
The Irish Catholic, May 2, 2013 24 | COMMENT ||

Family&Lifestyle

Maria Byrne

I was feeling rather ambi-
tious the other day and 
launched into an ex-
planation of the differ-

ences between the ideologies 
of capitalism and socialism. 
Much to my children’s dis-
may, I branched out to include 
communism and a few other 
isms. Noticing their eyes 
starting to glaze over, I resort-
ed to YouTube to assist me. It 
wasn’t long before it was ap-
parent that the videos people 
posted were very influenced 
by their own specific world 
view. What started as an at-
tempt to explore political 
ideologies turned into a dis-
cussion on the nature of truth 
and the importance of critical 
thinking. 

As children get older they 
begin to absorb political and 
socially relevant opinions. 
Even at a young age they’ll 
come home from school with 
the certainty that ‘teacher is 
right’. I think every parent 
remembers a time when they 
lost out to their child’s teach-
er as the adult who knows 
absolutely everything. As the 
teenage years approach, mum 
and dad aren’t the experts an-
ymore, but often children can 
be quick to accept the word of 
youth group leaders, others 
in their peer group or even 
something some ‘expert’ pre-

sents in a documentary. My 
12 year old daughter wasn’t 
impressed recently, when 
I was a bit dubious about a 
pretty far-fetched programme 
on the Animal Planet channel 
titled Mermaids: The Body 
Found. She wasn’t the only 
one who was taken in by the 
dramatic documentary. Many 
adults were fooled too. The 
reaction prompted the Na-
tional Oceanic and Atmos-
pheric Administration in the 
US to issue a statement say-
ing that, they had no evidence 
that mermaids exist.

Often it’s not an ideology 
we’re attached to, but a politi-
cal party or the views of those 

seen as the opinion-formers 
or the experts in their field. 
A funny quotation describes 
an expert as someone who 
knows more and more about 
less and less, until eventually 
he knows everything about 
nothing. 

This is a bit cynical, but 
there’s no doubt that, while 
we all need to refer to the 
opinions of experts, we need 
to avoid the notion that any 
expert is beyond question or 
that one expert is the source 
of all knowledge on a par-
ticular subject. Issues like 
abortion and same-sex mar-
riage haven’t been out of the 
news in the last while. I usu-

ally have the radio on as I go 
about my daily work and have 
been subject to the musings 
and assertions of a fair few 
speakers who are introduced 
as experts on one subject or 
another.

Critical thinking 
The problem with depending 
too much on the opinions of 
those who have shown excel-
lence in their particular field 
is that we can begin to con-
fuse their factual knowledge 
with their personal opinion or 
ideology. If parents don’t help 
their children to learn critical 
thinking skills, as they be-
come young adults they’ll find 

it much harder to distinguish 
between truth and opinion. I 
think children need to be in-
volved in current affairs, to 
learn to view debates and dis-
cussions in a logical way and 
to look behind the headlines 
to what’s really at the heart of 
the various issues. It’s unwise 
to view any issue through the 
filter of political allegiances 
or ideologies that are at odds 
with the Christian model of 
how to live. 

People are quick to label 
themselves liberal or conserv-
ative and to wholeheartedly 
endorse particular systems, 
but as Christians we don’t tie 
ourselves into any one social 
system. In our search for jus-
tice, peace and love, we have 
to look a little further.

Values 
We live in a time where voic-
es, opinions and philosophies 
are being beamed into our 
homes. Our children have a 
window on the world, but 
are also sponges for the dif-
ferent messages they receive 
though television, radio and 
social media. The most valu-
able lesson a child can learn 
is how to develop a critical 
thought process which gives 
him or her the ability to as-
sess the values underlying 
any message. 

If an expert lectures on 

justice or speaks passionately 
about equality and a voice for 
the voiceless, does this con-
cern involve an all-encom-
passing zeal for the rights of 
every human being? Do kind-
ly words deflect from the per-
son’s lack of concern for the 
dignity and value of each and 
every human being. I often 
find it strange to encounter 
people who are untiring in 
their pursuit of rights for mi-
norities, but have a blind spot 
when it comes to the human 
rights of unborn babies. I’m 
similarly surprised that those 
who fight for respect for life 
are in favour of the death pen-
alty or are a little less than 
generous about support and 
services for the most vulner-
able in society.

Opinions. 
Aristotle said that “It is the 
mark of an educated mind to 
be able to entertain a thought 
without accepting it”. My 
daughter was disappointed 
when she realised that a doc-
umentary about mermaids 
was more fiction than fact. 
It did teach her that we don’t 
have to accept the veracity of 
a story just because it’s on the 
television or we read it in the 
papers. 

We don’t have to bow at 
the altar of expert opinion 
when that opinion conflicts 
with our Christianity and the 
model of social justice that is 
the very essence of the mes-
sage of Jesus. If our starting 
point is one of treating people 
as we’d like to be treated our-
selves, we’ll create a society 
based on true values and not 
passing, changeable opinions.

Teach children to question ‘expert’ opinions
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If parents don’t help their children to learn critical thinking skills, as they become 
young adults they’ll find it much harder to distinguish between truth and opinion.

Our son is going 
through a phase of 
owning up to eve-
rything. He says, I 

think it might have been me 
who, broke the gate, tram-
pled mud into the carpet or 
toppled the flower pot over 
in the garden. When I ask if 
he was in fact swinging on 
the gate, in the sitting room 
in his wellies or in the garden 
near the flower pots, he says 
not but admits blame none-

theless. His teacher asked her 
class which child had dam-
aged a library book and my 
son was a nervous wreck even 
though he had never touched 
the book.

Worried 
I wasn’t excessively worried 
about this odd phase until he 
got hold of the local newspa-
per. A group of teenagers, in-
cluding girls, were suspected 
of stealing from a local ga-

rage and my son solemnly 
confided that he might have 
been involved. His earnest 
10-year-old face suggested 
that he wasn’t pulling my leg 
and when I reassured that he 
couldn’t possibly have been 
involved he persisted, “how 
can you be sure Mum?” I in-
sisted: “number one neither 
you nor any of your friends 
can drive, have access to any 
car or indeed know what a 
getaway car is, number two, 
you are not a teenager nor 
do you know any teenagers 
let alone teenage girls, num-
ber three you were in school 
when the robbery took place 
but most importantly you 
are an honest trustworthy 
person who would never 
steal.”

He was relieved, “you 
tend to be right about 
these sorts of things Mum 
so I believe you”. My child 
is happy, I appear omnisci-
ent and no one gets arrested, 
overall an excellent outcome. 
Not long afterwards my son 

told me he was worried about 
something else. My imagina-
tion went into overdrive until 
he blurted out “I don’t know 
how to buy a house, open a 
bank account or what kind of 
job I should get when I grow 
up? I don’t know anything 
about being a grown up, what 
happens if I do it all wrong?”

Bless him he thinks adults 
actually know what they are 
doing. Already he 
is worrying 
about a life 
that most 
of us make 
up as we 
go along, 

hoping against all hope that 
we don’t mess up irreparably. 
Despite having three children 
and the usual array of respon-
sibilities, debts and commit-
ments, my husband and I are 
in denial about being grown 
up at all. 

But the joy of parenting 
means that regardless of our 
capabilities, hang-ups and 
general ignorance, we must 

still advise, direct and reas-
sure our children as best 

we can.
I could tell my son 

that there are things 
he needs to worry 
about and assume 

responsibility for 
at this mo-

ment in 

time: brushing his teeth, be-
ing organised for school, be-
having reasonably, learning 
and questioning and of course 
not scoffing endless junk food 
when left to his own devices. 
But he worries enough. I have 
no doubt that he knows all 
the things we require of him 
but I wasn’t certain that he 
knew the most important 
thing of all.

So I told him, the only 
thing we want him to worry 
about right now is remem-
bering to be a kid. Everything 
else could wait. We will let 
him know when it is time to 
be concerned with looming 
adulthood and we reassured 
him that there will be people 
who will help him navigate 
those muddy waters when 
the time comes. 

He looked surprised but 
relieved and happy, “Ok Mum 
I believe you, you were right 
about that robbery so I guess 
you know best about all this 
stuff too.” This parenting 
thing is a doddle!

It was me!  
I did it!

‘It is the mark 
of an educated 
mind to be able 
to entertain a 
thought without 
accepting it’


