Religious education for

children not attending

Not all Catholic
children attend
Catholic schools
and may depend
on the parish for a
large part of their
religious education.
Diana Klein shares
from her many
years of experience
as a catechist.

Catholic schools

P

arish primary
schools cannot
always accommodate
all the applicants they
have. In addition, some parents choose
to send their children to private schools;
and, as more and more parents are both working full-time, they
sometimes opt to send their children to schools closer to their
workplace. In this case, they rarely manage to get their children
into the Catholic schools there because they are outside their
parish. When this happens, parishes need to provide religious
education for those children.
I Call You Friends is a programme produced by Living and
Sharing Our Faith, the National Project of Catechesis and
Religious Education of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of
England and Wales. The programme follows the liturgical year
with three key themes each year: the Church, the sacraments
and Christian living. Each of the three terms (autumn, spring
and summer) lead up to one of the Church’s major celebrations:
Christmas, Easter and Pentecost.
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These programmes bring a huge range of benefits to the
parish. For a start, they provide a “safe” place to welcome
people back to the Church who have drifted away. The
parents often ask if they can accompany their children to
the sessions when they first come to us, only to find that
their children’s interest fires their own enthusiasm. In their
own time, they return to the Church with a whole new sense
of commitment.
The programme sometimes becomes a recruiting ground
for new catechists. The parents begin by helping the
children with their drawings, and making tea and drinks;
they may eventually then lead a small group session and,
after their spiritual curiosity has been nurtured, they may
agree to attend some catechetical training sessions.

I was leading one of these RE sessions for the children
in a parish who were not attending Catholic schools,
which was called Walk with Me (the predecessor of I Call
You Friends). One of the non-Catholic mothers asked if
she could remain with her two children. I think she was
afraid the children were going to be indoctrinated in her
husband’s faith and she was not altogether comfortable
about it – especially given her preconceived notions of
Catholicism.
One day, we were scheduled to do a session on prayer
and it was a hot day. I asked our helpers to go next door to
the newsagent’s to buy sufficient ice creams – enough to
give each child one. We all thanked God for the gift of the
ice cream and asked God to bless it and to bless us, and the
children began to eat their treat. As they did, I said God
had made the ice cream and I asked them if they wanted to
know how he did that.
Ice cream, I said, begins with grass. The farmer plants
the seeds in good earth. God plans rain showers and the
sun’s warming rays to help the seeds grow. The farmer then
brings the cows who eat the grass and the cows give us
milk; the milk is made into cream and sent to the factory.
Sugar cane stalks grow by the grace of God and they also go
to the factory, where they get made into sugar which they
add to the cream. Then the factory takes fruit and adds it
to the cream and sugar creating lots of different flavours of
ice cream. They put the ice cream into containers and send
them off to the shops where we can buy it. The children
interjected “Thank God for ice cream!” after some of my
pauses and they all shouted it when they had finished their
ice cream and I’d finished my story.

The children were then asked to write a thank you letter
to God for something. The youngest child wasn’t writing yet
so her mum was her scribe. When she finished, the mother
asked the child how she would post the letter to God. The
child (who was, I guess, four or five) said, “Don’t be silly!
I don’t have to send it to God. He already knows what the
letter says. He was here all the while watching you write it
for me.”
The mother’s perception of Catholicism completely
changed, and she went on to become a Catholic the following
year. Working alongside our little group, walking with us,
as it were, had produced a fire in her heart and she came to
recognise Christ among us and present in the Church.

Points for reflection and discussion
•
•
•

How would you describe the ideal catechist for these RE
programmes for children who are not in Catholic schools?
If your parish doesn’t have such an RE programme, how
would you go about setting one up?
If you were going to write a thank you letter to God today,
what would you say to him?

Diana Klein’s books are available
from Redemptorist Publications,
www.rpbooks.co.uk.
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Shared family
responsibility

David Wells shares his important
“growing-up moment”.

A

s an experienced teacher I thought
I’d be quite useful with teenagers,
but children really confused me. If I
tried to discipline them I’d go from
giving mixed messages and being inconsistent, to
being scary and frightening. It was hard to tell the
difference. I’ve got one of those very expressive faces
which is useful in commanding silence in a corridor
full of teenagers, but not so good with a three-yearold who won’t eat his mashed potato.
As she walked up that aisle I really thought I
knew my wife-to-be. But when we had children I
saw a completely new side to her, something I’d not
seen before.
What so impressed me about Alison’s parenting
skills was her resourcefulness. It was the way she was
able to get our children to change their behaviour
without causing post-traumatic stress syndrome.
Shaking their head to say “no” as she tried to insert
a spoon, she would suddenly pull out a plastic zoo
animal and shout “Look!” and the mouth would
open and in would go the spoon. Brilliant! Where
did she learn that? As the boys would fight over the
first go on the slide, she’d pick up a snail and call
them over and before you knew it, the conflict was
forgotten. Then she’d say, “Now, who is going to
look after the snail and who is first on the slide?”
She’d give them two good options instead of one. To
this day, whether it was cooking jam tarts, taking
them to football training, helping with algebra or
just listening to them, I marvel at just how well she
attended to their needs without spoiling them.
Parenting on good days is filled with laughter,
discovery and the stuff you don’t realise you’ll miss
one day. Unfortunately there’s another side to it –
with very small children it can be incredibly boring.
Disturbed sleep night after night, together with the
endless repetition of a toddler’s favourite game, is
enough to drive an adult insane. Even Walt Disney’s
classic The Jungle Book, is mind-numbing after six
or seven watches. In a world of primary-coloured
objects, basic tunes, clapping and standing on one
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leg, it all lacks subtlety. For some
parents the early years can descend
into dull, dreary, isolating routine.
On Monday evenings after work
I’d head off for five-a-side football.
Sometimes we’d have a pint in
the bar afterwards. As I pulled up
outside our home the children
would see the headlights, their
faces pressed at the window. As
I opened the door they’d run to
me in their pyjamas and I was
quickly throwing them onto the sofa and tickling them. Their
laughter was uplifting. “Don’t get them too hyper,” I’d hear
Alison say, having tried to calm them down before bedtime.
Then I’d take them upstairs and tell them a story. Afterwards
she and I would share that brief reprieve that comes between
tidying up their mess and falling asleep on the sofa.
For Alison, meeting in the daytime with other mums
helped, but it wasn’t a social life. So it was good to hear that
She had arranged to go out for a drink with a few friends
and that I could take over to give her a little breathing space.
There is plenty of adult stimulus for me at work and what
Ali needed most was a distraction from herself as a mum.
She needed a conversation that wasn’t about baby grows or
childcare arrangements.
As she left for a night out, I began my “evening with dad”
routine. We built towers made of bricks and then sent them
crashing to the floor. We found an old cardboard box and
turned it into a shop and then it became a fort to defend.
We played a game called “Get around the house without
touching the floor”. We had egg and chips and watched A
Bug’s Life. We lit a fire in the garden and made sparks fly
from the embers. Then they had a drink and went to bed.
They fell asleep listening to another of my war stories.
Downstairs I turned to the ironing. Not much of it, but a
pile all the same. Working my way through it, I got ready to
put my feet up, relax and bring to an end all the things that
are on a little list Alison wrote for me. As she walks through
the door she will arrive home to find bathed children fast
asleep, a tidy kitchen, the ironing done, and me asleep on
the sofa in front of some late-night dross on the television.
Most importantly of all, she’ll be grateful. She’s had a good
night out and the chores are done. Turns out I’m a good
husband after all.
The following Monday morning I was back at work
chatting to some colleagues about how the weekend went.
“Fine,” I said, “I did a spot of babysitting on Friday night –
Ali had a night out with the girls.” “Babysitting?” said one of
them, “I thought they were your kids?” and they all laughed.
As I sat at my desk my colleague’s words cut through me

into a space only I go. She was right, they are my kids.
For a few years I had been behaving as if each time
I looked after the kids or helped around the house I
was doing my wife a favour. In my imagination I had
managed to content myself that somehow I was noble
and enlightened for lending a hand. What kind of
foolishness is a father who is doing his wife a favour
by being a dad to his children? To my embarrassment
I almost expected her to come home that night and
be grateful. Night after night, week after week I would
get home to see a skilful devoted mother loving her
children and never once did I imagine she was doing
me a favour. Why should it work one way and not the
other? “Grow up,” I thought. I’m their dad not their
babysitter.
I’d loved my children from the moment I saw them,
but in our family it was the dad who was busily doing
all the right things for the wrong reasons. Coming to
your senses is the beginning of hope and while it is
painful at the time, there is a better person emerging.
David Wells’ books, The Grateful Disciple: daring
to be loved and The Reluctant Disciple: daring to
believe are available from Redemptorist Publications,
www.rpbooks.co.uk
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