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THE WEEK.

RELIGIOUS INSTRUCTION IN THE
SCHOOLS.

An agitation of considerable strength is
being carried on by an influential section
of the priests and prelates of the Roman
Catholic Church in the United States, on
behalf of a scheme for denominationalizing
the public schools. Tha general idea, which
has not, so far as we are aware, taken
definite shape, is that a system similar t>
the Separate S:hool system of Outario be
adopted, so far as the Catholic part of the
population is concerned, under which the
public money given in aid of the schools
shall be apportioned among the denomina-
tions, and the management, so far at least
as religious instruction is concerned, placed
in the hands of the clergy of these denom-
inations, Tne Naw York [Independont
of the 11th January contained a symposium
on the question, in which a larg: number
of the most prominent Catholic clergymen
in the Rupublic expressed their views, some
at considerable length, others briefly. All
are substantially agreed with regard to the
Jjustice and desirableness of the denom-
inational plan, though opinions differ as
to the wisdom of attempting to make it
a practical issue at the present time. A
good many of the writers see clearly, as any-
one who reads the newspapers and accepts
them as tolerably corrcct indices of the
state of public opinion, may see, that the
trend of popular seutiment is so  strongly
against any such compromise as to put it
utterly beyond the pale of practical politics,

The discussion is not without its inter-
est for Canadians, It may be specially
commended for the consideration of those
amongst ourselves—a minority neither
small nor uninfluential—who are still in
favour of definite religious instruction in
our public schools. It is impossible to deny
that a very strong case may be made out in
support of the proposition that in this way
only can the great truths of religion be
brought home to multitudes of the children
growing up in our land, and that, in the
absence of such instruction, effective moral
training cannot be, at least, has not hitherto
been imparted. It cannot be denied that
so far the moral results of the extension
and improvement of our public school
systems have fallen far short of realizing the
expectations of the more enthusiastic advo-
cates of these systems. To those who be-
lieve, as most of us do, that not only the
fundamentul principles but the operative
motives in any cffsctive system of moral
training are to be found only in the great
doctrines and facts of the Christian reli-
gion, this can hardly be a matter for sur.

prise. The only hope of better results must
be based on faith in the efliciency of the
voluntary religious agencies, in reaching the
children of all classes in the schools, & faith
which thereist yomuch reason to fear will not

be realizad in fact for a long time to come,
In the meantime it is not only possible, but
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there is too much reason to Lelieve the
actual truth, that large numbers of children
ars growing up, spending longer or shorter
periods in our schools, and passing out into
the struggles and temptations of life, utter-
ly destitute of any clear ideas of the great
truths of Christanity, certainly without
having ever had these truths brought home
to their conscience and hearts by definite,
personal instruction.

The lack is obvious and lamentable. The
carnestness and anxiety of those who be-
licve that it could be supplied by compul-
sory religious instruction in the schools
are natural and, from their point of view,
commendable. The main question for all
who are believers in the religion of the
Bible, is whether such instruction in the
state-supported schools is practicable and
can be made cffective. The majority of
Protestants, in both the United States and
Canada, have come, probably, to the definite
conclusion that it cannot, for two reasons.

The first, and in the minds of many, the
chicf of these reasons will be suggested by
the movement above described as going on
in the United S:atss. Probably a large
majority of those who would like above all
things to have the great truths of evange-
lical religion taught in the schools, would
most strenuously object to giving liberal
appropriations from the public funds for the
purpose of having what they regard as the
errors, the superstitions, and the mischie-
vous principles respecting the relations of
church and state and the limitation of
the freedom of the individual conscience of
that church, held and practised by the
Roman Catholic clergy, taught with the
sanction and under the authority of the
national Government, But it would be man-
ifestly unjust and impossible for the Govern-
ment to make a distinction, refusing to one
religious body the privileges and powers
which it confers upon others, save upon the
assumption thatthe S:ate, that is, the Govern-
ment of the day, has the ability and the
right to distinguish infallibly between relig-
ious truth and religious error—an admission
which neither Protestant nor Catholie
would for a moment make. Then again,
to what extent shall this subdivision of the
schools on the denominational principle be
carried ¥ It is often assumed or implied,
in discussions of this kind, that there are
only two great divisions of the Christian
religion, the Catholic and the Protestant.
But, a8 every one who will ‘give a littla
thought to the question may perceive, this
is very far from the fact. Amongst the al-
most countless sects into which the so-called
Protestants are divided, there are a number
whose tenets are scarcely less as widely
divergent than those of Catholic and Protest-
ant, The Methodist,Presbyterian, or Baptist
would almost as soon surrender the relig-
ious teaching of all his children into the hand
of the Catholics as into those of the ritual-
ists of the Church of England. We are
not sure that the same may not be said
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