CATECHESIS ON MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Alive to the World

Dogmas, liberalism and moral education
Molai education, especially in schools, deserves sensitive attention in a world divided

along the fault lines of religious, irreligious and cultural diversity, Choosing how to

make personal moral decisions requires an ability that is scquired, not implanted by L
nature, Helping individuals to make moral decisions is arguably a catechetical priority in Catholic I e o e
education, butin schools, confessional or secular, this is not always considered to be a priority
in an already crowded curriculum. A belief that human beings are free to do what they want
to do within broadly utilitarian limits is already well established and virtually undisputed in
a secular society. Liberalism tends to replace traditional religious beliefs aboul the source
of ultimate and decisive moral authorlty with a utilitarian ethic based upon an unchallenged .
advocacy of autonomy and the virtues of relativism. The notion that there are moral absolutes i‘;f
to be acknowledged in the regulation of human affairs, as taught by the Catholic Church,
is denled with dogmatic vehemence by advocates of moral relativism. Questions about the
importance of the family, human relationships, or human rights and responsibilities, are thus
approached in the spirit of non-interference, Learning to discriminate (a dangerous word)
between the utility, the validity, not lo mention the truth, of different responses to moral
questions is discouraged if not forbidden in schools, "Multiculturalism®, once commended
because it was said to promote the ‘enrichment of culture’ through an empathetic study of
religious and cultural diversity, has begun to trivialise the religious and cultural traditions
it was intended to affirm and celebrate.

Without guidance in thelr farmative years, many people find themselves unable
to-think clearly about the impartant maral decisions they have to make, incapable of
reflecting thaughifully aboit the i$sues rather than merely disinclined 1o do <a, The . il !
sceptical critic and the curious inguirer allke are this deprived of a coherent accoun el Cn s
of the essentiai guldance offered, not least by the Church, It istempting for teachers Lo
employan ostensibly ‘non-indactrinatory” method Inthe classroom in‘orderto promote
apenness, objeotivity, fairnessand balance. Thisappraach, paradaxically, curtails the
education ofthe critical faculty. Were students to be leftwithaut guidance and advocacy
in the rest of the educational cusriculum 'to choose for themselves’, it would rightly be
[udged to be an abdication of the teacher's responsibility. & lafssez foire approach In
fhoral education shows a fallure of nerve: The resulting face-off beiween those wha
favaur a faith arlented approach to morality and those who Favour a secularapproach
to ethics without reference to religion isof little use in developing the critical Faculty.
A ‘hands off* approach Is often justified on the grounds that ‘indoctrination’ is to-be
gvoided, butin educational terms the resulting neglect Is culpable, Fearof belngaccused
ofindoctrination makes teachers cautious about any approach to moral questions that
might be prescriptive and didactie, yet an ostensioly "neutral’ description of what is
atceptable o different groups afpeople can, and often does, conceal its own dogmatic
ideological agenda.

A laissez faire approach in moral education
shows a failure of nerve.

Making use of Guidance

Apart from the home itself, synagogues, churches, mosques, ather centres of religious
affiliation can and do provide guldance about moral issues, The ethos of a confessional
school might beexpectad to convey, atleast implicltly, a coherentapproach to moral values,
but a mare explicit programme s alsn necessany. The Catholie Church already provides
clear guidance, but it is Frequently the case that Catholics are not persuaded to read, lef
alone use, the avallable resources, The Catechism of the Cathalic Chirch, far example,
Is @ rich source of authoritative teaching. In December 1995 The Pontifical Council for the
Family praduced The Truth ond Meaning of Human Sexuelity, which emphasises the rale
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played by parents as the first educators of thelr children, especially in matters
af sexuality. Those wha do niol know or appreciate the Church’s teaching about
marriage and the unique nature of the sexual actwithin marmiage cannot share
this teaching with their children, who have (o find their way In an envirgnment
outside the influence of the home thatis so hostile to the Church. Parents, teachers

and pastors are rightly concerned when moves (o make sex education in schools:

compulsory from anearly age are accompanied by teaching material that fails 1o
o justice to religious-beliels and susceptibilitios.

A new source of prachical assistance for parents teachers and pastors
cencerned aboul moral education isAffve to the World: A Catholic Approach ta
PSHCE and Sex & Relationship Education, now being published by Gracewing. It
Is.acarefully construcied programme commended by the late Alfonso, Cardinal
Lopez Trajille, semetime President af the Puntifical Council for the Family. In
the course of his commendation hawrote:

‘Sex education 15 often given withou! the correct outlonk and necessary
prudence, ond as g resuit i fransmits wiews which are questionable and
ends ip bydefending the trivialisation of sexaality. which is o gift from God.
it should bre linked fovolues such as friendship, fdelity, companianship,

honesty and respect fornatire. it should beeducation for tove, inthe noblest
sense, with on guthentic responsibility which goes deep into the truth of
what it is to beg human belng.”

A New Resource: Alive to the World

Alive ta the Warld 15 a useful additional source of material, for non-Catholics
as-well as Catholics, parents as well as teachers, religious believers as well as
unbelievers, which considers moral education systematically and progressively.
Thie material, in the form of narratives, stories, activitles and teachers' guides,
Is specifically designed and co-ordinated for use in the successive stages af
a child's ph-,ﬁslcal, intellectual and spiritual development. The programme |s
designed {o appeal to the widest possible number of readers, Specific references
to religions or non-religious beliefs or beliel systems are conspicuous by their
absence, Alfveto the World was onginally concelved and produced in Spanish
by Christine Violimer, a member of the Pontifical Council for the Family and the
Pontificat Academy for Life, She wantéd fo reach children everywhiers, irrespective
of their religicus and caltural backerounds: Herdeliberate attempt to concenlrate
attention on the common interestis nolintended 1o marginalise retigion, but to
place to one side for the moment that which is potentially contentious, This s
a# risky venture: Critics may consider that the attempt to present a cleary stated
‘Cathalic approach’ implicithy ratherthan explicitly s disinganuous, but herefforts
to engage those of other faiths and of none in the use of the programme in the
common interest Is to be applauded. Her programme was designed for use n
Latin Amarica; but after testing aplnian in Britain, the English text of this series
af books and teacher's guldes is now being designed by 2 team of contributars,
aided by telals of the teaching material in English schools.

The resource challenges negative thinking
about what children are capable of
understancling.

The website gives a full description of the programme and Includes sample
pages from the books. The widespiead use of computer fechnolagyand access o
the internet tend to make any published programme speedily out of date and even
redundant. If the books are to be used among sixth formers, the designers will
need to plan for students already well versed in the use of computer technalogy
andno longer content with printed material, however colourful and attractively
presented. The English version is intended 1o Ge used as a continuing course
af work with pupils in schoals between the ages of 5-18. Sa far, the boaks for
Years 4-B (ages B-14) are available. For Years g-13 (ages 13-18) the text of the
books is being revised 1o make use of the latest research, Pod and Internel
technology, These titles are expected to be ready in the next two years: Plans
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foruse among the youngest children are stiltin the minds ofthe
authors, The publishers describe (heir project as ‘a complete
values education programme ‘which covers all the (British)
Government's largets for Personal, Soclal Health and Citfzenship
Educatien (PSHCE} For ages 6-158'. Perhapsso, butthe targetsof
the British Government are nol quite the same as those of the
Catholic Church. The English edition is nevertheless advertised
s ‘A Catholic Approach®to thisgroup of topics, with elements
specifically ‘based on the Chiunch's teaching®.

Alive o the World promises guidance in teaching aboul
personal, social and health education, sex and relationship
education and even citizenship. & contributor to the English
editian, Louise Kirk, wriles:

‘The books cover a great many fopicson physical, emotional
and character development including goad citizenship,
However, unrderlying oll of these are the central tapics of
fomily life and the importance of marricge, our-Sex and
Relatienshigs Educotion. They are embeddedinthe feaching
af the Catholic Church aithough the programme is. not, 05
such, a religious ane.’

The text af the baoks Is based on incidents in the lives
af Charlie, his cousin, Alice, and some of their friends, who
appearthroughout the serles. This glvesa sense of continuity,
as the characters grow older and more mature along with
the readers, There is a point to be made abowt the cholce of
these characters. It is true'that the appreach of the autharsis
inclusive and wide-ranging. Many coltures and ethnic groups
are represenied, but the main characters are depictad as
almost exclusively white, urban and middle class. Many of
the readers whom the authors may reasonably expect to use
the books may not identify themselves with the characters
depicted here, It should not be difficult to adapt the'drawings
a5 well as the text to be more inclusive of ethnic diversity. The
design of the books and the art work are otherwlse unifarmly
clearand attractive, Theteachers’ guides are particularly useful
and packed with imaginative suggestions for developing the
material in the books. One of the incidental benefits of the
series is the general knowledege that is introduced Into the
text, This material is judiciously placed in sections that deal
with evernts and personalities from different peripds in history
and from different parts of the world, Readers will fallow the
short discussions of moral issues and pick up a much wider
knowledge of the world From these references 1o science,
literature, histary, geagraphy, and arl.

Somemight say that the language used in the fext of these
books is too demanding for children to read and understand, but
the suthors challenge the comfortabie notien that children are
incapable of being taught to understand ‘difficult subjects® and
*difficult language’. Teachers are there tointerpret aswell as to
inform;The authors havethe confidencetoassume a cerfain level
of knowledge in their potential readers, toassume a willingness
in theirreaders to learmand a readiness in leachers o teach. Our
expectations of the ability of evenyoung children to understand
what is put before them have bieen too kow for too long. Alive
to the World challenges negative thinking about what children
arecapable of understanding: It deserves to be widely used.
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