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This book is a collection of seventeen articles on various issues connected with primary school RE. Most articles are by graduates of the Masters in Religious Education (Primary), offered by Mater Dei Institute and St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, while each editor contributes an article. The graduates, all professionals in various aspects of RE, obviously brought a high level of dedication and enthusiasm to their studies and research. 

The articles address a wide range of challenges in modern Irish Catholic primary religious education – only a sampling is possible in this brief review. Four articles touch on the roles of home, school and parish – an indication of the importance of this issue. Other articles tell of creating a culture of care in a disadvantaged area, caring for our immigrants (the ‘new Irish’), seeking inclusivity in the Body of Christ, recognising that even very young children have questions about God and the meaning of existence, drawing on the inspiration of Froebel and St Benedict, caring for children with disabilities, learning difficulties and special needs. A surprising omission is what many observers see as the greatest contemporary challenge, which is the failure to hand on the Catholic Faith; a majority of children treat Confirmation as a rite of passage out of the Church, if they have not already left after First Communion. This sorry state of affairs is not unique to Ireland; the General Directory for Catechesis, referring to the developed world in general, states, “Very often at this time the pre-adolescent, in receiving the sacrament of Confirmation …….. virtually abandons the practice of the faith”. Dealing with other issues, however worthy, while overlooking the main challenge, begs comparison with re-arranging deck-chairs on the sinking Titanic. 

Extensive bibliographies at the end of each article indicate the commendable effort the students put into their research. Over the period since the Second Vatican Council a comprehensive, inspiring and practical range of documents have come from Rome as resources for Catholic RE, especially the Catechism of the Catholic Church. However, the articles largely overlook these Church documents, and seek answers from other sources (95% of references cited are from non-Church sources). 

The book accepts an internationally popular approach of basing catechesis on human experience; this approach has been used on the past generation of Irish Catholics - now conspicuous by their absence from the Church. The Church teaches that reasoned reflection on human experience and the natural world can lead no further than knowing the existence of God; full knowledge of Christian faith comes only through divine Revelation. The Church carefully guards the priceless revealed deposit of Faith received from Jesus through the apostles, and follows Jesus’ commission to hand on that faith through her catechesis. Human experience has an essential place in good Catholic catechesis, but using human experience as the foundation is akin to building a house on sand. It is encouraging to read in one article that the inherently deficient experience-based approach of Alive-O Books 1-4 is being replaced in Books 5-8 by a more Christian approach, as outlined in the General Directory for Catechesis – a sign of hope for the future?

