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A RELEVANT RELIGIOUS EDUCATION?


Abstract
From time to time we hear calls for religious education to be ‘relevant’ to the needs and interests of students, or we hear of a particular topic in a curriculum or program criticised for being ‘irrelevant’ to such needs. This paper asks the question ‘what is meant by ‘relevant’ in this context? What makes a religious education program or lesson relevant? The paper begins with a brief consideration of the semantics involved. It then turns to a consideration of how what is relevant for the religious education of young people in a Catholic school is to be decided, and who is to do the deciding. It is argued the answers to these questions have implications for both curriculum design and classroom methodology. The paper draws on the writings of Christopher Dawson, Gabriel Moran, Michael Paul Gallagher and Andrew Wright, among others, to make a case that one function schools are peculiarly suited for is the transmission of knowledge, and that it is a mistake for them to downplay this role in order to concentrate on the immediate experience of students in the name of relevance. For Catholic schools this means that there is still a place for a deliberate, judicious and coherent attempt to pass on key elements of the tradition  including specifically experiential elements such as forms of interiority.


This paper arose from a reaction to comments about saints in an earlier article of mine. Another writer claimed that “most of these saints are irrelevant to our youth with the exceptions being saints who have aroused some media interest in recent years” (Lennard, 2004, p. 19). At the invitation of the editor I wrote a brief response (Finlay, 2004, pp. 61-62), but the challenge prompted me to consider again the question of ‘relevance’. For this was not the first time I had heard such claims and they caused me to ask questions such as; What do people mean, in the context of education, when they say that a topic or a curriculum is relevant (or not relevant)? Who decides what is relevant?

In the Oxford English Dictionary the first meaning given for the word relevant is: “Bearing upon, connected with, pertinent to, the matter in hand.” If we consider the components of that definition in reverse order and take the ‘matter in hand’ to be religious education in Catholic schools then the question that naturally arises is, “What is it that has a bearing upon, what is pertinent to, or what is relevant to religious education?”

Of course, it may be objected, the question is not, or should not be, ‘what is relevant to religious education’, but rather ‘what is relevant to the young people who are students, or the consumers, or the victims (depending on the stance of the objector) of this religious education?’ 

This immediately raises the whole matter of the determination of curriculum and another question, ‘Who decides what is to be taught?’ Now I am aware that these questions around the matter of relevance extend beyond the field of religious education into the general debate about the purposes of education – the realms of philosophy of education. Here it is very easy to get bogged down in the trenches or to get lost in the no-man’s-land between the various forces fighting under the standards of Plato, Rousseau, or Dewey  not to mention being ambushed by the nihilists following Foucault. 

Unless one is of an especially belligerent nature it is tempting to plead conscientious objection or to claim that one is marching to the beat of a different drum and remain a non-combatant in this conflict. However this is a struggle that concerns Catholic schools and Catholic education more generally. So at the risk of becoming canon fodder, one must do one’s duty, stand to, fix one’s bayonet, cry  “Deus Veult,” “Kia Kaha”, or “Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, Oi, Oi, Oi” or whatever, and prepare to ‘go over the top’. 

So, who determines the curriculum – who decides what is to be taught?  In the 1960s after the publication of A S Neill’s book, Summerhill, about his school of the same name where students decided what, if anything, they wished to learn, there was a flurry of books and experiments with similar types of ‘radical’ or ‘free’ schools in various countries. Viewed from this perspective none seems to have much lasting effect. Neither did the movement for the abolition of formal schooling heralded by Ivan Illich’s book Deschooling Society published in 1971.

If we are not going to leave it to students to set the curriculum then who is to decide?  In most places it seems to be that it is mainly the state that decides. Even where private schools exist their students often follow curricula and seek qualifications set by governments. 

As far as Catholic schooling is concerned varying types of financial and structural relationships between state and Catholic education authorities exist. But whatever the particular relationship between the government and church schools and how that affects the general curriculum taught in Catholic schools (which is an interesting issue in itself) the church generally controls what is taught in religious education. Whether the general or the religious education curriculum is school-based, or determined by diocesan or national guidelines, what is clear is that what is to be taught is not being decided by the pupils or students. Why this is so is not usually stated but rather taken for granted on the grounds that adults know best.

One likely objection to this line of argument is that it is paternalistic. But as Mary Warnock writes:

There is an important sense in which all education is paternalistic. And in the sense of education as having the task of handing down ‘High Culture’, the element of paternalism is ineradicable. For the concept of high culture entails the thought that someone other than the person to whom it is to be handed down shall determine, or have a hand in determining, what is to count as worthy of that description; and not just any other person, but some person himself brought up to love and respect the culture ... The canon in some form or other is crucial to the idea of education; and so one among educational needs is that individual children have to be introduced to this canon, the encapsulation of the culture in which they live (Warnock, 2004a, p. 142).

If we apply this viewpoint to Catholic religious education the parallels are clear: the ‘high culture’ we are trying to hand down is the gospel as mediated through Catholic tradition. The assumption is that Catholicism is the culture in which our young people live and to whose canon they need to be introduced. 

The understandable point that some, or many, children in Catholic schools may have scant understanding of Catholic culture and are in fact immersed in other competing ‘cultures’ seems to me simply to reinforce the argument in favour of the need for schools to do what they can to introduce students to the canon. (After all I think the Christian church may have come up with the first example of a canon). 

How young people are given access to the tradition is important too. But there are many aspects to this. As Mary Boys explains:

Access is given in numerous ways. To provide access means to build bridges, to make metaphors, to build highways, to provide introductions and commentaries, to translate foreign terms, to remove barriers, to make maps, to demolish blockages, to demonstrate effects, to energize and sustain participation, and to be hospitable (Boys, 1989, p. 209).

All of this presumes that the teacher understands more than the student about ‘the matter in hand’. As Kieran Egan points out in The Educated Mind, this does not imply that the teacher has to talk down to or patronise students, because:

This interpretation strikes me as a peculiar way of looking at an inevitable feature of adequate teaching. If the teacher has no greater understanding than the student, it is hard to see how the role can be justified. The central sensitivity and skill of teaching consists in presenting knowledge to students in a manner that is most accessible and most stimulating to their developing understanding. What some might represent as patronising might more properly be seen as a matter of courtesy (Egan, 1997, p. 275). 

I have argued elsewhere that an important part of what teachers in Catholic schools are engaged in is helping students gain access to the riches of a wisdom tradition – passing on knowledge, skills, attitudes, values and practices (Finlay, 2002). As Andrew Wright argues in an interesting recent book:

the cultivation of wisdom is dependent on our acquiring the humility to learn from others. Despite the claims of many post-Enlightenment philosophers, both modern and post-modern, we cannot simply rely on our own experiences in attempting to understand reality since all we are likely to end up doing is projecting a make-believe world that conforms to our own needs and expectations. We are not isolated individuals forced into a solipsistic self-reliance in our search for truth, but relational creatures whose understanding is dependent on our ability to learn from the insights of others by immersing ourselves in tradition and culture … Authentic freedom lies not in making arbitrary choices on the basis of personal preference, but in making wise and informed choices guided by the rich legacy of human wisdom (Wright, 2004, p. 61).

Wright goes on in his book to argue for the virtues of what he calls “critical religious education”, which “needs to combine a fundamental openness towards a range of horizons of meaning with the cultivation of a reflective wisdom capable of empowering students to negotiate their way through an increasingly complex cultural context.”  Such an education Wright argues will strive “to fulfil its transformational potential by opening pupils up to questions of ultimate truth and cultivating appropriate levels of religious literacy” (Wright, 2004, p. 221).

Wright’s book was published last year and is entitled Religion, Education and Post-modernity. So, as might be expected, it is up-to-date and engages “with all the usual suspects”; Baudrilliard, Cupitt, Derrida, Foucault, Rorty et al. He is not writing from a Catholic perspective, but there is a sense in which what Wright is advocating is in line with the educational ideas of two of the great Catholic scholars of the twentieth century who wrote books on education and whose views seem in a sense prophetic

In 1943, in the midst of the Second World War, French philosopher Jacques Maritain delivered a series of lectures at Yale University which were published as Education at the Crossroads. As a good Thomist, Maritain was concerned with ends, and in the style of the time he described the end of education as “to guide the evolving dynamism through which man (sic) forms himself as man.” He points to the fact that because humans are pre-eminently cultural beings “endowed with a knowing power which is unlimited and which nonetheless only advances step by step” they cannot progress in their own lives, intellectually and morally “without being helped by collective experience previously accumulated and preserved, and by a regular transmission of acquired knowledge” (Maritain, 1943, p. 2).

Two decades later the cultural historian Christopher Dawson published The Crisis of Western Education in which he considered the role of Christian education in a Western culture that was becoming increasingly dominated by economic and technological concerns while drifting away from its religious roots. Dawson maintained that: the vital problem of Christian education is a sociological one: how to make students culturally conscious of their religion; otherwise they will be divided personalities  with a Christian faith and a pagan culture which contradict one another continually (Dawson, 1961, p. 187). That seems to me to be to be not a bad description of our present situation.   Dawson continues 

We have to ask ourselves, are we Christians who happen to live in England or America, or are we English and Americans who happen to attend a church on Sundays?

Substitute Australia and New Zealand for England and America and these seem like good questions to ask ourselves today.

In the same book Dawson identified the essential feature of what he called the “democratic technological society”, what today is more likely to be referred to in terms of “late capitalism” or “globalisation”. 

The system exists primarily to satisfy the material needs and demands of the consumers, and these demands are artificially determined by the advertisers who are the agents of the producers, so that the whole system has a circular movement and feeds upon itself (Dawson, 1961, p. 197). 

The classroom is one of the few places in our society (if not the only one) that offers the opportunity of providing some critical distance from the commercialised, media-driven information environment and its related popular culture in which students (and all of us) are more or less immersed. Rather than drawing our measures of relevance from this compromised source we should have the good sense to ‘drink from our own wells’.

My contention is that students need a framework of knowledge against which current concerns can be understood and evaluated. Thus, as I write there is concern about the health of Pope John Paul II, and speculation in the media about whether he should or will retire or resign and who might eventually succeed him. It makes sense to deal with this currently popular topic in the religious education classroom. But in the wider context of a young person’s education the whole question of the position of the pope in the Catholic church, including the doctrinal, historical and ecumenical aspects should be part of what students learn regardless of whether there is to be a change in the incumbent pope.

How all this is taught to students of different ages is of course very important. We can learn from the experience of the teacher who taught a class that Cardinal Wolsey aimed at the papacy and read in an examination answer that “Wolsey shot the Pope”. 
 
None of what I have been saying should be taken to mean that I am in favour of subjecting students to dull and boring lessons or ‘inert knowledge’. Any good teacher will find ways to use the interests of their students as a ‘way in’ to a topic, but that is not to say that only what is of immediate interest to students is ‘relevant’ to their education as Catholics. As Mary Warnock writes: 

whatever the source of the curriculum, the good teacher will believe in it, make what he (sic) teaches seem worth learning, and above all, never bore his pupils . . . This is not a trivial point. Our poor record of staying-on rates at school is to a large extent explained by the boredom children experience there. They sense that what goes on at school is a kind of ritual in which they have no concern. The good teacher is the person who will break down this barrier of apparently pointless ritual, will make the curriculum accessible to the student, by whatever means, and will give him the satisfaction of short-term aims successfully achieved. These aims need not always be what would be called ‘relevant’, or directly related to the outside world. A good teacher can make a student think a subject interesting and worth pursuing, or a skill fascinating and worth acquiring, whether or not this knowledge or this skill is seen to be directly useful (Warnock, 2004b, p. 162).

So this is not a call to be backward looking or to shut ourselves off from new ideas, whatever their source. Rather it is a plea to consider them against the insights of our own sources of wisdom and to accept, modify or reject them in that light.

At the end of his book on faith and culture entitled  Clashing Symbols, Michael Paul Gallagher reflects on the importance in his life of the ‘roots’ given him by growing up in Collooney, a small village immersed in the Catholic culture of Ireland. As he walks through the streets of Rome on his way to the university to teach theology he looks at the young people around him and wonders about their religious roots or lack of them: 

I sense them drifting on the surface of themselves: where do they have languages of wonder that might open towards God? I feel that they have much to give but few channels for giving. They seem to me more like victims of this moment in history than lost in laziness or egoism. I picture them, spiritually, as uncalled, unawoken, unreached by the Truth that for me is at the centre of Life. What is missing? That unity of culture that Collooney gave me, except that for me it would have to be chosen and created  because their more broken context leaves them (and me, in ways) more stranded from reality, from our true humanity, from God (Gallagher, 1997, p. 148)

If this is an accurate depiction of ‘la condition post-moderne’, and I take it to be, then the question that arises for me is, “What role can Catholic schools play in providing what is missing – in helping to create the ‘unity of culture’ that young people might choose?”

Gallagher recognises that the village world is gone for most people. He asks:

Where will the children of the city find anchors and roots? In family experience which is the core stability in spite of cultural change? In encountering the stories and symbols of God through the Church? What experiences and images could liberate their hope and incarnate the gospel for them? (Gallagher, 1997, p. 149).

I recognise the importance of Gallagher’s point about families but that is not our concern here. But as far as stories, symbols, experiences and images go surely the Catholic school has a role in making these available to young people? I have tried to make the case for stories elsewhere (Finlay, 2002) but the importance of symbols should not be neglected. For as Andrew Greeley points out:

Recovering and rearticulating our symbols is part of the task of religious maturation, the journey from what Ricoeur calls the ‘first naivete’ to the ‘second naivete.’  It constitutes the phase of ‘criticism’ in our religious growing up in which we analyse and unpack our symbols, take them apart to see what they mean, and then put them back together again. It is that part of our journey in which we progress from the simple faith of a child to the sophisticated faith of the adult, from making the sign of the cross with holy water when we enter the church because everyone else does to understanding that we are renewing, however briefly and however occasionally, the exchange of promises made at baptism (Greeley, 2004).
Closer to home, the Australian epidemiologist Richard Eckersly’s recent writings on the psychosocial problems among young people have focused on:  

their possible cultural sources, including rising individualism, and the young people’s particular vulnerability to the failure of modern Western culture to do well what cultures are supposed to do: provide webs of meaning that shape the way people see the world, locate themselves within it and behave in it (Eckersley, 2004, p. 162).

My contention is that this is what the Catholic school, (or any good religious school) is peculiarly able to do – help provide ‘a web of meaning’. A Catholic school will do this in part by providing an experience of Christian community and partly by teaching young people how Catholic Tradition can provide meaning for their lives in the world of today and tomorrow.

As well as his research work Eckersly gives many talks to varied groups on progress and well-being. He writes that: 

Of all the graphs and diagrams I use in my talks, the one that many people most respond to and request copies of (and one I am often hesitant to use because of its ‘Sunday school’ flavour) is a table showing St. Thomas Aquinas’s seven deadly sins (pride, envy, avarice, anger, sloth, lust and gluttony) and cardinal virtues (faith, hope, charity, prudence, fortitude, temperance and religion) and their reversal by modern consumer society. I think this is because it encapsulates, simply yet profoundly, our predicament (Eckersley, 2004, p. 264).

What are those us involved in Catholic religious education to make of that?

Both Gallagher and Eckersly, from quite different perspectives, see the importance of providing young people with hope. What better grounds for hope do we have than the Good News? Don’t we believe that our faith gives us ‘a reason to live and a reason to die’, and that we are helping young people to come to the same understandings? Albeit that, in a school setting, we will be doing this in an intentionally educational way rather than through catechesis per se. 
Gabriel Moran argues for a view of education that allows, paradoxically, for both growth and ‘end’. He writes that: 

one way to summarize this picture is to say that education is about ‘tradition,’ that it is about the transmission of what is most valuable from one generation to the next. Such a contention flies in the face of most twentieth-century writing on education which denigrates tradition. I think that sooner or later tradition has to be restored and that its close associate, transmission, has to be saved from the numerous thrashings it has taken. There is an aspect of education that concerns the criticism of tradition; however, one cannot criticize it until one recognizes that it is within us and all around us. Education does not hand on tradition; education is tradition, the process of handing on, and within the process the asking of critical questions about the past (Moran, 1989, p. 49).

Catholic schools can play their part in helping young people find both meaning and belonging. Religious education can help pass on the tradition and enable students to see their lives as part of a bigger story – what used to be called “the greatest story ever told”. In fact a grand narrative par excellence - and what could be more relevant than that?
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John Luttrell. (2004). The Inspector Calls: Catholic School Inspectors in Sydney 1848-1970. Sydney: Catholic Education Office. Paperback, 50 pages. ISBN 1-86382-428-6.

Father John Slowey was an inspector of Catholic schools in the Archdiocese of Sydney and a long term administrator of Catholic schools. In 1949, he wrote of his experiences as an inspector in Catholic schools in this way:

As the Inspector is ushered in, there is a profound silence – an expectant hush. All eyes are turned upon him – searching eyes, casting deep but polite glances into the very depths of his soul. Beating hearts almost force questions upon the lips of the audience. “Are you stern or gentle? Are you really against us or are you sympathetic? What will you ask us? Oh, dear! There’s a little we do know, but we’re afraid there’s so much we don’t know.”

John Luttrell has included Slowey’s brief memoir at the start of his study of the inspectors in Catholic schools. Slowey’s vignette is apt. The role of school inspector was an ambiguous one. The inspector united teachers and students in a common bond designed to convince the diocesan visitor that this particular school was functioning well and needed no further supervision from “head office”. 
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*Gary Finlay is Director of the National Centre for Religious Studies (NCRS), the curriculum agency of the New Zealand Catholic Bishops Conference. 






















This book provides a brief historical survey of the development of the role of Inspector of Catholic schools from the early colonial era through to the overhaul of the inspectorial system in the 1970s. A consideration of key personalities is provided. The author has provided a succinct and insightful discussion of the system of school ispectors and the significance they had for the development of Australian Catholic schools. Those men who held these appointments existed in an ambiguous environment. Often perceived by school communities as unwelcome intruders sent to gather intelligence to be used against those running the school, there is another way to understand their role. The inspector represented an attempt by Church authorities to maintain achievements and accountability in an era when critics gained traction from any perception of a decline in standards in the schools.

Anyone researching or interested in administration and supervision in Australian Catholic schools should include this small and engaging volume in their studies. The legacy of this form of school supervision provides many helpful insights for contemporary educators. The historical context may have shifted, in some cases almost unrecognisably from the eras in which the school inspectors operated. But, many of the questions and issues persist. The Sydney Catholic Education Office is to be commended for making accessible the sources and reflection of this part of its past.
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