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1. INTRODUCTION 

This Review analyses the catechetics programme in Ireland’s Catholic primary schools, the 
Alive-O Programme 1(hereafter referred to as ‘the Programme’), in the light of the vision of 
the Catholic Church for catechesis in general, and catechetical texts in particular.   

Careful analysis of Alive-O reveals that the Programme, while containing good elements, is 
not in conformance with the Church’s vision for catechesis in content and pedagogy 
(teaching strategy), and could not be considered as authentically Catholic. A nationwide 
Learning Assessment Survey of pupils who had completed all eight years of the Programme 
confirmed that Alive-O is failing significantly to teach pupils the basics of Catholic Faith.  

The Alive-O programme is attractively presented, and makes use of a wide range of 
teaching resources: illustrations, stories, songs, poems, games, and activities. The inclusion 
of prayer in the daily lesson plans is good, in principle. There is strong emphasis on the 
goodness of God the Creator, the goodness of all of creation, and that we should love one 
another. However, these positive aspects of Alive-O are, paradoxically, not strengths but 
weaknesses, because they could make appealing a programme that differs so significantly 
from Church teaching. A successful counterfeit has to look good and like the real thing; a 
poorly printed €25 note would fool no one.  

Sometimes Alive-O presents a confusing picture of Church teaching, other times it is just 
different. Alive-O fails 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. Nevertheless, there is an 
appropriate degree of completeness at each stage to ensure integrity of the information 
being taught. A significant imbalance is ‘horizonalism’, undue emphasis on the material to 
the neglect of the spiritual. Detection of omissions and imbalances is especially difficult 
because of the huge volume of text 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)2.  It appears that Alive-O attempts 
(excellent, in principle) a process of inculturation to modern society, but falls into the traps 
that the Church warns against, uncritically embracing much secular thinking, often reflecting 
the influence of the ‘New Age’, a diverse phenomenon which combines secular thinking with 
various esoteric spiritualities, especially pantheism.  

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 the post-Vatican II era.  

Responsibility for catechetical programmes in Catholic schools rests with the Bishops, 
individually in each diocese and collectively in the Episcopal Conference. The Catholic 
Church requires that if an Episcopal Conference prepares a catechetical programme for its 
territory, it must obtain pre-publication approval from the Holy See3. The Alive-O Programme 
did not obtain this required approval. 

  

                                                           
1 Irish Episcopal Commission on Catechetics. Alive-O series. Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1996-2004. 
2 Congregation for the Clergy. General Directory for Catechesis. Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1997. 113,205. 
3 Code of Canon Law 1983. 775§2. General Directory for Catechesis (GDC), 284. 
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Alive-O should be replaced by a new catechism series, fully faithful to the teaching of the 
Church. At present the Alive-O Programme is being replaced by a new series Grow in Love, 
but sadly the new series is also unsatisfactory. Therefore, the best strategy in present 
circumstances would appear to be to use a good Catholic catechetical series from an 
English-speaking country; such series are available. 

Parents often get blamed for failing to provide an environment of faith in the home. However, 
forty years of defective religion programmes in our Catholic schools mean that parents of 
today’s primary school children never received a proper grounding in the Faith themselves. 
Parents should speak to their children’s teachers, many of whom endeavour to be selective 
in using Alive-O materials, supplemented by their own knowledge of faith and other sources. 
Parents should also teach themselves and their children at home, with the aid of good 
orthodox catechetical materials, which can be obtained 4. Every Catholic home should have 
a copy of the Catechism of the Catholic Church 5, and there are other excellent child-friendly 
materials available. Parents can enjoy a wonderful, life-changing experience as they explore 
the riches of the Faith with their children in the home.  

 

 

 

 

Éanna Johnson carried out an in-depth analysis of the Alive-O Programme for a PhD in 
Theology awarded by the Pontifical University, St Patrick’s College, Maynooth. His thesis 
titled, ‘A Theological and Pedagogical Analysis of the Catechetics Programme for Irish 
Catholic Primary Schools, 1996-2004’ can be accessed in the John Paul II Library in 
Maynooth, or online at http://eprints.nuim.ie/3076/  

 

  

                                                           
4 Two catechetical series for primary schools which can be recommended are Faith and Life, and the Image of 
God Series, both published by Ignatius Press, San Francisco, USA. For preparation for First Reconciliation 
(Confession) and Communion one can recommend My First Holy Communion by Deirdre Mary Ascough, 
published by Clonmacnois Press; also available in Irish, Mo Chéad Chomaoineach Naofa. For Confirmation one 
can recommend My Confirmation Book by Mary Gallagher; contact 074-9131955 / 087-2361721 or 
tottu13@gmail.com. The St Joseph Picture Book series are also very good. 
5 Catechism of the Catholic Church. London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1999. 

http://eprints.nuim.ie/3076/
mailto:tottu13@gmail.com
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2. APPROACH 

The basic Approach of this Review is to analyse in-depth the published materials of the 
Alive-O Programme, and to compare them with the teaching of the Catholic Church, most 
especially as expressed in the Bible, Catechism of the Catholic Church6 , and the General 

Directory for Catechesis. This Review takes account of both theological and pedagogical 
perspectives. The pedagogy that is proper to a catechetical text must also include a 
theological perspective7. (The Approach to the Learning Assessment Survey is given in 
Section 6 LEARNING ASSESSMENT below).The Review seeks to provide a better 
understanding of the Programme, which should be of assistance to all involved in its 
application – parents, pupils, teachers, parish clergy and others.  

The Church attaches particular importance to catechisms in the context of her vision for 
catechesis8, and summarises her requirements in relation to content and pedagogy 
(teaching approach and strategy) thus9:     ‘In drawing up catechisms, the following two 
criteria must be carefully adhered to: 

a) perfect harmony with the Catechism of the Catholic Church10: a sure and authentic 
reference particularly for preparing local catechisms; 

b) due consideration for the norms and criteria for the presentation of the Gospel 
message contained in the General Directory for Catechesis, which is also a standard 
reference for catechesis’.11 

 

2.1 Scope of this Review   

The Alive-O Programme was first introduced into Ireland’s Catholic primary schools in 1996 
with Alive-O 1 for Junior Infants (4/5 year-olds). Subsequent volumes of the Programme 
were introduced year by year, with a gap in the year 2000, culminating with Alive-O 8 for 
Sixth Class (11/12 year-olds), introduced in 2004. The Programme is published by Veritas 

Publications, with copyright held by the Irish Episcopal Commission on Catechetics.  

The Alive-O Programme replaced, and is described as a ‘re-presentation’ of, the Children of 
God 12 religious education series for primary schools. The term ‘re-presentation’ may 
suggest little change from the Children of God, but there was significant change. The 
Children of God series, also published by Veritas Publications for the Irish Episcopal 
Commission on Catechetics, was originally introduced from 1976 to 1978; a ‘re-
presentation’, or new edition, was  introduced over the years 1983 to 1987.  

The scope of this Review involved study of the published materials of the Programme, and a 
nationwide Learning Assessment Survey of pupils who had completed all eight years of the 
Programme. Contacts with teachers, Diocesan Advisers, priests, bishops, Programme 

                                                           
6 Catechism of the Catholic Church. London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1999. 
7 General Directory for Catechesis. 8. ‘Part Three (of the GDC) has also been revised to formulate the main 
elements of a pedagogy of the faith inspired by divine pedagogy; while this question is primarily a theological 
one, it also involves the human sciences’.  
8 Congregation for the Clergy, General Directory for Catechesis. Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1997. 284. ‘Among 
the aids available to catechesis, catechisms excel all others’.  
9 Ibid. 284.  
10 Catechism of the Catholic Church. London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1999. 
11 General Directory for Catechesis, 10. ‘Not all parts of the Directory have the same importance. Those dealing 
with Divine Revelation, the nature of catechesis, the criteria governing the proclamation of the Gospel 
message are universally valid. Those, however, referring to present circumstances, to methodology and to the 
manner of adapting catechesis to diverse age groups and cultural contexts are to be understood rather as 
indications or guidelines’.  
12 Irish Episcopal Commission on Catechetics. Children of God series. Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1984-1987. 
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writers and advisors, parents, religious educators, and others have been helpful to the 
author in providing background information, but are not explicitly reported on in this study.  

The Programme’s published materials include: for each year a Pupil’s Book, a Workbook 
with exercises and drawings to colour, tape and CD of Programme songs, and a Video for 
classroom use. For each year there is also a substantial Teacher’s Book (400 pages of small 
print, on average in each), which contains a significant amount of information for teachers 
only, along with extensive lesson material for use with pupils for each weekly lesson of the 
school year. The Church has not stinted on making a substantial investment in the 
Programme; a single set of materials for all eight classes cost in excess of €1,000.  

 

2.2 Methodology  

The Programme published materials were studied in depth – Pupil’s Books, Teacher’s 
Books, Workbooks, and Videos. This was a significant task due to the extent of Programme 
materials – approximately 1.6 million words of text (by way of comparison the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church has approximately 250,000 words; the entire Bible, both Old and New 
Testaments, has about 930,000 words), over six hundred illustrations (Pupils Books and 
Workbooks), and some thirteen hours of video material. 

The relevant teachings of the Catholic Church were studied, most particularly: Sacred 
Scripture, Catechism of the Catholic Church, General Directory for Catechesis, General 
Catechical Directory 13, the Apostolic Exhortation Catechesi Tradendae 14, pertinent 
documents of the Second Vatican Council15, and other relevant documentation.  

While the range of relevant Church teaching on catechesis is excellent, a particular issue 
arose in relation to the appropriate content for the period of primary school. Church 
documents give general principles and guidelines, but do not recommend a particular 
Syllabus for primary school Catholic catechesis.  For this reason the author studied a 
number of good primary level Catholic catechetical programmes and syllabi from other 
countries, to help in discerning an appropriate content and sense of the faith for a primary 
school catechetical programme.  

 

2.3 Analysis Criteria – Content & Pedagogy 

The fundamental point of reference in this analysis of the Programme has been the teaching 
of the Catholic Church, in relation to both doctrinal content and pedagogical aspects 
(educational strategy, methodologies, materials, techniques, etc.).   

Pope John Paul II pointed out that the Catechism of the Catholic Church ‘is meant to 
encourage and assist in the writing of new local catechisms, which take into account various 
situations and cultures, while carefully preserving the unity of faith and fidelity to Catholic 
doctrine’ 16.   

As has been noted above, the General Directory for Catechesis gives two principal criteria 
for local catechisms: perfect harmony with the CCC, and due consideration for the norms 
and criteria in the GDC itself. 17. 

The General Directory for Catechesis further recommends that the basic criterion for all texts 
and aids for catechesis should be ‘twofold fidelity to God and to man, a fundamental 

                                                           
13 Congregation for the Clergy. General Catechetical Directory, 1971; www.vatican.va. 
14 John Paul II. Catechesi Tradendae – On Catechesis in Our Time. Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1979. 
15 In particular Gravissimum Educationis – Declaration on Education; Dei Verbum – Dogmatic Constitution on 
Divine Revelation.  
16 John Paul II, Apostolic Constitution, Fidei Depositum, Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1994. 3. 
17 General Directory for Catechesis. 284. 
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principle for the whole Church. This implies an ability to marry perfect doctrinal fidelity with a 
profound adaptation to man’s needs. …… Catechetical aids must really aim to give to those 
who use them a better knowledge of the mysteries of Christ, aimed at true conversion and a 
life more in conformity with God’s will’18. Pope John Paul II says, ‘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.’ 
19.    

In harmony with the principles above, the following criteria have been used in this analysis in 
relation to Content of the Faith, and Pedagogy.20 

 

 

In relation to Content of the Faith the key criteria are:  

 Authenticity 

 Completeness 

Authenticity 

The following specific elements are relevant to authenticity: 

 The content should be in perfect harmony with the CCC, and there should be 
nothing contradictory to Church teaching as expressed in the CCC.   

 The presentation should be clear and straightforward, avoiding ambiguity, 
confusion, evasion, and obfuscation.  

 While using language that is understandable by the pupils at the different age-
levels, priority should be given as far as possible to expression of a common 
language of faith within the Church, in preference to using ‘language’ (to include 
songs, images, prayers, devotional practices) that is alien to the wider Church, 
especially the pupils’ parents, grandparents and parish clergy.  

 Sometimes it is appropriate to re-word Scripture and Church teaching in order to 
make it more readily understandable to young pupils. However, great care must be 
taken that any re-wording does not change, distort or confuse key truths of faith, or 
compromise the integrity of Scripture. 

 Promotion of a healthy and vital Catholic identity in such a way that pupils are 
encouraged to hear the message clearly, live it with conviction and share it 
courageously with others. 

 The structure of the Programme should reflect salvation history, and the ‘four pillars’ 
of the CCC – creed, liturgy/sacrament, life in Christ/morality, and prayer. 21.  

 A Trinitarian and Christological framework should permeate the entire programme, 
expressing the creative and saving initiative of God the Father, the salvific mission 
of God the Son and the sanctifying role of God the Holy Spirit. 

                                                           
18  Ibid. 283. 
19 Catechesi Tradendae. 30.  
20 Office for the Catechism, The Protocol for Assessing the Conformity of Catechetical Materials with the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, US Conference of Catholic Bishops, www.usccb.org. 8.2.2002. This excellent 
document has been helpful in drawing up these criteria. 
21 General Directory for Catechesis. 16, 108, 115.  

http://www.usccb.org/
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 The Programme should present the Christian mystery in an organic way, respecting 
the hierarchy of truths of the faith. 22.  

 Manifestly rooted in Sacred Scripture, because ‘ignorance of the Scriptures is 
ignorance of Christ’ 23. 

 

 

Completeness 

The following specific elements are relevant to the criterion of completeness:  

 The doctrines of the Church should be presented as an integrated whole and 
there should be an intrinsic cohesiveness to the presentation of the faith, 
eschewing omissions and imbalances.   

 All four pillars of the CCC, including the articles of the Creed, the sacraments, 
the Commandments and the petitions of the Lord's Prayer, should be 
embraced and presented clearly.   

 The history of salvation should be presented without omission of key 
elements, unfolding in depth as the programme progresses through its eight 
years. Pupils should always be able to see the truths of the faith in such a 
way as to fit into the framework of the history of salvation in a coherent 
manner. 

 The criterion of completeness must be related to the age of the pupils and stage of 
the programme. The truths of the Faith are to be unfolded progressively in an age-
appropriate manner, each year building on and reinforcing what went before. Certain 
aspects may be legitimately deferred from earlier to later years, or indeed omitted 
altogether as more appropriate for secondary school or adulthood.  Even though 
some aspects may be deferred to later years there must be an inherent 
completeness and coherence in whatever is presented to a particular age-group.     

 The criterion of completeness is closely related to sacramental preparation.  During 
primary School the pupils are prepared for the sacraments of Reconciliation, 
Eucharist and Confirmation.  The programme must present sufficient material for the 
pupils to understand the basics of these three sacraments, as well as teaching on all 
seven sacraments in general, and in particular the sacraments of Baptism and Holy 
Orders.   

 

 

  

                                                           
22 Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, 1964. Flannery, Austin. Ed. Vatican Council II, The Conciliar and 

Post Conciliar Documents. Dublin: Domincan Publications, 1975. 11. 'In Catholic  doctrine there 
exists an order or "hierarchy" of truth, since they vary in their relation to the foundation of the 
Christian faith'. General Catechetical Directory, 43; Catechism of the Catholic Church, 234; 
General Directory for Catechesis, 114-115. 

23 Dei Verbum, 25; Catechism of the Catholic Church, 133; St Jerome, Commentary on Isaiah xviii, prol.: PL 24, 
17B.    
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In relation to Pedagogical Aspects the key criteria are:  

 Faithfulness to the Church’s pedagogy 

 Educational effectiveness  

The following elements are relevant to these criteria: 

 Due consideration for the norms and criteria for presenting the Gospel message as 
given in the General Directory for Catechesis, 1997.  

 Draw on the insights, wisdom and practical guidance in other relevant Magisterial 
documents; particularly helpful are the General Catechetical Directory, 1971, and 
Catechesi Tradendae, 1979.  

 Reflect the context of evangelisation, the Church’s primary mission, seeking to 
evangelise pupils while catechising them, bringing them into a personal relationship 
with Jesus Christ and a committed Christian faith, which will empower and motivate 
them to evangelise others.  

 The GDC encourages a diversity of educational methodologies and techniques, but 
mandates one, and only one, ‘pedagogy’ or overall teaching strategy. This pedagogy 
is the ‘pedagogy of God’, which is the pedagogy of Christ and pedagogy of the 
Church; the transmission of the deposit of Faith, of the Gospel, which is above all 
made manifest in the person of Jesus Christ. The pedagogy of an authentically 
Catholic catechetical programme must reflect the ‘pedagogy of God’24.  

 Make appropriate use of available educational methodologies and techniques, 
drawing on the vast catechetical experience of the Universal Church, using the best 
of modern technology and also, with due prudence and discretion, learning from 
educational advances in the secular world. Methodologies and techniques should be 
age-appropriate, and should be attractive, engage attention and interest, while 
transmitting the essential deposit of Faith. 

 The appropriate use of human experience forms an essential methodology in 
Catholic catechesis (as developed in the GDC). However, human experience should 
not be the foundation, source or chief focus of catechesis, becoming effectively the 
‘pedagogy’, instead of, or on a par with, the ‘pedagogy of God’.  

 Presentation of the Faith should be age-appropriate across the range 4-12 years 
covered in the eight years of primary school. Particular attention should be paid to 
the change that occurs at about age 7/8 – the age of discretion – coinciding with 
reception of the Sacraments of Reconciliation and Eucharist. Attention should also be 
paid to the subsequent four years, termed as the phase of pre-adolescence, which 
the GDC identifies as of crucial importance in catechesis of young people and 
formation of their faith. 25. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 General Directory for Catechesis, 137, 284.  
25 General Directory for Catechesis, 181. 
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3. CONTEXT   

Evangelisation is the primary mission of the Church26, and catechesis is an integral element 
in the process of evangelisation27. Catechesis seeks to transmit Revelation, through a 
comprehensive and systematic formation in the faith, which implies education in both 
knowledge of the faith and in the life of faith, seeking to put the human person in communion 
with Jesus Christ28. To set Catechesis in context, one must consider the vital relationships 
that Catechesis has with Revelation, Theology and Evangelisation.    

 

3.1 Revelation29 

The desire for God is written in the human heart, because we are created by God and for 
God, who never ceases to draw us to himself. Only in God can we find the truth and 
happiness we search for. ‘You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it 
rests in you’. 30 

The one true God can be known with certainty from the created world by the natural light of 
human reason. However, there are many obstacles which can hamper our reason from 
reaching this knowledge, due to the limitations of the human mind and the disordered 
consequences of original sin. We therefore need God's revelation, not only for truths that 
exceed our understanding, but also to help us know with certainty those religious and moral 
truths which are accessible to human reason. 

Beyond the power of natural human reason there is another order of knowledge, divine 
Revelation, through which God reveals himself to us, and gives us the grace to enable us 
welcome this revelation in faith.  

God manifested himself to our first parents, spoke to them and, after the fall, promised them 
salvation and offered them his covenant. Throughout the time of the Old Testament, God 
kept the human race in his care. At his appointed time he called Abraham to make of him a 
great nation. Through the patriarchs, and after them through Moses and the prophets, God 
taught this people to acknowledge him as the one true God, a loving father and just judge, 
and to wait for the promised Saviour, preparing the way for the Gospel and the coming of 
Christ. 

God the Father sent His Son, Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, to dwell among us and 
complete the work of our salvation.  Jesus perfected and fulfilled Revelation through his 
words and deeds, his signs and wonders, but especially through his death and glorious 
resurrection from the dead and final sending of the Spirit of truth. Jesus confirmed that God 
is with us to free us from the darkness of sin and death, to enable us to share in the divine 
nature through adoption in his only-begotten Son and to raise us up to life eternal. 

Divine Revelation is realized simultaneously by both deeds and words which are bound up 
with each other and shed light on each another. God has revealed himself fully by sending 
his own Son, in whom he has established his covenant for ever. No new public revelation is 

                                                           
26 General Directory for Catechesis.  46.  Pope Paul VI. Evangelii Nuntiandi – On Evangelisation in the Modern 
World, 14. ‘Evangelising is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. She exists 
in order to evangelise’. 
27 General Directory for Catechesis, 48, 63. Evangelii Nuntiandi, 22, 24. John Paul II. Catechesi Tradendae - On 
Catechesis in Our Time. Apostolic Exhortation, Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1979. 18.  
28 General Directory for Catechesis, 39, 67, 116.  
29 Cf. Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, 1965. Flannery, Austin, Ed. Vatican Council II, 
The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents. Dublin: Domincan Publications, 1975. 
2-4, 7-10, 16, 21-26.  Catechism of the Catholic Church.  27, 35-38, 50-53, 85-95, 109-118, 132-133. Pontifical 
Biblical Commission. The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church. Document, London: SCM Press Ltd, 1995. 13-
46, 72-81, 88-94. 
30 St. Augustine, Conf. I, I, I: PL 32, 659-661. 
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to be expected before the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ. Yet even if 
Revelation is already complete, it has not been made completely explicit; it remains for 
Christian faith gradually to grasp its full significance over the course of the centuries.  

In order that divine Revelation would be handed on to all generations in its full integrity, 
Christ commissioned the Apostles to preach the Gospel to all. This commission was faithfully 
fulfilled by the Apostles in their preaching and example, handing on what they had received 
from Christ, or what they had learned through the prompting of the Holy Spirit – this is called 
Sacred Tradition. The commission was fulfilled, too, by those Apostles and apostolic men 
who under the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit committed the message of salvation to 
writing – this is the New Testament of Sacred Scripture.  

In order to keep the Gospel forever whole and alive within the Church, the Apostles left 
bishops as their successors, handing over to them the authority to teach in their own place. 
Christ must be proclaimed to all nations and individuals, so that this revelation may reach to 
the ends of the earth. 

Sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture, of both the Old and New Testaments, form one 
sacred deposit of the word of God, committed to the Church. The task of giving an authentic 
interpretation of the Word of God, whether in Scripture or Tradition, has been entrusted by 
Christ to the living teaching office of the Church alone. The Church’s Magisterium is not 
superior to the Word of God, but is its servant, teaching only what has been handed on to it. 
Tradition, Scripture and the teaching authority of the Church are so linked together that one 
cannot stand without the others, and together, under the action of the Holy Spirit, contribute 
effectively to the salvation of souls. 

The Tradition which comes from the Apostles develops in the Church with the help of the 
Holy Spirit, leading to a growth in the understanding of what has been handed down. This 
happens through the contemplation and study made by believers, and through the preaching 
of those who have received through episcopal succession the sure gift of truth.  

Sacred Scripture comprises both Old and New Testaments – the New Testament is hidden 
in the Old and the Old is made manifest in the New. 

Since Sacred Scripture really is the word of God, everything asserted by the inspired authors 
or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by the Holy Spirit, and the books of Scripture 
must be acknowledged as teaching solidly, faithfully and without error that truth which God 
wanted put into sacred writings for the sake of our salvation.  

In Sacred Scripture, God speaks to us in a human way, so for correct interpretation, we must 
be attentive to what the human authors truly wanted to affirm, and to what God wanted to 
reveal to us by their words. To understand the sacred authors' intention, we must take into 
account the conditions of their time and culture, the literary genres in use at that time, and 
the modes of feeling, speaking and narrating then current.  

But since Sacred Scripture is inspired, we must also read and interpret Scripture in the light 
of the same Spirit by whom it was written, otherwise Scripture would remain a dead letter. 
The Church proposes three criteria for interpreting Scripture in accordance with the Spirit 
who inspired it: be attentive to the content and unity of the whole Scripture; read Scripture 
within the living Tradition of the whole Church; be attentive to the analogy of faith, which is 
the coherence of the truths of faith among themselves and within the whole plan of 
Revelation. 

The Church also recognises literal and spiritual senses of Scripture, the latter being 
subdivided into the allegorical, moral and anagogical senses; the full richness of Scripture is 
revealed through all four senses. 
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The literal sense is the meaning conveyed by the words of Scripture and discovered by 
sound exegesis: all other senses of Sacred Scripture are based on the literal. As to the 
spiritual senses: the allegorical sense recognises the significance of events in relation to 
Christ; the moral sense shows us how to act justly; and the anagogical sense shows the 
eternal significance of realities and events. A medieval couplet summarizes the significance 
of the four senses: ‘the Letter speaks of deeds; Allegory to faith; the Moral how to act; 
Anagogy our destiny’.  

The Church, especially through the Pontifical Biblical Commission, encourages the most up-
to-date methods and approaches for interpretation of the Scriptures. The historical-critical 
method is the indispensable method for the scientific study of the meaning of ancient texts. 
The historical-critical method is well developed in the analysis of biblical revelation in its 
concrete historical development, involving many steps, including: textual criticism, linguistic 
and semantic analysis, literary criticism, genre criticism, tradition criticism, and redaction 
criticism. Many newer methods of literary analysis are also encouraged, e.g. rhetorical, 
narrative, and semiotic. Other approaches are also encouraged: those based on tradition, 
those that use the human sciences, and contextual approaches. 

The task of the Catholic exegete is an ecclesial task, a work of scholarship, including both 
research and teaching. Catholic exegetes must be conscious that they are interpreting the 
word of God, and should explain the christological, canonical and ecclesial meanings of the 
biblical texts. Being itself a theological discipline, exegesis has close and complex 
relationships with other fields of theological learning. Systematic theology influences the 
presuppositions with which exegetes approach biblical texts, while exegesis provides the 
other theological disciplines with data fundamentals for their operation. There is therefore a 
relationship of dialogue between exegesis and other branches of theology. The Church 
encourages Catholic exegetes and other students of sacred theology to work diligently 
together in exploration and exposition of the divine writings. Scriptural exegesis also 
contributes to the life of the Church in the liturgy, prayer, pastoral ministry, and ecumenism. 

The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures, and strongly exhorts all the 
Christian faithful to know Jesus Christ through frequent reading of Scripture, ‘for ignorance of 
the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.’31  

Theology rests on the written word of God, together with Tradition, as its primary foundation 
and through which theology is constantly strengthened and rejuvenated. Theology studies in 
the light of faith all truth stored up in the mystery of Christ, so the study of Scripture is the 
very soul of theology. It is in particular theological research which deepens knowledge of 
revealed truth.  

The Church exercises her Magisterial authority most fully when she defines dogmas, that is, 
truths contained in divine Revelation in a form obliging the Christian people to an irrevocable 
adherence of faith. The mutual connections between dogmas, and their coherence, can be 
found in the whole of the Revelation of the mystery of Christ. In Catholic doctrine there exists 
an order or hierarchy of truths, since they vary in their relation to the foundation of the 
Christian faith. This hierarchy does not mean that some truths pertain to faith itself less than 
others, but rather that some truths are based on others as of a higher priority, and are 
illumined by them. 32   

The ministry of the Word – pastoral preaching, catechetics and all forms of Christian 
instruction – is nourished and thrives in holiness through the Word of Scripture.  

 

                                                           
31 St. Jerome, Commentary on Isaiah, Prol.: PL 24,17. cf. Benedict XV, encyclical "Spiritus Paraclitus:" EB 475-
480; Pius XII, encyclical "Divino Afflante Spiritu:" EB 544. DV24 
32 General Catechetical Directory, 43. 
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3.2 Theology 

Theology is dependent on Revelation and in turn theological research serves the Church by 
leading to a deeper understanding of the truths of Revelation, which is particularly helpful to 
catechesis.  

Saint Anselm explained theology as, ‘Faith seeking understanding’. As believers we desire 
to know better the One in whom we have put our faith, and to understand better what He has 
revealed; a more penetrating knowledge will in turn call forth a greater faith, opening the 
eyes of our hearts to a livelier understanding of the contents of Revelation. In the words of 
St. Augustine, "I believe, in order to understand; and I understand, the better to believe."33  

The Fathers of the Church distinguish between theology (theologia) and economy 
(oikonomia). "Theology" refers to the mystery of God's inmost life within the Blessed Trinity 
and "economy" to all the works by which God reveals himself and communicates his life. 
Through the oikonomia the theologia is revealed to us; but conversely, the theologia 
illuminates the whole oikonomia. God's works reveal who he is in himself; the mystery of his 
inmost being enlightens our understanding of all his works. 34 

John Henry Newman described theology as a science – an important one – the science of 
God, or the truths we know about God put into a system; just as we have a science of the 
stars, and call it astronomy, or the crust of the earth, and call it geology. Religious doctrine is 
knowledge, in as full sense as Newton's doctrine is knowledge.35   

Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger proposed two themes in understanding the nature of theology: 
theology has to do with God, and it conducts its enquiry in the manner of philosophy. 
Properly speaking, God himself must be the subject of theology. Therefore, Scripture alone 
is theology in the fullest sense of the word because it truly has God as its subject; it does not 
just speak of him but is his own speech. It lets God himself speak. The normative 
theologians are the authors of Holy Scripture. 

A third theme proposed was that theology is a spiritual science. Theology is a rationality that 
remains within faith itself and develops the appropriate context of faith. This fact explains 
also the peculiar phenomenon that the Christian faith, in its early days, found its ally, not in 
other religions, but in the great rational philosophy of the Greeks.36  

Theology also serves catechesis in developing formulations of faith, such as the great 
Creeds, which form the foundation of catechesis on the profession of Christian faith. We do 
not believe in formulae, but in those realities they express, which faith allows us to touch. We 
approach these realities with the help of formulations of the faith which permit us to express 
the faith and to hand it on, to celebrate it in community, to assimilate and live on it more and 
more. 37 

The creed of the Church is intrinsic to the act of faith and incorporation into the Church. In 
her catechesis, the Church proclaims and lives a particular creed which, on the one hand, is 
the essential foundation of her community and, on the other, is sustained by this community. 
To become a Christian is to enter into this one particular creed, into the communal form of 
faith. The inner bond between the community itself and this creed is expressed by the fact 
that acceptance into the community has the form of a sacrament: baptism and catechesis 
are inseparable. As part of the sacrament, this basic catechesis is not subject to the will of 

                                                           
33 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 158. St Augustine, Sermo 43, 7, 9: PL 38, 257-258. 
34 Ibid. 236. 
35 Newman, John Henry Cardinal. The Idea of a University. New York: Doubleday & Company Inc. 1959. 62, 80, 
96. 
36 Ratzinger, Joseph Cardinal. Principles of Catholic Theology - Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology. San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987. 316-327 
37 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 170. 
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the Church. It is a mark of her identity, without which she is nothing, but which can, 
nevertheless, exist only in her communal life.38  

Theology is also of special service in catechesis on morality. The theological virtues -- faith, 
hope, and charity -- are the foundation of Christian moral activity, giving life to all the moral 
virtues. The Magisterium of the Pastors of the Church in moral matters is ordinarily exercised 
in catechesis and preaching, with the help of the works of theologians and spiritual authors. 
Thus from generation to generation, under the aegis and vigilance of the pastors, the 
"deposit" of Christian moral teaching has been handed on. In the work of teaching and 
applying Christian morality, the Church needs the dedication of pastors, the knowledge of 
theologians, and the contribution of all Christians and men of good will.39  

 

3.3 Evangelisation 40 

Catechesis was clearly established as an integral element of evangelisation by Pope Paul VI 
in  Evangelii Nuntiandi, 1975, a principle the Church has strongly endorsed ever since. 
Evangelii Nuntiandi – On Evangelisation in the Modern World was the Apostolic Exhortation 
following the Third General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops in 1974, devoted to the theme 
of evangelization, which remains an outstanding expression of the Church’s vision for 
Evangelisation.  

Pope Paul VI summed up the objectives of the Second Vatican Council as to make the 
Church of the twentieth century ever better fitted for proclaiming the Gospel to the people of 
the twentieth century. The presentation of the Gospel message is not an optional 
contribution for the Church. It is the duty incumbent on her by the command of the Lord 
Jesus, so that people can believe and be saved. This message is the beauty of the 
Revelation that it represents.  

Jesus said of Himself, ‘I must proclaim the Good News of the kingdom of God’ 41, and 
applied to Himself the words of the prophet Isaiah: ‘The Spirit of the Lord has been given to 
me, for he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring the good news to the poor.’ 42.  

As an evangelizer, Christ first of all proclaims a kingdom, the kingdom of God. As the kernel 
and centre of His Good News, Christ proclaims salvation, this great gift of God which is 
liberation from everything that oppresses man but which is above all liberation from sin and 
the Evil One, in the joy of knowing God and being known by Him, of seeing Him, and of 
being given over to Him. All of this is begun during the life of Christ and definitively 
accomplished by His death and resurrection. But it must be patiently carried on during the 
course of history, in order to be realized fully on the day of the final coming of Christ.  

Evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. 
She exists in order to evangelize, that is to say, in order to preach and teach, to be the 
channel of the gift of grace, to reconcile sinners with God, and to perpetuate Christ's 
sacrifice in the Mass, which is the memorial of His death and glorious resurrection.  

The Church evangelizes when she seeks to convert, solely through the divine power of the 
message she proclaims, both the personal and collective consciences of people, the 
activities in which they engage, and the lives and concrete milieu which are theirs.  

                                                           
38 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger. Principles of Catholic Theology - Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology.  
329. 
39 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1813, 2033, 2038. 
40 Cf. Pope Paul VI, Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Nuntiandi – On Evangelisation in the Modern World. 
Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1975. 5-9, 14-18, 21-24, 27, 41-44, 54, 65, 71, 78.  
41 Lk.4:43 
42 Lk.4:18; Is.61:1. 
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To understand the Church's evangelizing activity one must keep in view all its essential 
elements. Evangelization can be defined in terms of: proclaiming Christ to those who do not 
know Him, witness, preaching, catechesis, inner adherence, conferring Baptism and the 
other sacraments, entry into the community, apostolic initiative and the renewal of humanity. 
Any partial and fragmentary definition which attempts to render the reality of evangelization 
in all its richness, complexity and dynamism does so only at the risk of impoverishing it and 
even of distorting it.  

The Gospel must be proclaimed by witness of authentically Christian life, through which 
Christians stir up irresistible questions in the hearts of those who see how they live. This 
witness – involving presence, sharing, solidarity, and fidelity to the Lord Jesus – is an 
essential element, and generally the first one, in evangelization. ‘Modern man listens more 
willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is because they 
are witnesses.’43 All Christians are called to this witness, and in this way they can be real 
evangelizers.  

Nevertheless, even the finest witness will prove ineffective in the long run if it is not 
explained, justified - what Peter called always having ‘your answer ready for people who ask 
you the reason for the hope that you all have’ 44 - and made explicit by a clear and 
unequivocal proclamation of the Lord Jesus. There is no true evangelization if the name, the 
teaching, the life, the promises, the kingdom and the mystery of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son 
of God are not proclaimed. ‘And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never 
heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher?... So faith comes from what is heard 
and what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ.’ 45. This law once laid down by the 
Apostle Paul maintains its full force today. This proclamation - kerygma, preaching or 
catechesis - occupies such an important place in evangelization that it has often become 
synonymous with it; and yet it is only one aspect of evangelization.  

Evangelization will always contain - as the foundation, centre, and at the same time, summit 
of its dynamism - a clear proclamation that, in Jesus Christ, the Son of God made man, who 
died and rose from the dead, salvation is offered to all men, as a gift of God's grace and 
mercy. This salvation is not limited to temporal existence, meeting material or even spiritual 
needs, but a transcendent and eschatological salvation, beginning in this life but which is 
fulfilled in eternity in a communion with God.  

The Gospel is also the word of truth, which liberates and alone gives peace of heart; the 
truth about God, about man and his mysterious destiny, about the world. This truth is none 
other than revealed truth and hence, a sharing in the first truth which is God Himself.  

The Church has a grave responsibility of preserving unaltered the content of the Catholic 
faith which the Lord entrusted to the apostles. While being made explicit by theological 
expression which takes account of differing cultural, social and racial milieu, it must remain 
the content of the Catholic faith just exactly as the ecclesial magisterium has received it and 
transmits it. 

An important agent in evangelisation is the family, which well deserves the beautiful name of 
‘domestic Church.’ 46 The family, like the Church, ought to be a place where the Gospel is 
transmitted and from which the Gospel radiates, and where all the members evangelize and 
are evangelized. The parents not only communicate the Gospel to their children, but from 
their children they can themselves receive the same Gospel as deeply lived by them.  

                                                           
43 Pope Paul VI, Address to the Members of the Consilium de Laicis (2 October 1974): AAS 66 (1974), p. 568. 
44 1 Peter 3:15 
45 Romans 10:14, 17 
46 Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium, 11: AAS 57 (1965), p. 16; Decree on the Apostolate of 
the Laity Apostolicam Actuositatem, 11, AAS 58 (1966), p. 848; Saint John Chrysostom, In Genesim Serm. VI, 2; 
VII, 1: PG 54, 607-68. 
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The proclamation of the Gospel only reaches full development when it is listened to, 
accepted and assimilated, and leads to a life henceforth transformed, as proposed by Jesus, 
revealed concretely by a visible entry into a community of believers. The person who has 
been evangelized then goes on to evangelize others. In its totality, evangelization - over and 
above the preaching of a message - consists in the implantation of the Church.  

 

 

3.4 Catechesis 

An important means of evangelization is that of catechetical instruction, especially for 
children and young people, who need to learn through systematic religious instruction the 
fundamental teachings, the living content of the truth which God has wished to convey to us 
and which the Church has sought to express in an ever richer fashion during the course of 
her long history. Catechetical instruction will profit greatly – at church, in the schools, and in 
Christian homes – by provision of suitable texts, updated with wisdom and competence, 
under the authority of the bishops. The methods must be adapted to the age, culture and 
aptitude of the persons concerned, they must seek always to fix in the memory, intelligence 
and heart the essential truths that must impregnate all of life. It is vital to prepare good 
instructors: parochial catechists, teachers, and parents. Catechetical instruction, under the 
form of the catechumenate, is also required for young people and adults who seek to 
become Christians.  

The Church also seeks to deepen, consolidate, nourish and make ever more mature the 
faith of those who are already believers, in order that they may be so still more. Their faith 
today is exposed to trials and threats, and runs the risk of perishing from suffocation or 
starvation if it is not fed and sustained each day through a catechesis full of Gospel vitality 
and in a language suited to people and circumstances.  

 

 Nature of Catechesis 

The General Catechetical Directory 197147 presents catechesis as one of the forms of the 
ministry of the word. These forms include: evangelisation, or missionary preaching, which 
aims to arouse the beginnings of faith; the catechetical form, which is intended to make 
people’s faith become living, conscious, and active, through the light of instruction; the 
liturgical form, within liturgical celebration, especially that of the Eucharist; the theological 
form, that is, the systematic treatment and the scientific investigation of the truths of faith. 
These forms are distinct, but are closely bound together. Catechesis proper presupposes a 
commitment to the Gospel of Christ, but in practice catechesis may be directed to some 
members of the Church who have in fact never fully made that commitment. Therefore 
evangelisation can precede or accompany the work of catechesis proper, and catechesis 
normally participates in evangelisation. 48 

The General Catechetical Directory also proposes that under varied circumstances and 
needs, catechetical activity itself takes various forms, which include: religious instruction 
given to children and adolescents in or outside schools; catechetical programmes for adults; 
catechumenate programmes for those who are preparing themselves for the reception of 
baptism, or for those who have been baptised but lack a proper Christian initiation. 
Catechesis for adults must be considered the chief form of catechesis; all the other forms 
are in some way oriented to it. 49 

                                                           
47 Congregation for the Clergy. General Catechetical Directory. Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1971. 
48 General Catechetical Directory, 17, 18. 
49 Ibid. 19, 20. 
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The General Catechetical Directory emphasises the principal function of catechesis as 
leading to maturity of faith, through acquiring a more profound living knowledge of God and 
of his plan of salvation centred in Christ. This maturity of faith will lead Christians to 
understand the message of the Gospel for themselves and for all people, and will help them 
share their faith with others.  

Specific functions of catechesis include: opening people to the grace of conversion and 
renewal; helping them in performance of duties of faith; growth in knowledge of the faith; 
promoting the life of liturgical and private prayer; giving a Christian light on human existence; 
fostering the unity of Christians; helping to spread the Gospel in the world; preparing for 
eternal life in heaven, while also working for the improvement of human society. 50 

Evangelii Nuntiandi 1975, as has been noted above in the subsection on Evangelisation, 
emphasised catechesis as an integral element of evangelisation. The elements of 
evangelization are initially given as: proclaiming Christ to those who do not know Him, 
preaching, catechesis, conferring Baptism and the other sacraments, and then expanded to 
include the renewal of humanity, witness, inner adherence, entry into the community, and 
apostolic initiative. Systematic catechetical instruction is an important means of 
evangelization, helping people to learn truths of God, fixing in the memory, intelligence and 
heart the essential truths that must impregnate all of life. 51 

Catechesi Tradendae 1979, reiterated that catechesis is a vital element in evangelisation, 
the other elements being: the initial proclamation of the Gospel or missionary preaching 
through the kerygma to arouse faith, apologetics or examination of the reasons for belief, 
experience of Christian living, celebration of the sacraments, integration into the ecclesial 
community, and apostolic and missionary witness. Within the whole process of 
evangelization, the aim of catechesis is to be the teaching and maturation stage, educating 
the disciple of Christ by means of an organic and systematic teaching of Christian doctrine, 
the knowledge of the person and the message of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

However, in catechetical practice, this model order may not always apply because initial 
evangelization has often not taken place, at least not adequately. This may be the case for 
children, pre-adolescents, adolescents or adults. This means that ‘catechesis’ must often be 
evangelistic, concerned not only with teaching the faith, but also with conversion to Jesus 
Christ of those who are still on the threshold of faith. 52 

The General Directory for Catechesis 1997 further confirms the principle of catechesis as an 
essential and vital element in evangelization. The GDC distinguishes between initiatory 
catechesis and catechesis for ongoing formation in faith.  

Initiatory catechesis matures initial conversion, educates the convert in the faith and 
incorporates him into the Christian community. However, in pastoral practice it is not always 
easy to define the boundaries of these activities, because many who present themselves for 
catechesis may still require genuine conversion. The first stage in the catechetical process 
may therefore be dedicated to ensuring conversion, sometimes called ‘kerygmatic 
catechesis’. Initiatory catechesis should be: a comprehensive and systematic formation in 
the faith; education in both knowledge of the faith and in the life of faith, like an 
apprenticeship of the entire Christian life; and centred on the most fundamental and 
essential truths, laying the foundation for further growth in the faith and life of the Christian 
community. 53 

 

                                                           
50 General Catechetical Directory, 21-30. 
51 Evangelii Nuntiandi, 24, 44. 
52 Catechesi Tradendae, 18-20. 
53 General Directory for Catechesis, 61-68. 



17 
 

Catechesis for ongoing formation deepens knowledge of the faith, and may include study of 
Sacred Scripture, the social teaching of the Church, liturgical catechesis, spiritual formation 
and theological instruction. An essential dimension is integration into the Christian 
community. 54 

The definitive aim of catechesis is to put people not only in touch, but also in communion 
and intimacy, with Jesus Christ, which is expressed in profession of faith in the one God: 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The fundamental tasks of catechesis are: Promoting knowledge 
of the faith; Liturgical education; Moral formation; Teaching to pray; Education for 
Community Life; and Missionary initiation. To fulfil its tasks, catechesis avails of two principal 
means: transmission of the Gospel message and experience of the Christian life.55 

 

Sources of Catechesis 

The primary source for the content of catechesis is the Good News of salvation, found in 
God’s word, written or handed down, under the guidance of the Church’s Magisterium. Other 
sources are how God’s word is more deeply understood and developed by the people of 
faith, celebrated in the liturgy, shines out in the life of the Church, especially in the just and in 
the saints, and in some ways is reflected in those genuine moral values which are found in 
human society. 56 

Particularly important sources for catechesis are the great Creeds that have summed up the 
Church's faith over the centuries, and the Lord's Prayer. The Credo of the People of God, 
proclaimed by Pope Paul VI in 1968, brought together the essential elements of the Catholic 
Faith, especially those that presented greater difficulty or risked being ignored; this Credo is 
also a sure point of reference for the content of catechesis. 57 

In our time a central source for catechesis is the Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
promulgated by Pope John Paul II in 1992, a comprehensive presentation of the faith to 
serve as a reference point for catechesis throughout the Church. The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church is a statement of the Church's faith and of Catholic doctrine, attested to or 
illuminated by Sacred Scripture, the Apostolic Tradition and the Church's Magisterium. 58 

 

 

3.5 Vatican Council II & Catholic Catechesis 

The Catechism of the Council of Trent 59(also known as the Roman Catechism) was 
composed by decree of the Council, and published in 1566. The Roman Catechism 
remained the principal standard of reference for catechesis in the Catholic Church for over 
four centuries, during which time Catholic catechesis focused on teaching orthodox Catholic 
doctrine in a carefully structured manner. Linked with this strong catechesis was 
encouragement of a varied devotional life – Mass, the Sacraments, traditional prayers, 
missions, retreats, pilgrimages and other devotions. This ‘catechetical-devotional’ model was 
effective in handing on the Faith and forming Catholics in commitment to God and his 
Church, strong in faith and moral behaviour. 60 

                                                           
54 General Directory for Catechesis, 69-72. 
55 Ibid. 85-87. 
56 General Catechetical Directory,45; General Directory for Catechesis, 94-96. 
57 Catechesi Tradendae, 28. 
58 General Directory for Catechesis, 119-120. 
59 J Donovan DD (translator). Catechism of the Council of Trent. London: Baronius Press, 2006. 
60 George Weigel. Evangelical Catholicism – Deep Reform in the 21st-Century Church. New York: Basic Books, 
2013. 11-17. 
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This ‘catechetical-devotional’ model, with strong home, school and parish linkages, was 
followed in Ireland prior to and immediately following the Second Vatican Council, as 
elsewhere in the Catholic world. 61 The Irish Catholic Bishops ‘Penny Catechism’ was the 
text for primary school catechesis – a concise and well-structured summary of the key truths 
of the Faith, with the Roman Catechism as the standard of reference.62 In earlier times in 
Ireland many children did not progress to secondary school, so the primary school 
catechesis needed to cover the basics of the Faith to provide as comprehensive a 
foundation as possible for their future lives.   

Ireland’s secondary schools normally had a programme with widely used common text 
books, building on the basics of the Penny Catechism and covering: doctrine, liturgy, 
apologetics, and Scripture. Dioceses had Inspectors who visited secondary schools to 
review progress, and conducted regular written examinations in religious knowledge.  

There were movements for renewal of catechesis in the Universal Church before Vatican II. 
A greater emphasis on Scripture followed from the biblical movement in the Catholic Church 
– epitomised in the Encyclicals of Pope Leo XIII and Pope Pius XII 63, culminating in the 
great Dogmatic Constitution of Vatican II on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum.64 The 
‘kerygmatic movement’ centred on the good news of our redemption in Christ, with special 
focus on: liturgy, Scripture, systematic teaching, and the example of Christian living.65  

The documents of the Second Vatican Council provided rich resources for renewal and 
development of catechesis – Pope Paul VI considered the Second Vatican Council itself to 
be ‘the great catechism of modern times’.66 At the Second Vatican Council some of the 
Bishops favoured composition of a new Catechism to succeed the Roman Catechism, but 
instead the Council prescribed that ‘a directory be compiled for the catechetical instruction of 
the Christian people in which the fundamental principles of this instruction and its 
organization will be dealt with and the preparation of books relating to it’67.  

 

 

3.6 Catechetical Blessings & Failures in Universal Church 

At the close of Vatican Council II in 1965 the scene was set for substantial and exciting 
developments in Catholic catechesis worldwide, building on the solid foundation of what had 
been achieved since the Council of Trent.  Was this optimism justified for Catholic 
catechesis, was the promise fulfilled? The answer must be: yes and no.  

Many blessings followed, significant developments were achieved. The Church’s 
Magisterium on catechesis took full account of the Second Vatican Council, and also 
incorporated the best of other relevant developments, such as the biblical and kerygmatic 
movements. But paradoxically there were also failures, some extremely serious.  

 

 

                                                           
61 Such a model was also the experience of the young Joseph Ratzinger, later Pope Benedict XVI, growing up in 
Bavaria. See Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger. Salt of the Earth – The Church at the End of the Millennium; An 
Interview with Peter Seewald. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997. 41-50. Éanna Johnson had similar experience 
of education in Catholic faith during his school days in India, Australia and Ireland.  
62 Texts similar to the ‘Penny Catechism’ were used in other countries, e.g. In USA the ‘Baltimore Catechism’. 
63 Pope Leo XIII, Providentissimus Deus. 1893.  Pope Pius XII. Divino Afflante Spiritu, 1943. 
64 Second Vatican Council. Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation. Dei Verbum. 1965. 
65 Michael J Wrenn. Catechisms and Controversies – Religious Education in the Postconciliar Years. San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991. 89-91.  
66 John Paul II. Catechesi Tradendae – On Catechesis in Our Time. 1979. 2.  
67 Second Vatican Council. Decree of the Pastoral Office of Bishops, Christus Dominus, 1965. 44.  
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Blessings that flowed from the Second Vatican Council. 

The 1970s were set for a great flowering of renewed Catholic catechesis. The decade 
opened with launch of the General Catechetical Directory 68 (GCD-1971), which provided 
excellent guidance in the conduct of Catholic catechesis, taking full account of the Second 
Vatican Council, in harmony with the wishes of the Council Fathers. 

The decade of the ‘70s saw two more Magisterial documents that were vitally important for 
catechesis. The 1974 Synod of Bishops considered the theme of Evangelisation, after which 
Pope Paul VI issued the Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Nuntiandi – On Evangelisation in 
the Modern World (EN). Evangelii Nuntiandi sets catechesis as an integral component of 
Evangelisation, the Church’s primary mission.69 

Catechesis itself was the theme for the 1977 Synod of Bishops, after which Pope St John 
Paul II wrote Catechesi Tradendae – On Catechesis in Our Time (CT), issued in 1979. This 
document gave extensive and specific guidance on catechesis in the context of 
evangelisation, incorporating the experience and recommendations of the world’s Bishops. 
Catechesi Tradendae also noted promising developments in Catholic catechesis70.  

A number of other excellent Magisterial documents, relevant and helpful to catechesis, were 
issued in the 1980s.  

The publication of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) in 1992 was arguably the 
greatest event for Catholic catechesis in over 400 years, ever since the Catechism of the 
Council of Trent of 1566.Though the Bishops at the Second Vatican Council had decided for 
a catechetical directory, rather than a new standard Catholic Catechism, by the 1980s things 
had changed. The 1985 Synod of Bishops proposed that the time was ripe for a new 
universal catechism, Pope John Paul II took up the call and entrusted the task to Cardinal 
Joseph Ratzinger. The preparation was comprehensive and thorough, involving all the 
Bishops of the world, along with experts in relevant fields. Worldwide response to the CCC 
has been overwhelmingly positive. 

Publication of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, along with other documents and 
developments in Catholic catechesis since 1971, meant that revision of the General 
Catechetical Directory was needed. The General Directory for Catechesis (GDC-1997)71 is a 
comprehensive updating of the earlier Directory.  

There are many excellent Magisterial documents that are helpful to Catholic catechesis, but 
the CCC and GDC-1997, along with Sacred Scripture, are the most important standards of 
reference today – the CCC focuses on content, what should be taught in catechesis, while 
the GDC-1997 expresses how catechesis should be carried out, the pedagogy, methodology 
and organisation.  For all Catholic catechisms the Church requires: perfect harmony with the 
CCC, and due consideration for the norms and criteria contained in the GDC-1997 72.  
‘Perfect harmony’ with the CCC means in relation to the content of the Faith: no deviations, 
incompleteness, confusions, errors, or extraneous additions. ‘Due consideration’ for the 
GDC means that not all parts of the GDC have the same importance; some of the ‘norms 
and criteria’ are mandatory and universally valid, while others are to be understood more as 
good advice, indications or guidelines. 

                                                           
68 Congregation for the Clergy, General Catechetical Directory, 1971. 
69 Pope Paul VI. Evangelii Nuntiandi – On Evangelisation in the Modern World, 1975. 14. ‘Evangelising is in fact 
the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. She exists in order to evangelize.’  
70 Pope John Paul II. Catechesi Tradendae – On Catechesis in Our Time, 1979. 17, 49. ‘The synod fathers 
recognised an undeniable advance in the vitality of catechetical activity and promising initiatives’. ‘Numerous 
very successful works have been produced and are a real treasure in the service of catechetical instruction’.  
71 Congregation for the Clergy, General Directory for Catechesis, 1997.  
72 General Directory for Catechesis 1997, 10, 284.   
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Publication of the CCC and GDC-1997 has also been the catalyst for preparation of National 
Directories for Catechesis (including France and Ireland), or revision of existing National 
Directories (like the US National Directory for Catechesis, originally prepared in 1978 and 
revised in 2003).  

 

Paradox of Catechetical Failures after the Second Vatican Council. 

While the graces and blessings of God were poured out in abundance at and after the 
Second Vatican Council, as might be expected, the Evil One – the Father of Lies and Spirit 
of Darkness – was also very active in opposition 73 to the work of the Holy Spirit– the Spirit of 
Truth and Light.  

In response to doctrinal problems afflicting the Church Pope Paul VI in 1968 issued his 
Credo of the People of God, which was a restatement and development of the Nicene 
Creed, highlighting those aspects of the Faith which were being denied, omitted or 
confused.74  

However, the problems continued, leading Pope Paul to state in 1972: 75 ‘The smoke of 
Satan has entered the Church: it is doubt, uncertainty, questioning, dissatisfaction, 
confrontation. There is no confidence in the Church; instead people put their trust in the first 
secular prophet who comes along.76 ..... Doubt has entered our consciences, and it entered 
through windows that should have been open to the light. ….. The school becomes the 
gymnasium of confusion and sometimes of absurd contradictions. …. It was thought that 
after the Council a day of sunshine would dawn for the history of the Church. What dawned 
instead was a day of clouds and storms, of darkness, of searching and uncertainties. ….  
How could that have happened?  … It has been the action of Satan, to disturb, to suffocate 
the fruits of the Ecumenical Council, and to prevent the Church from breaking into the hymn 
of joy at having renewed in fullness her awareness of herself’.    

Catholic catechesis did not escape these doctrinal problems in the Church. Alongside 
excellent developments which have been noted above, there were also failures, some grave.  

 

A series of six International Study Weeks were organised over the period 1959 to 1968 with 
venues in a number of different cities around the world, which were to prove highly influential 
in the direction taken by Catholic catechesis in the post-conciliar era. The Study Weeks 
initially focused on the kerygmatic movement, its aims and principles and its fourfold 
presentation of the faith. All would have been well had this direction been maintained, but 
tragically the later Study Weeks shifted away from Christ to the world and its concerns. The 
‘anthropocentric movement’, focusing on human experience as the foundation for catechesis 
contrary to Church teaching, took over from the kerygmatic movement, with disastrous 
results for Catholic catechesis. 77 

  

                                                           
73 This recalls a wise saying: ‘If Satan can’t stop a parade he’ll try to lead it’. Having failed to stop the ‘parade’ 
(Vatican Council II) Satan focused on leading the implementation astray.  
74 Pope Paul VI. Solemni Hac Liturgia - Credo of the People of God, 1968. 3, 4. The Credo ‘repeats in substance, 
with some developments called for by the spiritual condition of our time, the creed of Nicea, the creed of the 
immortal tradition of the holy Church of God’. Pope Paul affirmed the need for theological research, but 
warned that it should do no injury to the teachings of Christian doctrine.   
75 Pope Paul VI, Homily given in St Peter’s Basilica, 29th June 1972. Quoted in Robert Cardinal Sarah, God or 

Nothing, p.221-222. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015. 
76 2 Tim.4:3-4. St Paul warns Timothy that people will have ‘itching ears’ for false teaching.  
77 Michael J Wrenn. Catechisms and Controversies – Religious Education in the Postconciliar Years. San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991.  92-99. 
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In the Netherlands, without waiting for the guidance of the General Catechetical Directory 
1971, a new catechism for adults was published in 1966, generally known as the ‘Dutch 
Catechism’78. This new catechism was approved and promoted by the Bishops of the 
Netherlands. In response to complaints, mostly from laity, Pope Paul VI appointed a 
Commission of Cardinals to study the Dutch Catechism; the Commission praised the 
Catechism’s good features, but also listed doctrinal errors and deficiencies requiring 
correction. The text of the Dutch Catechism was never corrected, (though some editions 
included the Commission’s report as an appendix), and it went on to be a significant and 
enduring negative influence in international catechetical circles 79. 

A number of Church documents drew attention to failures in Catholic catechesis. The 
General Catechetical Directory 1971 warned of potential problems80. Catechesi Tradendae 
1979 deplored actual problems that were taking place.81  Tragically, the problems continued, 
as evidenced by the need for the General Directory for Catechesis to draw attention to the 
same sort of significant problems in Catholic catechesis that were still occurring in 1997. 82 
The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) set up a Committee to examine 
catechetical texts for conformance to the Catechism of the Catholic Church; the Committee 
reported in 1997 and 2003 on finding extensive and serious problems in school catechetical 
texts83, which largely repeated the problems found in the Dutch Catechism in 1966.  

 

This corruption of Catholic catechesis, affecting both faith and morals, caused heart-
breaking distress among the faithful – clergy and laity, especially parents/grandparents. In 
the period since Vatican II the resources available for authentic Catholic catechesis have 
probably never been better in the history of the Church: a wide range of superb materials, 
readily available throughout the world, much of it at no cost at the touch of a screen or click 
of a mouse. It is paradoxical that this same period has seen such harmful catechetical 
materials produced, reflecting Pope Paul VI’s view that this was the work of the Evil One.  

  

                                                           
78 Higher Catechetical Institute, Nijmegen. A New Catechism - Catholic Faith for Adults. New York: 

Herder and Herder, 1967.   

79 Catechisms and Controversies.  140-148.  
80 General Catechetical Directory 1971.  5, 7-9, 36, 39, 69.  
81 Catechesi Tradendae. 17, 30, 49, 61. ‘Limitations or even deficiencies have been recognised in what has been 
achieved to date.’    ‘Catechetical renewal .... has brought with it articles and publications which are ambiguous 
and harmful to young people and to the life of the Church. ... 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’.  
82 General Directory for Catechesis 1997.  2, 9, 28, 30, 181/2 
83 Reports of USCCB Standing Committee on Catechesis, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. 1997, 
2003. 
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3.7 Which Path has Ireland followed – Blessing or Failure? 

How has Catholic catechesis fared in Ireland since Vatican Council II? We were starting from 
a very strong base – an extensive network of Catholic schools, dedicated teachers, 
supportive parents/grandparents and clergy, tried and proven catechetical programmes that 
only needed updating and renewal faithful to Vatican II. We were by no means perfect, but 
nevertheless examples abound which point to the general success of our Catholic religious 
education; one of many examples that come to mind was the 300,000 wildly enthusiastic 
youth and young adults who greeted Pope St John Paul II at Ballybrit Racecourse in 1979.  

Given this strong starting point one would have expected Ireland to be a shining example of 
post-Vatican II Catholic catechetical blessings, especially as the Irish Church did not stint on 
pouring resources into religious education. One would have expected to see strengthened 
catechetical programmes, with better educated and trained teachers. One would have 
anticipated our churches overflowing with young people, knowledgeable and enthusiastic 
about their faith, and eager to share the new things about faith they learned at school with 
their peers and parents/grandparents84.   

Common experience tells us that the reality in Ireland is radically different to the above. 
What parishes, especially urban, do not experience children participating joyfully in First Holy 
Communion, then not to be seen again in the Church until their Confirmation, after which 
they only re-appear for special occasions like weddings and funerals 85.   (Catholic pre-
adolescents ceasing Church attendance after Confirmation is sadly not uncommon, 
especially in the developed world 86). 

Two very different paths faced Catholic catechesis in Ireland in the 1970s. On the one hand 
the choice could have been to follow the excellent and comprehensive guidance of the 
Church’s Magisterium, leading on to renewed and more effective religious education 
programmes, and a strengthening of Faith. A second choice was to copy those programmes 
and approaches in other countries that were not faithful to the Church’s Magisterium. 
Scripture indicates that deviations from the teaching of the Church derive from a combination 
of ignorance and arrogance, with power to corrupt faith and morals.87  

Pope St John Paul II on the final day of his visit to Ireland, 1st October 1979, in an address in 
Limerick specially for lay people, said Ireland was at a point of decision in her history, and 
must choose between the way of Christ and the way of the world 88. Tragically, new 
secularised RE programmes in our schools since the mid-1970s have prepared our Catholic 
people to follow the way of the world.  It was heart-breaking that this golden opportunity for 
catechetical renewal in our Catholic schools was not merely lost, but was counteracted.  

The Penny Catechism was replaced in the primary schools by the unsatisfactory Children of 
God series. A group of concerned Catholics (known as ‘Pro Fide’), mostly laity, studied the 
new programme and found it reflected more the Dutch Catechism than the Church’s 
Magisterium, but their carefully researched report was rejected.  

  

                                                           
84 Children from Catholic schools teaching parents may seem utopian, but it was the actual experience in 
Catholic mission schools, such as in Nigeria, where Catholic schools played a key role in Bishop Joseph 
Shanahan’s evangelisation strategy. Children in mission schools often helped bring animist parents to Faith.   
85 This was well expressed by Peter McVerry SJ in Reimagining the Catholic School, 231. Editors: Ned 
Prendergast & Luke Monahan. Dublin: Veritas Publications, 2003.  ‘When I look at the last forty years of 
Catholic education in Ireland, I am led to the conclusion that Catholic education has completely failed. … First 
Communion could be renamed not quite Last Communion but Second Last Communion because there is one 
more day in church and that is Confirmation. … Yes children, welcome to adulthood’ 
86 General Directory for Catechesis 1997.  181. 
871 Timothy 6:3-4;  2 Corinthians 11:3-4. 
88 The Visit. John Paul II in Ireland. Dublin: Veritas Publications & ACW Art Publishers, 1979. 83-88. 
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At secondary level the good RE programme, along with the system of inspection and 
examination, was simply abandoned, and nothing of substance put in their place, leaving a 
free-for-all, with many classrooms having unstructured discussions on topics of the day, 
others following some chosen text, still others doing nothing.  

What about adult catechesis? There had been little formal ‘adult catechesis’ so described, 
but a considerable amount of adult catechesis actually took place in a variety of ways. The 
principal way was the Sunday sermon, with significant catechetical content. Retreats, 
missions and sodalities also had much catechesis. But from the 1970s most of this adult 
catechesis was lost. Sodalities virtually disappeared, missions became much less frequent, 
while retreats had less catechetical input with greater emphasis on reflection and meditation.   

After Vatican II the Sunday catechetical sermons became the homily breaking open the 
Word of God from the Scripture readings of the Mass, excellent in principle, but in practice 
homilies have tended to lack real substance89. Priests lacked deep knowledge of Scripture, 
and were unaccustomed to that kind of preaching.  

Having started in the mid-1970s, this sad state of affairs in Catholic catechesis in Ireland 
continued on through the 1980s. Surely the 1990s would bring a turn-around with publication 
of the Catechism of the Catholic Church?  

The Irish Bishops’ publishing house, Veritas, was one of the publishers of the English 
language edition of the Catechism of the Catholic Church in 1994. For many Catholics in 
Ireland the CCC was eagerly awaited and welcomed with open arms, but not by all. Some of 
our prominent theologians, with significant influence in catechetical circles, were among 
those who responded with criticism of the CCC 90.  

Veritas also published the excellent General Directory for Catechesis in 1997. However, the 
replacement for the Children of God series in Ireland’s primary schools, the Alive-O 
Programme91, proved even less satisfactory and not faithful to the CCC and GDC-97.   

At secondary level the ‘solution’ to the post-1970s chaos has been to hand over leadership 
in religious education to the secular State (ROI) for public examinations in Junior and 
Leaving Certificate Examinations in ‘Religious Education’ 92. The examination Syllabi 
express a secular perspective on all religions and atheism, with an impoverished 
presentation of a generic Christianity, while being constructively anti-Catholic because the 
Catholic Church is never mentioned, not even in the Section: ‘Religion, the Irish experience’. 
This kind of ‘Religious Education’ encourages a secular mind-set, not authentic Catholic 
Faith. The uptake is far from successful, with less than half of pupils taking ‘Religious 
Education’ in the Junior Cert and only 2% in the Leaving Cert.   

                                                           
89 J Anthony Gaughan. At the Coalface – Recollections of a City and Country Priest. Dublin: Columba Press, 
2000.  183: Based on a lifetime of pastoral experience in Dublin Archdiocese, Fr Gaughan identified three 
paramount factors responsible for the decline in Faith among the people: affluence, the influence of the 
media, and the unsatisfactory nature of catechetical programmes in the pulpit and in the school.  
90Michael J Walsh, ed. Commentary on the Catechism of the Catholic Church. Collegeville, Minn: Liturgical 
Press, 1994. Most of the twenty five contributors to this Commentary were critical of the CCC, including 
prominent Irish theologians, Rev Dermot A Lane (Archdiocese of Dublin and Mater Dei Institute), Rev Gabriel 
Daly OSA (Trinity College, Dublin), and Rev Gerald O’Hanlon SJ (Milltown Institute, Dublin). Quoted in, Michael 
J Wrenn & Kenneth D Whitehead. Flawed Expectations – The Reception of the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996. 211, 217, 219, 221-25, 231, 237-38.  
91 Éanna Johnson carried out a theological and pedagogical analysis of the Alive-O Programme, for which he 
was awarded a PhD in Theology by the Pontifical University, St Patrick’s College, Maynooth. (The thesis is 
accessible in Maynooth Library, or at http://eprints.nuim.ie/3076/ ). The analysis showed that the Alive-O 
Programme, despite some attractive features, was not satisfactory, pedagogically or theologically, for use in 
Catholic primary schools. It also lacked approval by the Holy See, as required in Canon Law CIC775. 
92 National Council for Curriculum & Assessment. Religious Education Syllabi: Junior Certificate 2000, Leaving 
Certificate 2003. Dublin: The Stationery Office, Dublin. 

http://eprints.nuim.ie/3076/
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There used to be an effective partnership in Catholic catechesis between home, school and 
Church but this was largely lost resulting from introduction of deficient and defective 
programmes since the 1970s. A study carried out in 1999 on the Children of God series 
found that parents and parish clergy were like separate islands, so disconnected from the 
school religion programme that the Report was titled, ‘Islands Apart’. 93 

From mid-1970s a generation and a half of pupils in Ireland (c. 2million), have experienced 
the problematic catechetical programmes in Catholic schools. Many appear to have been so 
‘inoculated’ with defective Catholic teaching that they are ‘immune’ to the real thing. 

In 2002 the Bishops’ Commission on Catechetics announced the preparation of a Syllabus 
for a new primary level RE programme to succeed the Alive-O Programme. This author was 
one of those invited to comment on a draft Syllabus in 2008, which he found unacceptable. 
The Syllabus was intended for Ireland and Scotland, because Scotland had been using the 
Alive-O Programme; the Scottish Bishops dispensed with both Alive-O and Syllabus, and 
developed their own programme, This is Our Faith, which is satisfactory. Subsequently the 
Syllabus project was dropped without explanation, and a new ‘Curriculum’ was prepared 
through a non-transparent process, excluding the faithful, clerical and lay, who were neither 
consulted nor kept informed of progress. The new Curriculum falls short of satisfactory. The 
new Grow in Love series is currently being introduced to replace Alive-O, but so far (the first 
four years) has proven unsatisfactory.  

The Church sees catechesis as an integral component of evangelisation, her principal 
mission.94 In order to thrive catechesis needs an environment of dynamic Catholic 
evangelisation. It is astonishing then that no commission, department, council or agency of 
the Irish Bishops’ Conference is devoted to evangelisation. A new Commission for Pastoral 
Renewal and Adult Faith Development was set up by the Bishops’ Conference in 2005, but 
this would make a negative contribution to catechesis because its role was seen as 
extending the defective schools programmes to adults. 95 

Learning Assessment is accepted by education professionals as an essential component of 
all education projects. However, no learning assessment has been carried out by our 
catechetics establishment for education in faith since introduction of new programmes in the 
mid-1970s. This is seriously unprofessional and unsatisfactory. (This author carried out a 
nationwide Learning Assessment Survey of pupils who had completed the 8years of the 
Alive-O Programme, which is fully described in Section 6 below).  

The situation in relation to teacher training is not encouraging, with Catholic colleges being 
increasingly ceded to secular control by incorporation into State universities.  

 

 

  

                                                           
93 Martin Kennedy. Islands Apart – Consultation Report regarding the ‘Children of God’ series for senior 
primary-school children involving parents, children, teachers and priests. Dublin: Veritas Publications, 2000.  
The Children of God series had been in use for over twenty years, yet of the parents surveyed 77% said they 
knew a little or nothing about the programme, and 86% of priests reported knowing a little or nothing about 
the programme. The Alive-O Programme could only drive the three islands further apart, because of the lack of 
content in the Pupils Books, which parents and priests might see, while the programme is essentially contained 
in the Teachers Books, which parents and priests are unlikely to see and unlikely to learn much if they do see 
because the Teachers Books are so voluminous, complex and confusing.       
94 Evangelii Nuntiandi, 1975, 14, 17, 44, and confirmed in subsequent Magisterial documents.  
95 Press Release after Bishops’ Conference meeting of 7th December 2005. Launch of the Bishops’ Commission 
for Pastoral Renewal and Adult Faith Development.  
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4. PROGRAMME CONTENT 

As noted above in Section 2: APPROACH, the appropriate analysis criteria adopted for 
Programme Content are: Authenticity and Completeness. The principal standard of 
reference, as recommended by the Church, is the Catechism of the Catholic Church. The 
presentation of the analysis below follows the four-part structure of the Catechism:  

 The Profession of Faith (based on the Creeds) 

 The Celebration of the Christian Mystery  (Liturgy & Sacrament) 

 Life in Christ  (Christian Morality) 

 Christian Prayer 

 

4.1 The Profession of Faith 

Revelation:  The Programme contains much Scripture, both Old and New Testaments, 
teaching that the Bible is the Word of God, which is good in principle, but overall the 
treatment of Revelation is poor. It is unsatisfactory in relation to salvation history; Sacred 
Tradition; the role of the Church's Magisterium; the truth of Scripture; the unity of both Old 
and New Testaments in the context of salvation history; the difference between natural and 
supernatural revelation. Old Testament topics lack completeness, and are presented out of 
sequence with no sense of story. The Programme acts with freedom to treat Scripture like 
plasticine or putty, which can be added to, taken from, or reshaped at will, often obscuring 
the Scripture original or presenting a different meaning, e.g. the Parable of the Lost Sheep 
(Luke 15:4-7) is presented 22 times but always given a meaning opposite to Scripture – the 
lost sheep is never likened to a repentant sinner, only physically lost, and far from repenting 
blames the 99 virtuous sheep for letting it get lost, whereupon the virtuous sheep repent of 
their ‘sin’.    

The Trinity and God the Father: The Programme stresses that God is good and loving and is 
creator of all things; aspects omitted are that there is only one God, and that God is 
transcendent, omnipotent and eternal. There is teaching that God is Father, but unclarity on 
the identity of God the Father, and confusion between God and God the Father. Teaching on 
the Trinity is weak and only comes the last year of the Programme, which could only convey 
the impression to teachers and pupils that the Trinity is of little importance, maybe even 
irrelevance96.  

Creation: The Programme teaches pupils that God is creator of human beings and the 
material world; human beings are created in the image of God. The wonder, beauty and 
diversity of God's visible creation are well expressed. Creation of angels and the human soul 
are omitted. Angels are mentioned but never explained, and the fall of the angels is omitted. 
Teaching on the Fall and original sin is weak, comes very late in the Programme, and is not 
connected with salvation history.  

Jesus Christ: Jesus receives considerable attention, and most of the main events of his life 
are presented. Jesus is presented as healer, teacher, shepherd, and worker of miracles, 
who is sent by God. Jesus' mission is presented predominantly as to tell of God’s love, and 
to teach by word and example how we should love God and others. The Programme’s 
treatment is minimal on Jesus’ identity as God the Son, Second Person of the Trinity, and 
his and central role in salvation history as Messiah and Redeemer of the human race from 
sin through his death on the cross and his Second Coming as Judge at the end of time.  

Several of Jesus' teachings are included, some of which are well presented. Other teachings 
are poorly presented, with omissions, changes, and confusions, especially Jesus’ parables.  

                                                           
96 In this Alive-O mirrors the approach of the ‘Dutch Catechism’, in which the ‘Trinity’ does not appear in the 
Index, nor in any heading or sub-heading, and only receives brief and rather vague treatment on page 499 of a 
502 page book.   
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The Holy Spirit: The Programme includes many actions of the Holy Spirit: at Baptism and 
Confirmation; at Pentecost; and helping us to live like Jesus and be his witnesses in the 
world. The teaching is weak on the Holy Spirit is a distinct Divine Person, equal to the Father 
and Son. The Programme’s presentations on the Holy Spirit tend to an understanding of the 
Spirit as a presence of God in material creation, not as a distinct divine Person. The principal 
lesson on the Holy Spirit himself is titled ‘Earthed in the Spirit’, focuses on the Spirit and 
human beings being connected to the earth, and is illustrated with a spider in her web.  

The Church: The Programme brings out well the dimension of the Church as a unified body 
of people who love, support and care for each other, but the spiritual nature of the Church is 
weak. The image of the Church as the Body of Christ is presented, but Christ as Head of the 
Body is omitted.  

Information on the Catholic Church is very limited. There is a simple presentation of the 
history of the Christianity through the ages, good in principle, but treatment of the Catholic 
Church is unduly restricted and negative. The coming of Christianity to Ireland through St 
Patrick is reasonably presented, including development of monasteries, but a serious 
omission is the extraordinary missionary activity of the monks in bringing the Christian faith 
back to Britain and Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire and invasions of pagan tribes. 

Mary and the Saints: The Programme covers the great events of the life of Mary, and 
teaches pupils to love her as a mother. The Programme is weak on Mary's virginity; some 
illustrations invite an understanding that Mary was pregnant at the time of the Annunciation, 
and had several other children besides Jesus. The Hail Mary prayer is not explained or 
linked to her key role in salvation history and significance of her 'yes'. There is no reference 
to approved apparitions of Mary and places of pilgrimage. 

There are reasonable presentations on the saints in general, on several individual Irish and 
other saints, but missionaries and martyrs are missing. There is lack of distinction between 
the Feasts of All Saints and All Souls, which adds to the Programme’s weak presentation on 
eschatology – the Last Things.  

The Last Things (Eschatology): The Programme covers purification in Purgatory after death, 
the joy of heaven, and that we can only cut ourselves off from heaven by rejecting God. The 
presentation is weak on the communion of saints and how our prayers, especially the 
sacrifice of the Mass, can lessen the suffering of souls undergoing purification in Purgatory. 
It is unsatisfactory that the Programme omits that immediately after death the immortal soul 
will be judged by Christ, leading to heaven or hell, and that Jesus will come again at the end 
of time, his Second Coming, to judge the living and dead in a 'general judgement', when the 
bodies of the dead will rise and be reunited with their souls, and the material universe itself 
will be transformed. The Programme could helpfully have included that Catholics celebrate 
funerals to pray for the person who has died, especially at the Eucharist when celebrated, 
and to comfort relatives and friends. 

 

4.2 Celebration of the Christian Mystery 

Liturgy and Seasons of the Church: The Seasons of the Church Year are re-visited many 
times in the Programme, going into greater depth and detail in parallel with the growing of 
ability of the pupils to understand. The Programme covers Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter 
and Pentecost, saying that the Church Year follows the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, 
which is good. However, it is not good that the Programme omits to link the Liturgical Year 
with the full sweep of salvation history from Creation right through to the Second Coming of 
Jesus at the end of time. It is also unsatisfactory that minimal attention is given to Sunday, 
the Lord's Day, and its importance for the Church's liturgy.  

Sacraments: Teaching on the Sacraments in general is very weak, depriving the Sacraments 
of meaning by omitting the Church's teaching on grace in general, and sacramental graces 
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in particular. Further unsatisfactory omissions are: the essential nature of the sacraments; 
the seven sacraments were instituted by Christ and entrusted to the Church to give grace, 
which is divine life won for us by the death and resurrection of Christ, and the sending of the 
Holy Spirit; each sacrament has a minister and an outward sign which signifies and makes 
efficaciously present, by the action of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit, the grace 
proper to each sacrament; the ordained ministerial priesthood plays an important part in the 
sacraments. 

Baptism: The Programme emphasises Baptism as the ritual where the Christian community 
gathers to welcome a new member. Baptism should be presented in the context of salvation 
history and introduced earlier, during the years of preparation for First Penance and First 
Communion.  

Pupils should be taught that the essential rite of Baptism consists in immersing in water or 
pouring water on the person’s head, while calling on God the Holy Trinity, saying ‘I baptise 
you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit’. The principal symbolisms of the 
water of Baptism, should be presented, while indicating that the other parts of the Rite of 
Baptism, including the use of oil of anointing, candle and white garment, help develop 
meaning and significance, but are not essential to the Sacrament.  

The various parts of the Church’s Rite of Baptism are presented but not properly explained. 
Clear explanation should be given, stating that Baptism confers graces, which come from the 
saving death of Christ on the cross, and it is by those graces that Baptism brings forgiveness 
of original sin and all personal sins, birth into the new life as children of God the Father, and 
incorporation into the Church, the Body of Christ. Baptism also gives special graces of the 
Holy Spirit which empower the baptized to love and serve God, to grow in faith, hope and 
charity, and to live a good Christian life.  

Pupils should also be taught that: Baptism places a spiritual mark or ‘character’ on the soul, 
which is why we can only be baptised once. Teaching should also have included that at 
Baptism each person is given a Christian name, which is usually the name of a saint, who 
can be a model and example, and that Baptism is usually given by the priest, but in 
emergency, any person can baptize.  

Confirmation: The Programme presents: the history of the Sacrament of Confirmation; 
renewal of Baptismal Promises; Confirmation names and sponsors; the rite of administration 
of the Sacrament by the Bishop, including the anointing with oil, laying on of hands, and the 
words spoken; gifts and fruit of the Spirit. The accompanying video has good presentations 
of the Blessing of the Oil of Chrism, and the celebration of the Sacrament of Confirmation 
itself. 

However, it is unsatisfactory that there are significant omissions including the following: 
Confirmation completes the grace of Baptism. The Sacrament of Confirmation gives us 
graces of the Holy Spirit, which bind us with Christ and with the Church, and strengthen us to 
bear witness to Christ and to spread and defend the faith. Confirmation, like Baptism, puts a 
permanent spiritual mark on the soul, so that we can receive Confirmation only once. A 
candidate for Confirmation must have attained the age of reason, professed Christian faith, 
be in the state of grace, have the intention of receiving the sacrament, and be prepared to be 
a disciple and witness to Christ.  

Eucharist and the Mass: The Programme gives considerable attention to the Eucharist, 
which is good in principle, but there are also omissions and confusions.  

The Liturgy of the Mass is presented with a few different structures, which is confusing for 
pupils, and all of which vary from the structure presented in the CCC. Pupils should be 
taught the structure of the Mass in harmony with Church teaching, involving -  

 The Liturgy of the Word, with the gathering of the people and penitential rite, followed 
by the Scripture readings, homily and general intercessions;  
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 The Liturgy of the Eucharist, with the presentation of the bread and wine, 
consecration by the priest (which is the heart of the Eucharistic celebration), 
communion and concluding rite.              

There is teaching on the Real Presence of Jesus in the Eucharist, but unsatisfactory to omit 
the term ‘transubstantiation’ and its explanation, which best describes the change of the 
bread and wine into the Body and Blood, soul and divinity, of Christ.  

The Programme’s emphasis tends to be on the Mass as a shared meal, and on human 
attitudes and values. The Programme presents several para-liturgical Eucharist-like 
services, which are claimed to help pupils understand the Eucharist, but are more likely to 
cause confusion and diminish the Eucharist. Further confusion is likely to be caused by a 
story which is supposed to explain the Eucharist in which a wicked witch tries unsuccessfully 
to prevent people stealing the bread produced by her magic oven.  

Pupils are not taught that the Mass is the sacrament of the sacrifice of the cross; that the 
same Jesus Christ, God the Son, who offered himself once in a bloody manner on the cross 
for our salvation is offered in an unbloody manner on the altar at Mass.  

There is reference to priests presiding at Mass, but lack of clarification that it is only priests, 
who have validly received the Sacrament of Holy Orders, that can preside at the Eucharist 
and consecrate the bread and wine so that they become the Body and Blood of Christ.  

Other important omissions from the Programme’s teaching for pupils on the Eucharist are: 
the Eucharist gives grace which increases our union with Jesus, forgives our venial sins, 
preserves us from grave sins, and strengthens the unity and love of the members of the 
Church. Anyone who desires to receive Christ in Eucharistic communion must be in the state 
of grace; anyone aware of having sinned mortally must not receive communion without 
having received absolution in the sacrament of Penance. The faithful are obliged to attend 
Mass on Sundays and Holy Days. The Church encourages more frequent, even daily, 
attendance at Mass and reception of Holy Communion. The Church encourages visits to the 
Blessed Sacrament for prayer and adoration.  

 

Penance: The Programme presents the Rite of Celebration of the Sacrament of Penance, 
Rites 1 and 2, with preference for Rite 2; teaching should reflect the Church’s preference, 
and give priority and comprehensive teaching on Rite 1. The Programme presents several 
non-sacramental ‘Reconciliation Services’ similar to Rite 2, risking confusion with and 
undermining the meaning of the Sacrament.  

The Programme’s teaching includes that the priest administers the Sacrament, but does not 
clarify that the priest in the sacrament of Penance stands in the place of Christ, and that 
through the grace of the sacrament of Holy Orders, he gives us Jesus’ forgiveness when he 
says the words of absolution, through the merits of Jesus’ redemptive sacrifice on the cross.  

Other important omissions include: 

Before Penance we should examine our consciences to come to know our sins, reflecting on 
the Word of God, especially the Ten Commandments and the Beatitudes.  

In the Sacrament of Penance the main requirements of the penitent are, 
 To have sincere repentance  
 To confess sins to the priest  
 To make reparation by carrying out the penance given by the priest, and making all 

reasonable efforts to repair any harm done to others by sins committed, e.g. return of 
stolen goods, restore reputation of someone slandered.  

In Penance we are bound to confess all mortal sins that have not previously been 
confessed, which remains the only ordinary means of reconciliation with God and the 
Church. The confession of venial sins, without being necessary in itself, is nevertheless 
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strongly recommended by the Church.  In addition to forgiveness of sins, the graces of the 
Sacrament of Penance reconcile us with God and the Church, bring peace, give spiritual 
strength to live a good Christian life and to avoid sin.  

The Church requires that we go to the sacrament of Penance at least once per year, but 
regular more frequent confession, even of venial sins only, is strongly recommended.  

 

Anointing of the Sick: The Programme describes the administration of the Sacrament, 
through which the Church expresses Jesus’ care for those who are sick. While it is good to 
include participation of the community, it is not made clear that this participation, while 
desirable, is optional, and it is the priest (or bishop) who confers the Sacrament through the 
grace of Holy Orders, and not the Christian community as a whole.  

Important omissions are: the Sacrament has a special grace, which unites the sick person to 
the Passion of Christ, brings strength, peace, and courage to endure suffering in a Christian 
manner, brings forgiveness of sins if the person has been unable to receive the Sacrament 
of Reconciliation, and may bring healing from the illness. 

 

Holy Orders:  The Programme allots only one day in Year 8 to Holy Orders, which focuses 
on service, which is good, but the treatment of the Sacrament overall is seriously 
inadequate. The Sacrament of Holy Orders should get significant attention and be 
introduced much earlier in the Programme when pupils are prepared for first reception of the 
Sacraments of Eucharist and Penance, because the Sacraments of Eucharist and Penance 
do not make sense in the absence of understanding of Holy Orders.   

Important omissions from the Programme’s teaching for pupils include the following:  

The call to priesthood comes from God, and must be submitted to the judgement of the 
Church who will decide on suitability to be ordained. The Church is bound by the choice of 
Christ to ordain only men to the priesthood. The priest acts in the person of Christ our 
Saviour, the Head of the Church. Bishops and priests are normally not married, so they can 
give themselves entirely to God and the people they serve; celibacy is also an imitation of 
Christ, and of the Blessed Virgin.  

The Sacrament of Holy Orders was instituted by Christ at the Last Supper, when he 
established the Twelve Apostles as the bishops to lead and take care of the Church. Priests 
receive through ordination the gift of a ‘sacred power’ to celebrate Mass, proclaim the 
Gospel and consecrate the Eucharist, to forgive sins in Confession, and to administer the 
Sacrament of the Sick. Priests normally administer Baptism, and officiate at the Sacrament 
of Marriage. Ordination, like Baptism and Confirmation, can be received only once.  

There are three degrees of the ordained ministry: bishop, priest and deacon. The bishop is a 
successor of the apostles and head of his diocese. He also shares in responsibility for the 
whole Church, under the authority and in union with the Pope, the successor of St Peter. 
The bishop has the fullness of priestly ordination, including the sacramental power to ordain 
priests, deacons and other bishops, and to administer Confirmation. Deacons are ordained 
for tasks of service; permanent deacons are men who may be married.  

 

Marriage: The Programme gives one day to Marriage in Year 8, in the same week as the 
teaching on Holy Orders, which is inadequate. Marriage should receive much greater 
attention, and be introduced earlier in the Programme. 

Omissions include the following:  

By performing his first miracle at the wedding feast of Cana, Jesus gave a sign confirming 
Marriage as a Sacrament of the Church. The graces of Christ particular to the Sacrament of 
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Marriage help husband and wife to love and care for each other, to bring each other closer to 
God on the way to eternal life, and to love and educate their children in the Catholic Faith. 
Jesus’ love for his Church is a model of love for all married couples.  Catholic weddings are 
normally celebrated during a Nuptial Mass, the couple are the ministers of the sacrament for 
each other, while the priest blesses the couple and acts as a witness for the Church. The 
Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph in Nazareth is a model for the Christian family home, 
which is rightly called "the domestic church."  

 

4.3 Life in Christ 

Morality: In relation to morality in general, the Programme emphasises as foundation the 
natural goodness of children and development of human maturity. While accepting the 
innate goodness of human beings as created by God, the focus should be on God and his 
goodness as the source and measure of morality.  The Programme's ‘Act of Sorrow’ has 
good elements but also deficiencies, and would be better replaced by an ‘Act of Contrition’ in 
harmony with the tradition of the Church 97. 

In relation to moral laws and commandments, the Programme helpfully presents the 
Beatitudes (Mt.5:1-12), but greater attention is given to the Programme’s alternative and 
inferior beatitudes-like list, 'Be Blessed'. The focus should be on the Gospel version of the 
Beatitudes.  

The Ten Commandments are given, but in different versions, with principal attention given to 
the Programme’s inferior version, which is bound to cause confusion. Pupils should be 
taught only the Church’s standard version, as presented in the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (CCC). The Programme gives only limited teaching on some of the Commandments, 
which is inadequate. Simple teaching should be given, explaining the meaning of each of the 
Ten Commandments, in harmony with the CCC.  

The Programme presents a number of other guidelines and codes of behaviour, and 
provides for pupils to prepare their own codes, which are given as much attention and 
credibility as the law of God. This is seriously problematic, because it is not made clear that 
God’s law is superior to all human codes of morality.  

The use of ‘little Beings’ (these ‘New Age’ type objects are further commented on below 
under ‘Pedagogical Aspects’) in morality and prayer is confusing and potentially spiritually 
dangerous.  

Significant omissions on morality include:   

Original sin and its effects, which introduce an inclination to evil in everyone, including 
children, and we need the grace and mercy of God, which was won for us by the redemptive 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.  

Temptation, free will, the Christian understanding on feelings and emotions, conscience, 
virtue, what is sin (including mortal and venial sin), grace including sanctifying and actual 
graces, the authority of the Church's moral teaching. 

 

  

                                                           
97 e.g. from the Maynooth Catechism: ‘O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee, and I detest my 
sins above every other evil, because they displease Thee, my God, who for thy infinite goodness art so deserving 
of all my love; and I firmly resolve, by Thy holy grace, never more to offend Thee and to amend my life. Amen’. 
A similar ‘Act of Contrition’ is presented in the Compendium of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2005.   
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4.4 Christian Prayer 

Prayer:  The Programme provides for prayer in the great majority of lessons, with use of the 
great prayers of the Church (especially the Sign of the Cross, Glory Be to the Father, Our 
Father, Hail Mary), which is very good in principle. However, the meaning of these great 
prayers should be taught, but is not. This applies especially to the Our Father, in harmony 
with the practice of the CCC.  

The Programme provides for symbols to be displayed during the prayer-times, which is good 
in principle. Every Programme prayer time uses a lighted candle, which is reasonable. On 
occasions other symbols are added, which are sometimes Christian but most often are 
secular – this is unsatisfactory. A Christian symbol should always be used, particularly a 
cross or crucifix, to which other Christian symbols could be added for special occasions, 
helping pupils with prayer and also adding to their catechesis.  

The Programme's prayer times include many prayers of thanksgiving, petition and 
intercession, which is reasonable, but unsatisfactory that these prayers tend to be 
preponderantly 'horizontal'; the balance should be changed to focus more on spiritual 
matters. Pupils should also be taught about God’s response to prayers of petition and 
intercession, explaining that God always hears our prayers and responds in the way he 
knows is best for us, which might not always be the way we would like. 

The Programme’s prayer times are predominantly Programme-written prayers, to be read 
out by the teacher with pupil responses, which vary from day to day. This will not form the 
pupils in habits of regular prayer, which they could continue on their own. 

The Programme seeks to introduce pupils to meditation, which is reasonable in principle. 
However, it is very unsatisfactory that the main attention is given to a secular type of 
meditation, with techniques for achieving mental detachment with focus on self and material 
things. Little attention is given to meditative and contemplative prayer as taught by the 
Church, focusing on Christian matters so that one might conform one's life better to the way 
of the Lord, and experience silent communication with God.  

The Programme’s prayer-times include more than a hundred para-liturgical rituals, about half 
of which could be considered ‘para-sacramental’. The CCC does not include any such para-
liturgical rituals in its teaching on the liturgy, sacraments or prayer. The Programme’s para-
liturgies are unsatisfactory, with potential to confuse rather than educate pupils, because the 
Programme does not present any essential difference between these para-liturgies and the 
sacraments and liturgy of the Church.  

Omissions include the following:    Christian prayer is primarily Trinitarian; we normally pray 
in the Holy Spirit through Christ to the Father. We may also pray directly to the Father, Jesus 
or the Holy Spirit. The Christian family – the “domestic church” – is the first place for learning 
to pray, especially at family prayer times and going to the church as a family. We can 
experience distractions and dryness in prayer; the remedy lies in faith, giving our hearts fully 
to God and persevering in prayer. Memorisation is important for catechesis in prayer, 
especially for children and young people, accompanied with explanation of the meaning of 
the prayers.  
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5. PEDAGOGICAL ASPECTS 

 

As noted above in Section 2: APPROACH, the analysis criteria selected for this Review in 
relation to Pedagogical Aspects are: Faithfulness to the Church’s pedagogy and Educational 
effectiveness. 

 

5.1 Programme Pedagogy. 

The General Directory for Catechesis (GDC) is the Catholic Church’s principal guidance 
document on pedagogy (teaching strategy & methodology), how education in the Faith 
should be carried out. The Church does not have a particular method for catechesis, but 
rather encourages a diversity of methods and methodologies.   

However, the GDC does specify one particular pedagogy, the ‘Pedagogy of God’ as the 
source and model of the pedagogy of the faith98. The ‘Pedagogy of God’, based on 
transmission of Divine Revelation, is also the pedagogy of Jesus Christ, and the pedagogy 
of the Church. Knowledge of Christianity can only come through divine Revelation99.  The 
Pedagogy of God requires that salvation history is the overall structure for all Catechesis100.  

The Programme does not recognise the existence of the ‘Pedagogy of God’, and does not 
use salvation history as a structure for its teachings. Instead of the ‘Pedagogy of God’ the 
earlier Books present a ‘Process’ with three steps: 1. Focus on particular experiences which 
are part of the pupils' lives; 2. Explore/Reflect on the experience and feelings, including the 
Christian story as it sheds light on their experience; 3.  Response to the pupils’ own lives and 
actions.   

The Programme’s later Books do give greater attention to Scripture and divine Revelation, 
but the overall pedagogy is unduly focussed on human experience. This is unsatisfactory. 
The General Directory for Catechesis has wise guidance on many aspects of methodology, 
including the role of human experience101. The GDC affirms the importance of relating the 
truths of Faith to life, but does not make human experience the starting point and base for a 
pedagogy appropriate for Catholic catechesis102. 

 

5.2 Learning Assessment 

Learning assessment is an essential component of any educational activity and has many 
benefits, including: motivation for memorisation; feedback to teachers and others on the 
effectiveness of the educational programme; the instruments employed in learning 
assessment can show what results are being aimed at. There is no provision in the 
Programme for teachers to carry out learning assessment. The Programme does say that 
visits from parish clergy and Diocesan Advisers are welcome, but there is no provision or 
encouragement for them to carry out learning assessment with pupils.  

It is unsatisfactory that the Programme has no Learning Assessment. An appropriate and 
professional system of learning assessment is needed, which would be beneficial to all 
parties.  

See further below in Section 6: ‘LEARNING ASSESSMENT’. 

 

                                                           
98 GDC 137-147 
99 Catechism of the Catholic Church. 50. 
100 GDC 108, 115. 
101 GDC 148-162. 
102 General Directory for Catechesis, 152-153. 
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5.3 Education Resources: 

The Programme employs a comprehensive range of education resources. The principal 
materials employed are: for each Year there is a Pupil’s Book, a Teacher’s Book, a pupil’s 
Workbook, a video, and an audiotape or CD with songs. Contained within these materials 
are: teachings, songs, hymns, stories, poems, illustrations, liturgies and para-liturgies, 
prayers, games, activities, discussions and drama. The role of the teacher is of course vital, 
but it is also true that good resources can be very helpful to the teacher, while poor 
resources can be a major hindrance. 

A good Pupil’s Book is a vital resource. It is educational best practice for the Pupil’s Books to 
contain what the Pupils are to be taught, in a creative and learning-friendly manner. The 
Pupil’s Book is enduring; a good Pupil’s Book can be an invaluable reference, not just in its 
current year, but for years to come.  

The Programme Pupil’s Books are very low on content, so pupils do not have a 
comprehensive and enduring reference to what they should be learning. It is also 
unsatisfactory for teachers, unduly increasing their responsibility and workload.  

A good Pupil’s Book could contribute significantly to a positive home-school-parish 
partnership. It could offer a fruitful shared experience for parents and children to learn 
together. This would be particularly important for today’s generation of primary school 
parents, who were victims of the deficient and defective ‘religious education’ programmes 
introduced to Ireland’s Catholic schools from the mid-1970s. A good Pupil’s Book could help 
parish clergy to contribute to the children’s education in faith, which is the first of their three 
main tasks – teach, sanctify, govern.103  However, the Programme’s content-starved Pupil’s 
Books are very unsatisfactory for parents and parish clergy, who do not see the Teacher’s 
Manuals, and so will have very little idea what the children are being taught, preventing a 
fruitful home-school-parish partnership.   

A good Teacher’s Book could be extremely helpful to the teacher and should focus on how 
the teaching is to be done, and typically would include: aims, programme structure, 
additional background reading and other resources for the teachers, learning activities, 
Learning Assessment instruments, advice on presentation, glossary and index, etc.  

The Programme’s Teacher’s Books are complex, voluminous (400 pages each on average), 
poorly structured, and contain many times more material than teachers could use. At the 
same time, the Teacher’s Manuals exclude potentially helpful aspects, e.g. Learning 
Assessment instruments, glossary, index. 

The great majority of the songs, hymns, stories, poems, illustrations, liturgies, prayers, 
games, activities, and lesson materials are specially written for and unique to the 
Programme, and are likely to be unfamiliar to parents/grandparents/guardians and to parish 
clergy. The Programme is essentially contained in the extensive Teacher’s Books, which will 
rarely if ever be available to parents and priests, with little information in the Pupil’s Books 
and Workbooks. Pupils are immersed in a unique Alive-O environment, which is foreign to 
home and parish. The structure of the Programme therefore gives almost total control to the 
school, putting undue burden on teachers and marginalising parents, parish clergy and 
others. 

‘Little Beings’: A particularly disturbing resource in the Programme is the use of ‘little Beings’, 
which are plasticene models which each child is required to make. The ‘little Being’ can be 
anything the child imagines, with a personality and name which is not to be disclosed to 
anyone, not even their parents nor teacher. Parents will not even be aware of the existence 
of ‘little Beings’, because they are kept in school and are not mentioned in the Pupil’s Book. 
A ‘little Being’ could be harmless or malign, giving a dangerous opening for the sinister or 
even occult. Children are invited to place their ‘little Beings’ on their desks, pray in the 

                                                           
103 Code of Canon Law, 519, 528.  
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presence of their ‘little Beings’, even hold the Being in their hands while going into deep 
meditation with altered mental consciousness when they are invited to talk to their ‘little 
Being’ and listen to what the ‘little Being’ is saying to them.   

 

5.4 Home, School and Parish Partnership: 

Parents have primary responsibility from God for education of their own children in Catholic 
faith104.  The Church’s bishops, assisted by their priests, have the divine mission and duty for 
educating in the Catholic faith105.  

Among the ways of advancing education, schools are the principal means of helping parents 
fulfil their divinely appointed role of educating their children. The formation and education in 
the Catholic religion in any school is under the authority of the Church, to be supervised by 
the diocesan Bishop106.  

Catholic schools, therefore, derive their mission from the divinely appointed missions of 
parents and Church. The schools are to be at the service of parents and the Church, in a 
collaborative partnership between home, school and parish. As noted above, the 
Programme’s materials are designed such that the only resource that parents and parish 
clergy will see are the Pupil’s Books, which are content-starved. The vast majority of what 
pupils will be taught is contained in the Teacher’s Books, which only the teachers will see 
and use. Therefore, the Programme is designed to put nearly all the power in the school and 
teachers, largely excluding parents and Church. This turns matters upside down, making the 
school not the servant, but rather the master, in the home-school-parish relationship.  

 

5.5 Official Church Approval:  

Responsibility for the Alive-O Programme is attributed to the Irish Episcopal Commission on 
Catechetics. This means that pre-publication approval is essential from the Holy See 107, but 
no such approval is expressed, indicating that the Programme is in breach of Canon Law.  

 

 

  

                                                           
104 Libreria Editrice Vaticana. Code of Canon Law. London: Collins Liturgical Publications 1983, 226, 793.  
105 Ibid: 773-777, 794. 
106 Ibid: 796, 804-806. 
107 Code of Canon Law 775§2; General Directory for Catechesis 285 
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6. LEARNING ASSESSMENT 

In parallel with his study and analysis of the Alive-O published materials, the author 
undertook a Learning Assessment Survey, concerning the religious knowledge of pupils who 
had completed all eight years of the Alive-O primary school religious education programme. 
The Survey was conducted with pupils in their first year of secondary schooling, 2006/2007. 
The Survey covered a sample of 456 pupils in ten secondary schools representing all four 
Ecclesiastical Provinces – Armagh, Dublin, Cashel and Tuam. Assuming that each 
secondary school draws pupils from an average of five primary schools, the Survey would be 
representative of approximately fifty primary schools.  

The author would like to sincerely thank the staff and pupils of the participating schools for 
their whole-hearted cooperation in the Survey. In particular he would like to thank his wife 
Pat (a qualified secondary teacher) who provided invaluable support and assistance.  

 

6.1 Introduction 

It was intended that this Survey would be of service to RE teachers in the participating 
secondary schools to help them plan their own religious education programmes, and also be 
of benefit to all those interested in Catholic catechesis of our young people.  

As far as the author has been able to ascertain, this survey is the first and only learning 
assessment survey of its kind since the introduction of new primary school programmes 
(initially the Children of God series and its re-presentation, followed by the Alive-O 
programme) in the mid-1970s. 

A Questionnaire was prepared as the survey instrument, comprising multiple-choice 
questions and questions requiring short definite answers. These two types of question were 
chosen as the best way of obtaining an understanding of the pupils’ knowledge base, while 
maintaining their interest in applying themselves to the questionnaire.  

The questions were selected to cover a broad range of aspects of faith. The level of difficulty 
of questions was varied, but never exceeding that which could be expected of pupils at their 
age and stage of education. The questionnaire was designed for a 30 minute completion 
time, to fit within a normal class period.  

Ten Catholic secondary schools participated in the Survey. The schools were located in both 
urban and provincial areas, and all Ecclesiastical Provinces – Armagh, Dublin, Cashel and 
Tuam – were represented. School size varied from large to small. Pupils surveyed were 
approximately equal numbers of boys and girls. The surveys were carried out in the first and 
second terms of the 2006/07 academic year. The pupils involved in the Survey were the 
second age cohort to have experienced the Alive-O programme through all eight years of 
primary school.  

The survey was administered by the participating schools’ own staff, usually the RE teacher. 
The survey respected strict pupil confidentiality – pupils were instructed not to put their 
names on the questionnaire forms. The survey results are based on the total of 456 
completed questionnaires that were returned by the participating schools. Those 
administering the survey were requested to exclude questionnaires of pupils who were 
educationally disadvantaged, such that they would experience significant difficulties in 
comprehension or writing. Schools reported that pupils participated in the survey willingly 
and diligently. 

The results of each school were returned to that school, along with the overall results for 
comparative purposes. Participating schools were given an assurance of confidentiality in 
relation to their individual school results and school identity. While there were significant 
differences between schools in answers to some questions, the general pattern of responses 
was very similar from school to school. 
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The results of this survey showed a significant degree of correlation with two professional 
Surveys of Christian Knowledge commissioned by the Iona Institute and the Evangelical 
Alliance, which were carried out in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland during 
2007. 

 

6.2 Summary of Survey Results 

OVERALL – While there are some encouraging responses to the survey, nevertheless the 
results unfortunately indicate that most young Catholics starting secondary schooling were 
lacking in knowledge which is essential for authentic Catholic Faith. Particularly worrying 
were the deficits in knowledge of the Blessed Trinity and Jesus Christ as Second Divine 
Person of the Trinity, true God and true Man, the Saviour of humanity. The results showed 
significant correlation with the unsatisfactory levels of Christian Knowledge revealed by 
contemporary Iona Institute Surveys, and also correlation with the strengths and 
weaknesses of the Alive-O RE programme, which the pupils received in primary school. 

Pupils recorded a high rate of correct responses to several questions and expressed a 
positive attitude towards the Church. These factors suggest that the shortfalls in knowledge 
noted above did not arise from the pupils’ rejection of the Church and her teachings, but 
rather from lack of being taught these basic truths of Catholic Faith.  

Revelation – Responses indicated reasonable familiarity with the Gospels, but less than 
satisfactory with the rest of Scripture. Pupils showed a reasonably satisfactory 
understanding of Sacred Tradition. 

Profession of Faith - The responses indicated an unsatisfactory knowledge of the basic 
truths of Christian faith as expressed in the Apostles Creed, with only 10% of pupils able to 
correctly complete all the statements in the Creed.  

The Blessed Trinity - Knowledge of the Blessed Trinity (the foundational truth on which all 
other truths of Christian faith are based) was unsatisfactory. Only one-third of pupils could 
name the Trinity correctly. A majority opted for descriptions of Jesus as a human being 
rather than both God and man, while an even greater majority opted for descriptions of the 
Holy Spirit as an impersonal spirit or sense, rather than a Divine Person.  

Jesus Christ - The responses indicate that most pupils were familiar with Jesus and knew 
many good things about him. However, the great majority lacked an authentic Christian 
understanding of Jesus: most were weak on understanding Jesus as truly divine, a person 
who is more than an exceptionally good human being, while only 10% understood Jesus as 
our Saviour from sin, his principal mission.  

Angels & Demons – Pupils showed a poor knowledge of angels and devils as spiritual 
beings created by God. Most thought angels were people who have died that God sends 
back to earth to help us, and that the devil is merely a symbol for evil.  

The Church - Responses indicated a good understanding of the mission of the Church and a 
readiness to learn from her about God -- though a reluctance to follow the Church in matters 
of morality. The Pope was correctly identified by a large majority, twice as many as were 
able to identify their own bishop.  

The Last Things – Responses indicated that less than half the pupils have familiarity with the 
Catholic vision on the last things (eschatology).  

Liturgy and Sacraments – Responses varied greatly, from excellent to very poor. Most knew 
Advent, but only half connected Pentecost with the Holy Spirit. Many were able to name the 
seven sacraments, but only 1% understood the nature of a sacrament. Understanding of 
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Eucharist & Mass, of Reconciliation and Holy Orders tended to be very uneven and weak 
overall.  

Life in Christ / Morality – Responses were generally disappointing. Responses on virtue, 
conscience, and original sin were poor. On the Ten Commandments, the average rate of 
completion of each commandment was only one third, while nearly 40% were unable to 
make any response at all.  

Prayer – Pupils showed a reasonable level of familiarity with the Lord’s Prayer, but less than 
should be expected, given the great prominence given to the Lord’s Prayer by the Church.  

 

6.3 Survey Results In Detail 

The figure on the right of each row in the tables below is the percentage of responses to that 
particular option or item for 456 pupils in first year of secondary school in the ten Catholic 
secondary schools that participated in the survey. Correct answers are highlighted in italics. 
Where relevant, model answers to questions are given in italics below.  

1-1. He was sold by his brothers into slavery in Egypt: 

a. Joshua    11 

b. Judah   18 

c. Joseph   48 

d. Jeremiah  21 

No Answer    2 

1-2. Knocked to the ground on road to Damascus, he became the ‘apostle to the Gentiles’:  

a. Paul  23 

b. Peter   25 

c. Luke   28 

d. Matthew  19 

No Answer    5 

1-3. Which best describes what is in the Acts of the Apostles: 

a. The life of Jesus      59 

b. The end of the world       2 

c. The spread of the early Church  36 

No Answer   3 

 

1-4. For which parts of the Bible can we accept God as author, being written under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit: 

a. The entire Bible             47 

b. Some parts of the Bible           36 

c. None of it  15 

No Answer    2 
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1-5. Sacred Tradition is: 

a. The traditions the Church developed through the ages   23 

b. Writings of great saints of the Church  12 

c. What Jesus taught the apostles, which has been handed on 
by the Church  

 62 

No Answer    3 

 

1-6. We can best learn about what God is like by: 

a. Studying nature and our own experience of life   11 

b. Comparing what different religions believe about God  10 

c. Listening to the teaching of the Church        78 

No Answer    1 

 

1-7. Name the four Gospels,…………. 

1 right    0 

2 right    6 

3 right    7 

4 right  62 

None right / no answer   25 

 

………………………….and four other books of the New Testament: 

1 right  11 

2 right    5 

3 right    3 

4 right    1 

None right / no answer   80 

 

 

2-1. The mystery of the Blessed Trinity is: 

a. Three Gods acting together as one  19 

b. Three divine persons in one God  52 

c. Three different ways in which God acts  26 

No Answer    3 
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2-2. The best understanding of the truth about God is: 

a. There is only one true God, the Blessed Trinity  58 

b. Each religion has some of the truth about God   20 

c. What’s true for me is my own experience of God   20 

No Answer    2 

 

2-3. Angels are: 

a. Intelligent spiritual creatures without bodies  25 

b. Great stories for children, which we don’t have to believe 
when we grow up.  

 5 

c. People who have died that God sends back to earth to help us  68 

No Answer   2 

 

2-4. The best description of the Holy Spirit is: 

a. A spirit of love and peace  32 

b. A sense that God is with us  44 

c. A divine person of the Blessed Trinity   23 

No Answer   1 

 

2-5. The day the Church celebrates the descent of the Holy Spirit: 

a. Pentecost        52 

b. Trinity Sunday   13 

c. Corpus Christi     3 

d. Easter   28 

No Answer    4 

 

2-6. Name the Blessed Trinity:   Best answer: God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy 
Spirit.  

Acceptable: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  (Not acceptable: God, Jesus, Holy Spirit).  

For a Right Answer, all three must be named.  

Right  31 

Wrong  16 

No Answer  53 
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2-7. Complete the sentences below from the Apostles’ Creed: 

              The blanks that were to be filled in are highlighted in italics below.  

I believe in God the Father Almighty,   creator of heaven and earth.                                                                        61 

I believe in Jesus Christ,    his only Son, our Lord .  47 

He was conceived  by the power of the Holy Spirit    21 

and born   of the Virgin Mary.                                  23 

He suffered under Pontius Pilate,  was crucified, died, and was buried.                                                                               36 

He descended to the dead. On the third day he  rose again.  71 

He ascended into heaven and  is seated at the right hand of the Father   47 

He will come again to   judge the living and the dead.  39 

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the   holy catholic Church,    12 

the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins,    10 

the resurrection  of the body,  11 

and   life everlasting.     Amen  19 

                                                                   AVERAGE OF ANSWERS 33%  

No Answer  17 

 

 

3-1. The Devil (Satan) is:  

a. a fallen angel       33 

b. a symbol for evil       62 

c. a story to frighten kids to be good     4 

No Answer     1 

 

3-2. Jesus was born in the town of: 

a.Nazareth       9 

b.Jerusalem      4 

c.Bethlehem  86 

No Answer.    1 

 

3-3. Which of these best describes Jesus Christ: 

a. a great son of God          30 

b. a great teacher & leader       29 

c. true God & true man  40 

No Answer.    1 
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3-4. Circle the names of those who were apostles chosen by Jesus: 

a. Peter   88 

b. Zacheus   14 

c. Judas    55 

d. Mark   75 

e. John    84 

f. Andrew  54 

No Answer    2 

 

3-5. Name three miracles performed by Jesus: 

Miracles of Jesus  e.g. Marriage Feast at Cana; Draught of Fishes (x2); Widow’s Son 
Raised to Life; Feeding of 5,000 & of 4,000; Jairus Daughter Raised to Life; Raising of 
Lazarus from Death; Jesus Walks on Sea; Tempest Stilled;  Change bread & wine into his 
body & blood.  (major healings of Jesus also acceptable)    

One miracle  17 

Two miracles  20 

Three miracles  37 

No miracles    5 

No Answer  21 

 

What do miracles tell us about Jesus? 

Jesus’ miracles and healings are signs of his divinity.    (CCC 517, 1507) 

Right   13 

Wrong  24 

No Answer   63 

 

3-6. What do you think were the two most important things that Jesus did for us: 

Redemption / salvation; died to save us from sin.  10 

Other good reasons  44 

Not good reasons  11 

No Answer  35 

 

4-1. The principal mission of the Church is to: 

a. spread the Gospel       76 

b. care for the poor & hungry        9 

c. give example of love  13 

No Answer    2 
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4-2. The name of the present Pope is: 

a. Bernard XVI     1 

b. John Paul II      9 

c. Paul VI  1 

d. Benedict XVI  88 

No Answer    1 

 

4-3. Mary consented to be the mother of Jesus. The Church celebrates this event as: 

a. The Assumption           20 

b. The Immaculate Conception            51 

c. The Annunciation  23 

No Answer      6 

 

4-4. He was stoned to death: 

a. St Thomas More   11 

b. St Stephen    48 

c. St Augustine  34 

No Answer    7 

 

4-5. She founded a convent in Kildare and was famed for her charity: 

a. St Ita      5 

b. St Brigid    84 

c. St Clare    8 

No Answer     3 

 

4-6. St Joseph was Jesus’: 

a. real father    29 

b. uncle      9 

c. foster-father  59 

No Answer    3 

 

4-7. What happens to people after they die? 

a. Everyone finds peace with God  33 

b. People will be judged by God, and will live forever in heaven or in hell  43 

c. A person’s soul could get re-born in a different body  21 

No Answer   3 
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4-8. Purgatory is: 

a. A place of temporary purification before heaven  57 

b. Where un-baptized babies go who have died  15 

c. No longer part of the Church’s official teaching  18 

No Answer  10 

4-9. What diocese is your school in, and which Archbishop / Bishop leads the diocese? 

  Bishop right  43 

Bishop wrong / no answer  57 

Diocese right  46 

Diocese wrong / no answer  54 

 

4-10. What is the Communion of Saints? 

    The members of the Church on earth, souls in Purgatory, & saints in heaven. (CCC 962) 

Right    1 

Partly right    5 

Wrong  18 

No Answer  76 

 

5-1. A time of preparation for Christmas: 

a. Lent       2 

b. Advent    91 

c. Holy Week    5 

No Answer    2 

 

5-2. The Church says that Catholics have an obligation to attend Mass on: 

a. All Sundays      18 

b. Sundays & Holy Days      68 

c. Christmas & Easter         5 

d. Most Sundays    4 

No Answer    5 

 

5-3. The Sacrament of the Eucharist is: 

a. Jesus’ real body & blood under the appearance of bread and wine  55 

b. A celebration meal which helps us remember Jesus’ Last Supper  16 

c. The spirit of Jesus in the blessed bread and in our hearts  21 

No Answer    8 
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5-4. The Church does not have the power to ordain women to the priesthood: 

a. agree    33 

b. disagree    30 

c. don’t know / not sure  31 

No Answer      6 

 

5-5. What is a sacrament? The sacraments are given to the Church by Christ to give us 
grace. Each sacrament has an outward visible sign and an inner unseen grace. (CCC 1131). 

Right    1 

Partly right  10 

Wrong answer  12 

No Answer  77 

 

Name the seven sacraments:   

Baptism  49 

Confirmation  46 

Eucharist / Communion  49 

Penance/Reconciliation/Confession  34 

Anointing of Sick  34 

Holy Orders  31 

Marriage   46 

No Answer  48 

 

5-6. What do you understand the Mass to be? 

A celebration of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, and a banquet where we are nourished by the 
Word of God and by receiving Jesus Christ present in the Eucharist. (CCC 1407, 1408) 

Mass as sacrifice of cross    6 

Hear Word of God in Scripture    8 

Receive Jesus in the Eucharist    4 

Other answer  53 

No Answer  31 
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5-7. What are the principal spiritual powers the priest receives through the Sacrament of 
Holy Orders? 

To preside at Mass / Eucharist and change the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of 
Christ through the words of consecration. (CCC 1566).  

To forgive sins in the Sacrament of Penance / Reconciliation / Confession. (CCC 1461).  

To anoint the sick in the Sacrament of Anointing of the Sick (CCC 1516) 

To act as preacher/teacher and leader in the Church (CCC 1592). 

Eucharistic consecration  11 

Forgive sins    7 

Anoint Sick    0 

Preach/teach & lead    3 

Other reasonable answer    6 

Wrong answer    7 

No Answer  73 

 

5-8. Write the Our Father: 

Our Father who art in heaven,  76 

Hallowed be thy name.  73 

Thy kingdom come.  71 

Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven.  68 

Give us this day our daily bread,  60 

And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us,   52 

And lead us not into temptation,  44 

But deliver us from evil. Amen.  42 

                                                                               AVERAGE OF ANSWERS 61%  

No Answer  20 

 

 

 

6-1. In matters of morality (what is right & wrong) Catholics should: 

a. be guided by the teaching of the Catholic Church  38 

b. consider all views (may include Church teaching) before making a 
decision 

 15 

c. simply trust their own feelings and sense of right & wrong  24 

No Answer   23 
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6-2. To have sex before marriage is: 

a. always wrong     24 

b. ok, if engaged                20 

c. ok, if using contraception  38 

No Answer  18 

 

6-3. Complete the sentences below of the Ten Commandments: 

The blanks that were to be filled in are highlighted in italics below. 

I. I am the Lord your God,    you shall not have strange gods before me.    32 

II. You shall not take    the name of the Lord your God in vain.  35 

III. Remember to keep  holy the Lord’s Day.  34 

IV. Honour  your father and your mother.  50 

V. You shall not   kill.  37 

VI. You shall not   commit adultery.  27 

VII. You shall not   steal.  49 

VIII. You shall not  bear false witness against your neighbour.   15 

IX. You shall not covet   your neighbour’s wife.  34 

X. You shall not covet   your neighbour’s goods.  33 

                                                                                AVERAGE OF ANSWERS 35%  

No Answer  38 

 

6-4. What is conscience?   

Conscience is the judgment of our minds which tells us that our acts are good or bad, right 
or wrong. (CCC 1778) 

Right   12 

Partly right    8 

Wrong    9 

No Answer  71 

 

6-5. What is a virtue? 

Virtues are habits of the mind which lead us to do good. (CCC 1804). 

Right     2 

Partly right    6 

Wrong    5 

No Answer  88 
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6-6. What are the effects of Original Sin?      (CCC 418) 

Human nature weakened     1 

Subject to ignorance, suffering and death    1 

Inclined to sin    2 

Reasonable attempt    8 

Wrong answer    9 

No Answer  80 

 

6-7. What are the main things you must do in order to make the Sacrament of Reconciliation 
(Penance, Confession) properly?   (CCC 1491) 

Have sorrow (repentance, contrition) for your sins    7 

Confess sins to the priest    7 

Carry out the penance that the priest gives, and repair wrong done    1 

Other reasonable answer    7 

Wrong answer  12 

No Answer  70 

 

6.4 Analysis Of Results 

In assessing the results, one must consider what is a satisfactory level of response to the 
various questions. There were 5 of the 45 questions which the pupils obviously knew well 
and recorded an 80% or higher level of correct answers. As all the questions in the Survey 
are about basic elements of Catholic religious knowledge, a target of 80% or higher correct 
answers seems reasonable. 

Multiple-choice questions have many advantages, but also the disadvantage that a 
proportion of pupils who have no idea of the correct answer may still select the right option 
by chance.  

Another issue to be considered is the degree of correlation with the Alive-O Religion 
Programme for primary schools. The primary school RE Programme is just one of many 
factors affecting the level of RE knowledge that the pupils bring with them into secondary 
school, but the Programme is nevertheless an important factor.  

The first year secondary pupils in the survey in the academic year 2006/07 are the second 
group to have used the Alive-O Programme through all 8 years from Junior Infants (age 4/5 
years old) to Sixth Class (age 11/12 years old). Alive-O was introduced one book a year, 
starting in 1996, with a year’s break in 2000. So one could consider that the pupils 
participating in this survey are the first thoroughly Alive-O group, since there would be 
familiarisation issues for teachers in the first year they taught the programme.  

 

Revelation  

The response to Question 1-7 on the Gospels indicates a moderate level of familiarity with 
the Gospels, with 60% naming all four Gospels and another 15% able to name two or more; 
however, one would expect over 80% to name all four Gospels and there is particular 
concern that one pupil in four was unable to name even one Gospel. Responses to Q.3-4 on 
the Apostles also indicate moderate familiarity with the Gospels.   
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However, the responses to Question 1-2 on St Paul, Q.4-4 on St Stephen, Q.1-3 on the Acts 
of the Apostles, and the second part of Q.1-7 (on New Testament) indicate a poor level of 
familiarity the Acts of the Apostles, and little knowledge of the rest of the New Testament. 
This correlates with Alive-O’s frequent inclusion of the Gospels, but limited treatment of other 
books of the New Testament. Alive-O has a teaching on the conversion of St Paul, but while 
there is a reasonable account in the Teacher’s Book, the account that pupils will see in their 
own Pupil’s Book is very limited.  

Question 1-1 dealt with the Old Testament. It is unsatisfactory that less than half the pupils 
identified Joseph, whose fascinating story is one of the best known and loved in the Bible, 
and is a popular story even outside Judaeo-Christian circles. This correlates with Alive-O’s 
treatment of Joseph: there is a good account of Joseph’s story in the Teacher’s Book, but 
teachers may or may not read this out to the pupils; the Pupil’s Book has only a poem which 
is fanciful fiction and contains minimal real information about Joseph. 

The response to Question 1-5 on Sacred Tradition indicates a moderate understanding of 
the nature of Sacred Tradition, and also implies a positive attitude to the Church. However, 
the response to Q.1-4 on the inspiration of Scripture is unsatisfactory, with less than half the 
pupils indicating belief in divine inspiration of the whole Bible.  

Overall, the responses indicate a less than satisfactory knowledge of Revelation.  

Profession of Faith in the Creed 

Question 2-7 on the Apostles Creed asked pupils to complete the statements of the Faith 
contained in the Creed. The responses indicate an unsatisfactory knowledge of the basic 
truths of Christian faith, with an average completion rate of only one third and only 10% of 
pupils able to correctly complete all of these fundamental statements of the Faith.  

This correlates with Alive-O, which does not emphasise the learning and memorising of the 
basic truths of faith. In Book 7 after giving pupils the Apostles’ Creed, they are not asked to 
learn it, but to write their own ‘personal creed’, and then consider if they might possibly 
modify their ‘personal creed’ in the light of the Apostles’ Creed. Many answers showed 
confusion in the pupils’ minds between the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed (which the 
pupils would hear each Sunday at Mass).  

The Blessed Trinity  

Questions 2-1, 2-2, and 2-6, deal with the Blessed Trinity, and the results are most 
discouraging. In Question 2-1 on the mystery of the Trinity only half the pupils chose the 
correct statement; the others opted for two statements (three Gods acting as one, and three 
different ways God acts) which are heretical, contrary to the Faith of the Church (CCC 253, 
254). Question 2-2 on the best understanding of God could be seen as a small improvement, 
with nearly 60% indicating belief in the Trinity, but it is most unsatisfactory that fully 40% 
opted for positions of religious relativism. Question 2-6 gives even greater cause for 
concern, with only 31% of pupils able to name the Trinity correctly.  

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) tells us that the Trinity is the most important 
truth of Christian faith, the foundation on which all other truths of the Faith are built in the 
‘hierarchy of truths’ (CCC 234). If the foundation is unsound, then the whole building will be 
shaky, and instead of a ‘hierarchy of truths’ we can expect a ‘hierarchy of errors’.  

The poor response in the survey on the Trinity correlates with Alive-O’s weak and confusing 
treatment of the Trinity.  Alive-O presents ‘God’ (not ‘God the Father’) as the First Person of 
the Trinity, adding that God is like a mother and a father; ‘Jesus, Son of God’ (but not ‘God 
the Son’), a remarkable godly person but not quite God; and the ‘Holy Spirit’ or ‘Spirit of God’ 
(not ‘God the Holy Spirit’), who comes across as more a godly presence than a distinct 
Divine Person. (This presentation of the Holy Spirit is reflected in the answers to Question 2-
4). 
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Jesus Christ 

Questions 3-2, 3-3, 3-5, 3-6 and 4-6 dealt explicitly with Jesus Christ; (all questions deal 
implicitly with Jesus, the incarnation of the love of God).  

The great majority of pupils know Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Q.3-2). It was also good 
that a majority could name at least one of Jesus’ miracles (Q.3-5), but not so positive that 
one in four could not name any miracle, and that only 13% saw Jesus’ miracles as signs of 
his divinity. This correlates with Alive-O, which teaches many of Jesus’ miracles, but does 
not always describe them as ‘miracles’ nor explain them as signs of Jesus’ divinity. 

In Question 3-2 the majority opted for descriptions of Jesus as a great human being, rather 
than true God and true man. In answering Q.4-6 it is good that a majority identified Joseph 
as Jesus’ foster-father, but most unsatisfactory that nearly a third saw Joseph as Jesus’ real 
father, implying an understanding of Jesus as no more than a human being.  

Responses to Q.3-6 give rise to concern that only a small majority were able to correctly 
name important things that Jesus did for us. More serious is the fact that only 10% identified 
salvation from sin as one of the two most important things that Jesus did for us. It is a basic 
Christian belief that salvation is the most important thing that Jesus did for us, the greatest 
expression of the love of God for the human race and for each individual. Salvation from sin 
could only be won for us by a person who was God as well as man. It is of the gravest 
possible concern that 90% of pupils did not indicate knowledge of Jesus as saviour, which is 
an essential component of authentic Christian faith.  

The answers to these questions about Jesus Christ indicate that most pupils are familiar with 
Jesus and know many good things about him. However, the answers also indicate that the 
great majority of pupils lack a truly Christian understanding of Jesus: most are weak on 
understanding Jesus as truly divine, God the Son, a person who is more than an 
exceptionally godly and holy human being, while only 10% indicated understanding of Jesus 
as Saviour. This correlates with the way that Jesus is presented in Alive-O. 

The Holy Spirit  

Question 2-4 asks for the best description of the Holy Spirit. Less than a quarter chose the 
correct option that the Holy Spirit is a divine Person of the Trinity, while the majority opted for 
descriptions of the Spirit as an impersonal spirit or sense, rather than a real Divine Person. 
As noted above, this correlates with the way that the Holy Spirit is presented in Alive-O. 

This question on the Holy Spirit, along with questions above on the Trinity and Jesus, 
indicate that the great majority of pupils lack an authentic Christian understanding of the 
nature of God. This raises the most serious of concerns.  

Angels & Demons 

Question 2-3 on angels indicates poor knowledge of what angels are, with only a quarter of 
pupils choosing the correct option. The great majority of pupils favoured the idea that angels 
are people who have died that come back to earth (as portrayed in some popular TV 
programmes). The related Question 3-1 on Satan showed a similar lack of knowledge with 
the majority opting for the incorrect, though popular, concept of the devil as only an 
impersonal symbol, not a real personal spiritual being.  

This correlates with the Alive-O programme, in which angels are mentioned (though not 
illustrated), but there is no teaching on what an angel actually is; Alive-O has nothing at all 
for pupils about the Devil. It seems probable that positive input from teachers is to be 
credited for the sizeable minorities that chose the correct options on angels and devils.  
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The Church 

Questions 1-6, 4-1, 4-2, and 4-9 relate to the Church. The high level of correct responses on 
the mission of the Church (Q.4-1) and the identity of the Pope (Q.4-2) are very encouraging. 
The lesser level of correct response on identification of the local bishop and diocese may 
indicate scope for more communication at diocesan level.  

The responses to Question 1-6 are most encouraging in that four out of five pupils opt for 
listening to the Church to learn about God, but not so encouraging that one in five prefer to 
look to self or other religions. (There seems to be some contradictory thinking when it comes 
to morality and priesthood, with only a minority of pupils following the Church – see 
Questions 5-4, 6-1 and 6-2). 

Alive-O is weak on teaching about the Catholic Church, but nevertheless these responses 
are encouraging, indicating a generally positive attitude to the Church, with an openness to 
learn from her. Therefore, the shortfalls noted in this Survey in knowledge of basic tenets of 
Faith could not arise from pupils’ general rejection of the Church and her teachings, but 
rather from lack of being taught these basic truths of faith.  

Mary and the Saints 

Questions 4-3, 4-4 and 4-5 deal with Mary and the saints. In Q.4-3 the poor level of correct 
answers in identifying the Annunciation indicates a lack of understanding of the importance 
of Mary’s free consent to the Incarnation. In Q.4-4 only half the pupils correctly opted for St 
Stephen as the martyr who was stoned to death; this correlates with the lack of familiarity 
with the Acts of the Apostles noted above in the section on ‘Revelation’, and also the deficit 
on martyrs in Alive-O’s treatment of the Saints. The high level of correct answers on St 
Brigid (Q.4-5) is indicative of Alive-O’s focus on this great Irish saint.  

 The Last Things (eschatology) 

Questions 4-7, 4-8 and 4-10 are concerned with the Last Things (eschatology). In Q.4-7 
much less than half opt for the Church’s belief in judgment, heaven and hell, with a third 
opting for the popular contemporary idea that everyone achieves happiness with God after 
death, no matter what, while an extraordinary 20% opt for reincarnation! The response to 
Q.4-8 yielded only a small majority correctly identifying Purgatory.  

For Question 4-10 on the Communion of Saints, the very low percentage of correct answers 
and the high proportion not answering at all would suggest that the majority of pupils had not 
received teaching on the Communion of Saints, even though it is an article in the Apostles 
Creed. The responses to this set of questions points to a generally weak understanding of 
the Catholic vision on the Last Things, which correlates with Alive-O’s very poor treatment of 
the Last Things (eschatology). 

Liturgy and Sacraments 

Question 2-5, questions 5-1 through 5-7, and Q.6-7 address liturgy and sacraments. The 
responses show great variation, from excellent to very poor.  

In Q.5-1 91% of pupils correctly identified Advent as the time of preparation for Christmas, 
which correlates with Alive-O’s repeated teaching on Advent as a time of waiting for the Birth 
of Jesus (though Alive-O is weak on the Second Coming theme of Advent, which correlates 
with the poor responses noted above on the Last Things).  

However, in Q.2-5 only half identified Pentecost as the day when the Church celebrates the 
descent of the Holy Spirit. With only half the pupils connecting Pentecost with the Holy Spirit 
(Q.2-5), and only a quarter understanding who the Holy Spirit is (Q.2-4), one must be 
concerned about the preparation for Confirmation given in primary school.    

The pattern of responses to Question 5-5 on the Sacraments showed intriguing variations. 
When asked to name the seven sacraments, half the pupils did not answer at all, while the 
other half that did answer showed good familiarity with the sacraments, with two-thirds of 
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them naming all seven. However, the level of understanding of the nature of a sacrament 
plummeted to only 1%, with another 10% getting it partly right. This corresponds with Alive-
O, which contains information about all seven sacraments, but omits teaching what a 
sacrament is and omits the graces particular to each sacrament (& all actual graces). 

Questions 5-2, 5-3, and 5-6 address the Eucharist and Mass; again we find significant 
variation in responses. In Q.5-2 the great majority indicate knowledge about Catholics’ 
obligation to attend Mass.  In Q.5-3 just a small majority opt for the real presence of Jesus in 
the Eucharist, while sizeable minorities opt for a celebratory meal or the spirit of Jesus. In 
Q.5-6 pupils gave many reasonable answers (and some not reasonable) as to their 
understanding of the Mass, but nearly a third could give no answer and less than 10% could 
identify the three unique characteristics of the Mass, which distinguish it from prayer 
meetings or other liturgical gatherings. These results correlate with Alive-O’s weak and 
uneven treatment of Mass and the Sacrament of the Eucharist, and give rise to grave 
concern, considering the importance of the Eucharist in Catholic life (CCC 1324).  

Questions 5-4 and 5-7 address the Sacrament of Holy Orders. Q.5-4 shows a one third 
minority support the Church’s understanding that Jesus intended that only men should be 
priests, another third disagree, while the remaining third are not sure. The responses to Q.5-
7 on the spiritual powers bestowed through Holy Orders indicate that pupils have little 
understanding of the unique sacramental characteristics of the priesthood, which distinguish 
it from other Christian vocations. Alive-O often includes the priest, presenting him as one 
who serves the community and leads the liturgy, but Alive-O is weak on teaching the 
essential sacramental nature of the Catholic priesthood. 

Question 6-7 addresses the Sacrament of Reconciliation / Penance / Confession, and the 
responses indicate little understanding of the sacrament, with the great majority either not 
answering or giving a wrong answer. Alive-O’s presentation on the Sacrament of Penance is 
weak: the sacramental power of the priest to forgive sin is vague (see also comment on Q.5-
7 above), and pupils could be left with the impression that the Sacrament is no more than a 
way of celebrating the fact that God’s forgiveness has already been given.  

Overall, the responses on liturgy and sacraments fall well short of what young Catholics 
starting secondary school could be expected to know. The fact that pupils could answer 
some questions very well or reasonably well (Q.5-1, 5-5, 5-2) suggests that their poor 
responses to other questions arise from uneven content in Alive-O on the sacraments.  

Life in Christ / Morality 

Questions 6-1 through 6-6 address Life in Christ / Morality. The results overall are 
disappointing, which correlates with Alive-O’s weak teaching on Catholic morality, but is 
probably also greatly affected by prevailing attitudes and values in secular society to which 
the young are exposed, especially through the media. 

In Q.6-1 only a little over a third of pupils chose the option of being guided by the Church on 
moral matters, while in Q.6-2 only a quarter agreed with the Church on the morality of sex 
before marriage. (These responses contrast with Q.1-6 where nearly 80% are happy to 
follow the teaching of the Church when it came to learning about God).  

Questions 6-4, 6-5 and 6-6 addressed conscience, virtue and original sin. The responses to 
all three questions were unsatisfactory.  

Question 6-3 addressed the pupils’ knowledge of the Ten Commandments. The responses 
were not encouraging, with an average response of only one third to correctly completing the 
blanks in the Commandments, while nearly 40% made no response at all. Alive-O does 
cover the Ten Commandments, but does not give them the prominence that would be 
consistent with the CCC. Pupils’ ability to memorise the Decalogue could also be adversely 
affected by receiving three different versions: the traditional / standard version from the 
CCC, but also two Alive-O-written versions.   
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Prayer 

Question 5-8 asked pupils to write the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Our Father’. The CCC gives great 
prominence to the Lord’s Prayer, describing it as the fundamental Christian prayer and a 
summary of the whole Gospel (CCC 2759, 2761), & exhorts that catechesis should include 
memorisation of basic prayers, along with explanation of their meaning (CCC 2688).  

The great importance the Church places on the Our Father means that pupils should know 
the prayer thoroughly, resulting in correct responses in the 80-90% range. Therefore, the 
60% average correct response recorded must be considered as unsatisfactory, especially 
since only two in five pupils were able to write the Lord’s Prayer fully, while one in five did 
not respond at all. Alive-O includes the Lord’s Prayer often, but does not give it the special 
attention, explaining and developing the meaning of the prayer, as called for in the CCC.  

 

6.5 Comparison with General Surveys of Christian Knowledge. 

The Iona Institute and the Evangelical Alliance commissioned two professional Surveys of 
Christian Knowledge during 2007. The first survey gave results for the general population in 
the Republic of Ireland. The second survey was carried out in Northern Ireland and gave 
separate results for Catholics, Protestants and other religions; two questions were changed 
to reflect the ecumenical nature of the population surveyed.  

The results of the Iona / Evangelical Alliance Surveys reveal seriously deficient knowledge 
levels of Christian Faith among Catholics in Ireland. The progressive deterioration of Faith 
knowledge with decreasing age indicates grave failure in Catholic catechesis over the past 
two generations. This evidence goes contrary to a viewpoint, often expressed in catechetical 
circles, criticizing ‘pre-Vatican II’ catechetical programmes, while giving unqualified praise to 
the catechetical programmes that have been introduced into our Catholic schools since the 
mid-70s.  A comparison of the results of this RE Learning Assessment Survey (‘RE Survey’) 
with the deficient levels of Faith knowledge of the younger age group (15-24 year olds, who 
would not have experienced Alive-O) in the Iona Surveys, indicates that no improvement has 
been brought about with the 12/13 year age group by the Alive-O programme. 

There are similarities between the Iona Institute / Evangelical Alliance Surveys and the RE 
Survey, and also some differences, mainly relating to age groups covered. There was a 
significant degree of correlation between the results of the two surveys. Most of the 
questions in the Iona Surveys were identical or similar to questions in the RE Survey. The 
relevant Iona Institute Survey questions are given below, with percentage of right answers 
recorded, along with comparable results from the RE Survey (given in italics):  

Iona Institute Question:   Name the writers of the Gospels. 

 ROI:   Over 65s – 77% Total Population – 66% 15-24 yr olds – 52% 

 NI Catholics:    All Catholics       – 63% 16-24 yr olds – 47% 

 RE Survey Question 1-7: Name the four Gospels.     Right answer – 62%   

         

 

Iona Institute Question:   Name the Holy Trinity. 

 ROI: Over 65s – 76% Total Population – 64% 15-24 yr olds – 47% 

 NI Catholics:    All Catholics       – 65% 16-24 yr olds – 39% 

RE Survey Question 2-6: Name the Blessed Trinity.   Right answer – 31% 
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Iona Institute Question:  What is the First Commandment of the Ten Commandments? 

 ROI:  Over 65s – 43% Total Population – 25% 15-24 yr olds – 5% 

 NI Catholics:   All Catholics       – 39% 16-24 yr olds – 20%  

 

RE Survey Question 6-3: Fill in the blank of the First Commandment, as follows. 

  I am the Lord your God, …………………… Right answer – 32% 

 (Note: Filling in a blank is easier than answering the full question)  

           

Iona Institute Question: According to Catholic Church, how many Sacraments are there? 

 ROI:  Over 65s – 63% Total Population – 50% 15-24 yr olds – 38% 

 

RE Survey Question 5-5: Name the seven sacraments:   33% got all seven right. 

 (Note: Naming sacraments more difficult than giving the number).    . 

          

 

 Iona Institute Question: What name is given to the changing of the bread and wine into the 

           body and blood of Christ in the Mass?  

 ROI: Over 65s – 34% Total Population – 19% 15-24 yr olds – 15% 

 NI Catholics:   All Catholics       – 20% 16-24 yr olds –   3% 

 

RE Survey: There was no exactly equivalent question, but there were three questions on the 
same theme – the presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist, as follows: 

         Question 5-3 (multiple choice): The Sacrament of the Eucharist is: 

     55% chose the correct option –  

    Jesus’ real body & blood under appearance of bread & wine. 

         Question 5-6: What do you understand the Mass to be? 

 4% included receiving Jesus in the Eucharist in their answers.  

        Question 5-7: What are the principal spiritual powers of priest through Holy Orders? 

  11% included power to change bread & wine into body & blood of Christ. 

           

 

Iona Institute Question: What is meant by the Immaculate Conception?  

 ROI: Over 65s – 32% Total Population – 19% 15-24 yr olds – 10% 

 

RE Survey Question 4-3 (multiple choice): Mary consented to be the mother of Jesus. The 
Church Celebrates this event as:  (correct option: The Annunciation) 

           51% incorrectly chose the option of The Immaculate Conception. 
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Iona Institute Question: Where was Jesus born? 

 ROI: Over 65s – 86% Total Population – 81%  15-24 yr olds – 68% 

 NI Catholics:   All Catholics       – 84% 16-24 yr olds – 80% 

 

RE Survey Question 3-2 (multiple choice): Jesus was born in the town of:  

86% chose the correct option: Bethlehem. 

      (Note: Choosing a correct multiple-choice option is easier than answering question). 

           

 

Iona Institute Question: What is celebrated by the Church on Easter Sunday? 

 ROI: Over 65s – 84% Total Population – 75% 15-24 yr olds – 65% 

 NI Catholics:   All Catholics       – 86% 16-24 yr olds – 74% 

 

RE Survey Question 2-5 (multiple choice): The day the Church celebrates  

the descent of the Holy Spirit: 

 28% incorrectly chose Easter.  

 

          

 

Iona Institute Question:  Name Apostle who wrote most of letters of the New Testament. 

 NI Catholics:   All Catholics – 37%  16-24 yr olds – 23% 

 

RE Survey Question 1-2 (multiple choice): Knocked to the ground on the road to  

     Damascus, he became the ‘apostle to the Gentiles’: 

 

 23% correctly chose St Paul.   

           

 


