of a “Year of Faith” Pope Paul VI listed those things which he saw as principal dangers to the faith, including: 

“new opinions in exegesis and theology, often borrowed from bold but blind secular philosophies, that have in places found a way into the realm of Catholic teaching. They question or distort the objective sense of truths taught with authority by the Church; under the pretext of adapting religious thought to the contemporary outlook, they prescind from the guidance of the Church’s teaching, give the foundations of theological speculation a direction of historicism, dare to rob Holy Scripture’s testimony of its sacred and historical character, and try to introduce a so-called “postconciliar” mentality among the People of God; ……….in order to overturn the spirit of traditional fidelity and spread about the illusion of giving Christianity a new interpretation, which is arbitrary and barren.” (Apostolic Exhortation announcing Year of Faith, 1967)
Paul VI’s concerns proved well justified; 12 years later John Paul II warned that: 

“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 rigour and vigour. Unfaithfulness on some point to the integrity of the message means a dangerous weakening of catechesis and putting at risk results that Christ and the ecclesial community have a right to expect from it.      (The modern catechetical movement) has brought with it articles and publications which are ambiguous and harmful to young people and to the life of the Church ….and catechetical works which bewilder the young and even adults, either by deliberately or unconsciously omitting elements essential to the Church’s faith, or by attributing excessive importance to certain themes at the expense of others, or, chiefly, by a rather horizontalist overall view out of keeping with the teaching of the Church’s magisterium.” (Catechesi Tradendae - Catechesis in Our Time, 1979)
The bishops of the United States set up a committee to review catechetical texts as to their conformity with the Catechism of the Catholic Church. In 1997 the committee reported ten doctrinal deficiencies common to many of the catechisms:

1. Insufficient attention to the Trinity & Trinitarian structure of Catholic beliefs/teachings

2. Obscured presentation on Christ in salvation history; insufficient emphasis on His divinity.

3. Indistinct treatment of the ecclesial context of Catholic beliefs and magisterial teachings.

4. Inadequate sense of a distinctly Christian anthropology.

5. Insufficient emphasis on God’s initiative in the world, with overemphasis on human action.

6. Insufficient recognition of the transforming effects of grace.

7. Inadequate presentation of the sacraments.

8. Deficient teaching on original sin and sin in general.

9. Meagre exposition of Christian moral life.

10. Inadequate presentation of eschatology.

In 1997 the Congregation for the Clergy published the General Directory for Catechesis, containing norms and criteria which would serve as a standard of reference. Referring back to 1971, the GDC noted:

The course of catechesis during this same period has been characterized everywhere by generous dedication, worthy initiatives and by positive results for the education and growth in the faith of children, young people and adults. At the same time, however, there have been crises, doctrinal inadequacies, influences from the evolution of global culture and ecclesial questions derived from outside the field of catechesis, which have often impoverished its quality.

Alive-O Books 1-4 are so unsatisfactory that they should be withdrawn as soon as possible; every year they stay in use risks damage to the faith and morals of thousands more children. It is to be hoped that there will be improvement in Books 5 – 8, but no amount of improvement can correct all the defects of Books 1-4, so the entire series should be changed. In the short term Alive-O could be replaced by one of the catechetical series from another country (e.g. Faith & Life, or Image of God), which are faithful to the CCC and GDC. In the longer term a new catechism series should be developed for all eight years of primary school, faithful to the CCC and GDC, and using the most advanced methodologies; participation by parents and parish clergy should be given high priority. The Vatican’s Congregation for the Clergy should be consulted throughout the project, and the required approval obtained before introducing the new series.  

What can and should parents do about the problems in the Alive-O programme?

Parents have a very difficult task in exercising correct discernment about Alive-O. The real nature of the programme lies in the extensive Teacher’s Books, which parents are unlikely to see, and even if they do see the Teachers’ Books most parents would not have the considerable time required to study and evaluate the Books. The once-per-term sessions for parents are carefully planned and scripted to make the programme attractive. Parents will naturally be pleased with the children’s enjoyment of the songs, games, activities and classroom friendships, which in principle, are highly desirable aspects. However, enjoyable approaches to learning are only good if the content of the learning is good; totalitarian ideologies of the twentieth century used highly enjoyable methods in their youth programmes, with fun, healthy activities, friendships, self-esteem and values – and with tragic consequences.

The Alive-O video for parents uses very professional promotional techniques and is most appealing and persuasive. The video seeks to win acceptance for the Alive-O programme by painting an exaggerated negative picture of past society and blaming the lack of faith of today’s parents on allegedly defective pre-Vatican II catechetics. Pre-Vatican II catechesis, like other aspects of Church life, needed renewal in light of the Council, but not total replacement, because it had proven very successful in forming Catholics in faith and moral life. In any case, the parents of children taking the Alive-O programme are mostly under 45, and they received, not the pre-Vatican II catechetics, but the kind of deficient programmes that have failed so badly over the past 25 to 30 years. The video goes beyond promoting the schools programme and seeks to persuade parents to undertake adult religious education along Alive-O lines; in the author’s view, parents would be well advised to avoid attending such programmes.

Parents of primary school children should first speak to the relevant teachers about the RE programme. Many teachers could be giving the children a satisfactory Catholic religious education, using Alive-O materials selectively. Parents should let the teachers, parish clergy and bishops know that they are dissatisfied with Alive-O and would like it replaced with an orthodox Catholic catechism (i.e. faithful to the teaching of the Church). Parents should also teach their children at home, with the aid of good orthodox catechetical materials, which can be obtained. Parents can enjoy a wonderful, life-changing experience as they explore the riches of the Faith with their children at home. There is an old and true saying, ‘When you teach you learn twice’. What started out as a daunting burden can turn out to be a joy and a privilege. The poor results achieved by Catholic catechetical programmes in the past 25 to 30 years could be the spur for parents to shoulder their responsibility for their own children’s religious formation and enrich their own faith in the process.
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