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Introduction

When you kindly invited me to give this lecture, there was a suggestion that this might give an opportunity to one who is advancing in years to offer some reminiscences about religious education during the 35 years in which I have been closely associated with it. I am happy to resist that temptation. Whilst, in what I have to say, there will undoubtedly be some historical allusions, and certainly references to individuals who have profoundly influenced my present outlook, this is, as the title suggests, a personal attempt to look forward rather than backwards, and to suggest some of the issues which we need to confront in the future.

It will be ‘an’ agenda, since it represents a personal stance, a statement of faith so to speak. That does not mean that I approach the task as a representative of a faith community. I am a professional educator, whatever my own personal religious stance. And because it is a statement of faith, that also does not mean that it is at variance with, for example, the new National Framework for religious education. It is simply an acknowledgement that the defining of RE is controversial, that there is no universally agreed view of what it is or should be. Even though there are several different ‘pools of consensus’, there is by no means harmony between these. This is therefore a personal attempt to express my faith both in and about RE.

One of the lessons I have learned is that we have to keep returning, in each generation, and especially in this country, to the question of why we have this strange subject in the curriculum in the first place. Some, of course, will want to dismiss the issue as a mere historical quirk. However, it remains an essential, contemporary and relevant question, both for political as well as educational reasons. The debate about this question is characterised by a tension between some of the perceived goals of religion and the aims and purposes of education, especially in state schools. For some, the goals of religion are absolute, final, authoritative, non-negotiable, closed, total; whereas educational goals are perceived as open, enquiring, inclusive, provisional and relative, and are underpinned by an overarching liberal philosophy.  My problem is that, along with many colleagues, I do not actually share this perception that the goals should be seen as wholly different. For me, both religion and education are ‘liberal’ pursuits, in the best and fullest meaning of the word. And I have to say that I have always felt the value of Hugo Gryn’s perception, that in the world of religion you tend to meet two distinctive types of people. One comprises the harmonisers of this world, the other the polarisers. I am, by religion, and probably by nature, as well as by education and experience, a harmoniser.

It is worth just pausing to reflect on the fact that we are here talking about RE in Britain, and that there are very good historical, political, religious and social reasons why that may be very different from any concept of RE that may apply in continental Europe or in the USA. Moreover (and this is a reflection of profound changes during my lifetime) RE in this country is on a bit of a ‘high’ at the moment, for all sorts of reasons, and has worked its way through some difficult and often depressing and unrewarding times to arrive at the present situation where, for example, entries for GCSE RE, at the examination board for which I work, are second only to mathematics. Additionally, there is ample evidence of growing pupil interest in the subject and its value to them, not so much in terms of trying to understand institutionalised religion, but rather in terms of the spiritual and moral issues and questions upon which religion is focused.

I therefore return to the question, in the context of contemporary Britain, about what RE is for, and what its agenda might be for today and the future. For this purpose, I am drawing on three trends in modern RE, which I will deal with in (what I regard as) an ascending scale of importance. And the title, ‘Many paths: one Journey’ is intended to encapsulate the approach I am advocating.

1. Danger! Religion can seriously damage your life.

I did toy with the idea of calling this the ‘Government health warning’, but quickly dismissed the suggestion. Religion is only tangentially analogous to smoking. And whilst we might recognise the government’s right to issue warnings, I did want specifically to avoid any suggestion that the subject matter of this lecture has anything to do with, or is in some way inspired by, the declared war on terror. My concern here is much more wide-ranging and pervasive, and addresses issues of religion in general rather than those associated with any particular religious tradition. I acknowledge, of course, that there has been, in recent years, a considerable upsurge of interest in religion, a recognition of its influence and impact on modern life, and a readiness not to dismiss it as of purely historical or antiquarian interest. I concede that that interest has been at least partly fuelled by a concern about the detrimental effects of certain kinds of religion on people’s lives and the consequences that might have for society. However, the point I wish to make is that the potential dangers of religion are universal and have a long history. I leave others to draw their own conclusions about the many controversial contemporary issues which epitomise the dangers of religion.

My interest in this theme arose out of a statement by Professor John Bowker that the first, though negative, justification for having the subject in the curriculum is that religion is such a dangerous commodity. Certainly, Professor Bowker was not the first to make this assertion. But coming from a professional religious educator, rather than from those who have a commitment to denigrating the value and importance of religion in our society, it gave the statement greater weight and incisiveness.

Professor Bowker illustrated his theme with a number of cogent examples, but did not elaborate on what the implication of his claim might be for setting educational goals and targets, for selecting materials for a curriculum, or for dealing with the pedagogical issues which would need to be addressed if this concern were to be taken seriously, such as the age at which it is appropriate to deal with these concerns.

I confess also to a more personal interest in this topic which arises from my experience as a teacher over the years. I have always felt a certain compulsion to be sure that I present a positive image of religion and religions to children. When others have attacked a particular tradition, I have usually felt constrained to re-present it in its best light. Occasionally, I have been delighted when pupils have commented that I must be a …. because of the way I talk about it. Intuitively, I have been happy to present Martin Luther King or Mother Teresa as exemplary Christians, rather than Ian Paisley or, in his day, Enoch Powell. In so doing, I have implicitly been making a value-judgement. Why do I avoid the anti-model? On what basis? And have I been right to do so?

You could say that ‘the dangers of religion’ is not an issue at all. But I believe it is an issue and that many people are acutely aware of it. Let me spell out the parameters of the discussion. They lie in the common ground that exists between two opposite and mutually exclusive views. The exclusive view is represented on the one hand by those detractors of all forms of religion who see the religious enterprise as, by definition, a health hazard, a threat to authentic living at the very least and, as a consequence, who also see the supposed educational enterprise of religious education as a pointless pursuit from which children need protecting. They see it as particularly offensive that children should be invited to consider religion as in any way a viable option for living, and resent what they perceive to be an implicitly persuasive motivation behind the enterprise. They catalogue not only the injustices, hypocritical attitudes and contradictions endemic in religious communities, but also cite the more subtle suggestion that, by including religion in the curriculum in the first place, it implies that it has some value, instead of seeing it for what it is, namely a marginal interest of a small number of misguided people who cannot face up to the realities of a purposeless existence. But, by a strange irony, those who hold the exclusive, anti-religious view are also in a quandary about religious education. Negatively, of course, it shouldn’t be there in the first place. Positively, however, it has benefits to its detractors, because the more children are exposed to the facts about religion, the more likely it is that they will become immune to its beguiling blandishments and reject it as irrelevant and anachronistic.

On the other hand, the exclusive view is also represented by those with a religious commitment who are likely to want at the very least to encourage their children to come to the same commitment as themselves. This is wholly or mainly the justification for having faith schools. It is to nurture and form the next generation in the way of faith, and in many cases to protect them, if that were possible, from the possible attractions of any alternative, in some cases simply by denigrating any alternative view, but above all by trying to protect them from the chill winds of secularism, by pretending that the world out there doesn’t really exist. Part of that process of nurture is likely to avoid any suggestion that there is a dark side to religion, unless of course, it is to be found in the errors of those of other persuasions. As with the detractors, the exclusive supporters are also in the business of persuasion. Also, by another strange irony, such religious protagonists can find the kind of religious education taught in state schools singularly threatening since their commitment is there represented to children as only one possibility amongst many. 

In between these two protagonists are others who see some value in religion, or at least in a spiritual rather than materialistic view of life, who in a more general way do believe that children should be encouraged to see such a view as at least a viable interpretation of life and that they should have the opportunity to see it in its best, rather than its worst light. Whilst they will allow that there have been, and still are, perversions of religion, they will nonetheless want to uphold a positive and ennobling image of religion. That is what motivates many of my colleagues who choose to teach religious education. How do they deal with the dark side of religion? There does appear to be a prima facie case that they should at least confront this aspect of religion in an educational context, and that they should deal with it honestly.

The wider recognition that religion continues to be a significant force in the modern world is important, and should be welcomed, but not for the reasons put forward by the two types of exclusive protagonists we have so far considered. The analogy of religion which I find most helpful in the present context is that of nuclear power. It is a fundamental part of life. Its proper benefits are life-giving and life-enhancing. But if it falls into the hands of those who will misuse it for evil and destructive ends, and if it is allowed to be used in an uncontrolled way, its power is devastating and the damage it can do is horrific. During my lifetime, I have witnessed the development and growth of nuclear power as a destructive force, and cannot avoid images of the evil that it can perpetrate. But I have also witnessed the development of the peaceful uses of controlled nuclear energy. And we all need reminding that there would be no life on earth at all if it were not for the generally benign and life-enhancing stream of energy that pours forth from a very powerful if distant nuclear reactor.

So I have to start from the premise that religion, like nuclear energy, is a powerful but essentially neutral force. In the right hands, it is a blessing for humanity. But when it falls into the wrong hands, it can be used for evil and destructive ends. That is why we should not try to cover up the evil distortions of religion in our RE programmes.  We should recognise them, address them, learn how to deal with them, and move on. The question I raise is whether that it a legitimate dimension of concern for religious educators in schools.

The case for acknowledging the destructive and degrading aspects of religion seems to me to be self evident. In the name of religion, the innocent have been massacred, minorities have been hounded and persecuted, the vulnerable have been marginalised and bullied, deviants of all kinds have been burned to death, the brutal and tyrannical have secured and maintained their power, empires have been built and land has been expropriated from its rightful owners, the poor have been suppressed, or enslaved or ignored, the gullible have been indoctrinated, and women have been subjugated. And that is in just one religious tradition. And it continues to this day. Moreover, when religion is combined with other powerful and destructive forces, such as nationalism, it can become truly a recipe for disaster. Added to this are the more subtle but equally destructive influences of religion, particularly in the case of those which seek to achieve goals which are completely at variance with the educational enterprise in which we are engaged, which seek to imprison the mind and distort the will, which attempt to gain power over others and ruthlessly suppress their initiative and creativity, and which try to persuade the young that what is good is evil and what is evil is good. That these things are visited upon children is the most damning indictment of the perversions of religion.

I conclude, therefore, that there is a case to answer. But is it a matter for teachers, and particularly for religious educators, to deal with? And how? And do we have any right to make such denigrating judgements about religion?

I want to argue here that we do, and we do so on the basis of the educational enterprise itself. There are, of course, religious arguments which could support such judgements. But for our purposes, I believe the basis of the judgements must be founded on educational principles. What are these principles and how do they relate to religion? I will touch briefly on each of these. But we need to remind ourselves that the principles of education, and the pursuits of some religious outlooks, are inevitably at variance with each other.

(a) Religion and human rights

First and foremost, our educational system in the West is underpinned by the human rights charter, which seeks to establish for all people a basic set of principles upon which any civilised society should be founded. Amongst those inalienable rights is the right to believe in or not to believe in a religious creed and way of life, and the right to be free from any kind of coercion so to believe or not to believe. Of course, the question about the nature of coercion or pressurised persuasion is important here, and a debate is to be had about it, but the principle does serve to underline the cardinal principle set out in the Holy Qur’an that ‘there is no compulsion in religion’, a principle which, in one form or another, is fundamental to all religion. As a humanitarian principle, it poses a challenge to many forms of religion. Additionally, the duty to promote such basic human rights is placed firmly within the context of education, for ‘all peoples … shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms’.  Moreover, according to Article 26, ‘education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms’. 

The whole point of these assertions is that they are designed to protect people from those who would deny them those rights and freedoms, including those who do so for religious reasons, or who use religious sanctions to impose their restrictions on others. Religion is not therefore in some way exempt from the responsibility to uphold human rights. And, uncomfortable though it is to some religionists, it is clearly the responsibility of educators to highlight the denial of fundamental rights and to challenge those who do deny them, including religious people. This is not a debate about different interpretations of religion, where there might be several sides to an argument. It is about religion, in an educational context, being subject to the rule of law and being required to uphold the basic rights of all people. Because our own education system is founded on the principles enshrined in the human rights declaration, it is entirely legitimate for teachers to educate children in those rights and to challenge the views and practices of those who deny them. It is for that reason that all teachers, as educators, must be committed to taking an anti-racist stance.

(b) Religion and moral values
The argument that religion is not a superior law to itself, where anything goes as long as it is sanctioned by religious authority, is further strengthened if we consider the relationship between religion and morality. It was Mahatma Gandhi who asserted his right to remain a devout Hindu in the face of attacks and not very subtle attempts at persuasion from aggressive Christian missionaries. But he also asserted that if he found elements in his own Hindu tradition which were in conflict with the moral principles of brahmacharya, satyagraha and ahimsa, it was the Hindu tradition that was to be called to account on the basis of the moral principles, not the other way round. Where religious belief and practice is found to be contrary to basic moral principles, it must be challenged on moral grounds. It is interesting in this context that ‘truth’ should have been one of Gandhi’s principles, and his life was testimony to the belief that truth is a liberating principle, and that denial of the truth resulted in loss of human freedom. It follows that to try to deny that certain religious stances are inimical to the pursuit of truth is contrary to a basic moral principle to which all human endeavour, including religion, is subject. Therefore, those who assert that immoral deeds perpetrated in the name of religion are above morality are rightly subject to challenge on moral grounds. And since education is itself a moral pursuit, and an upholder of the moral principles which underpin it, it follows that education in general and religious education in particular, should not withhold from warning children of the dangers posed by certain religious stances.  

Of course, there are those who will deny the moral basis of our education system, and the values that it embraces. That is because all education systems are value laden. There is no such thing as value-free education. What we teach and how we teach it is inevitably a persuasive activity. And it is our belief in Western democracies that our liberal, open and enquiring education system is founded on sound and valid moral principles which are worth striving for. That is part of our commitment as teachers.  

(c) Religion and education
Within our education system, we are committed to representing the world as it is in a fair and balanced way, and this must include the world of religion which is also a proper object of study and exploration. One of the aspects of this approach is that it is uncomfortable for those with particular religious axes to grind and sharpen. For it includes the recognition that there is no single form of religious commitment which is absolute, except to those who follow it. Likewise there is no aspect of religious commitment which is not open to educational scrutiny and exploration, including those aspects which are immoral in terms of our Western liberal values and of the principles of human rights which are enshrined in our system. 

The very notion of religious relativism is one of the important implications of living in a multi-religious society. It is a by-product both of secularism and of pluralism. As such, a form of religious education built on the underlying principles of these two stances can be viewed as systematically hostile to the whole religious enterprise, and therefore any critique of religion, any consideration of the question whether there is a dark side to it which must be explored can simply be dismissed as being intrinsically anti-religious. It has led some to the conclusion that the best we can do in the educational enterprise is to adopt a stance of studied neutrality and objectivity with regard to religion. Our task is to try to avoid any critique of religion and simply to present it to children as information rather than as value-judgement. Indeed, some would say it is immoral to suggest or allow any alternative. One can only present to children the self-image of a particular religious tradition approved, as it were, by the current gatekeepers of those traditions.

This stance is I believe inadequate on at least two grounds. One is that, merely by the selection of information to be taught, one is already making a value judgement. By placing religions alongside each other there is inevitably a suggestion of relativism. The question is whether we encourage children to explore this relativism in an educational context, by giving them the intellectual tools to deal with it, or whether we simply present what is out there and leave children to make of it what they like. But I have already argued that the values implied in the human rights and moral principles which underpin education mean than we cannot avoid making value judgements, and that it is better for children and young people to acquire the educational tools to deal with this situation than to leave them to their own devices. This is the argument which supports the view that a critique of religion is a necessary part of education.

However, the most important aspect of this issue of whether religion should be open to critical scrutiny lies within the religious traditions themselves. This is because self-evaluation is a constantly recurring theme in all religious traditions, and is as such part of the content of religious education. That is why the differences, disputes and discussions which take place within and between religious traditions are an important part of contemporary religious education. They are at last enshrined in the new National Framework for religious education as one of the features of the Programmes of Study and of the level descriptors which suggest learning outcomes for different levels of ability.

Some religious traditions are more hostile than others to any form of external critique, but it still remains the case that self-evaluation is an inevitable part of being religious, and some traditions actually see it as an essential part of spiritual growth to recognise that self-evaluation is beneficial rather than detrimental to religion. That, it seems to me, secures the argument that children should be made aware of the potential dangers of religion as part of their educational programme. Let me take two examples of this from the Hindu tradition.

There has been a long term dispute with a leading member of the Hindu community as to whether the theme of caste should be included in our examination syllabuses. His contention is that including caste is to present a distorted view of Hinduism, one which has been promoted since the 19th century by western imperialists bent on showing the tradition in a poor light. He maintains that it is actually no part of the contemporary Hindu outlook and represents a distorted accretion grafted on to traditional Hindu ideas and values. He seems to me to make his own case. That is, he is actually offering a Hindu-based critique of caste from within the system itself. It just so happens that the critique is often generated by exactly the same principles of morality and human rights that underpin education. Or, to take another illustration - if we are to present to children examples of Hindu living, who should we choose? We come back to my question about Mother Teresa and Ian Paisley. Do we choose Gandhi or Godhse. Both were Hindu idealists. Both were deeply committed to their traditions. Both were profoundly religious. But Gandhi interpreted his Hindu heritage in terms of striving to achieve understanding and rapprochement between Hindus and Muslims, whereas Nathuram Godhse interpreted his stance by striving for Hindu supremacy and segregation from Muslims, and chose to express his religious commitment by assassinating Gandhi.   

(d) Religion and (political) power
My final point in this part of the argument is simply to mention a specific issue about the suggested dark side of religion, but one which is particularly pertinent to the education of children. Religion, like politics, is often about power, and particularly about the power wielded by the persuaders. This is analogous to advertising, with all its accompanying potential for distortion. It is not quite such a universal feature of all religious traditions, but it is undoubtedly a feature of modern life. The question is whether religious education should in any way try to warn or inoculate children against the persuaders. This is more in the way of an open ended question for discussion rather than a conclusion. 

To conclude this discussion of the first reason for having RE in the curriculum,  I do not want to suggest in any way that the ‘dangers of religion’ constitutes the main or sole reason for justifying religious education in the school curriculum. But given that there is a dark side to religion, where should this fit into the spectrum of pedagogy in religious education? There is, of course, a dark side to everything, and it is always an issue in primary schools about how and when to initiate children into this dimension of life. The traditional story of the early life of the Buddha, where his father tried to shield him from the realities of life, is a case in point. Children usually initiate themselves in any case, and the educational exercise lies in trying to equip them with some of the tools to deal with these realities.

At this stage, I want simply to suggest that, as religious educators, we should acknowledge that there is a dark side to religion, both real and potential, and that it is one of the issues which should inform the direction of religious education in the future. It is part of our agenda. In terms of the ‘many paths’ and the ‘one journey’, it is one of the waymarkers and warning signs at the start of the journey. But it is not the journey itself. And this brings me to the second reason why we should have RE in our schools. Not only should it serve to warn about some of the dangers of religion. It should also help us and our children to contribute to building up a more harmonious society.

2. Getting ready for the journey: learning about religion

There are still many religious educators who believe that this notion of ‘learning about religion’ is what defines ‘the journey’. This is as far as you can go and no further. It is the agenda of the ‘religious studies’ school. It is the agenda which has tended to dominate RE in schools, for both ideological and practical reasons, for most of the last two decades. 

The supporters of this view of religious education argue that the only thing we are licensed to do as teachers is to inform children accurately about religion. What they do with that information is none of our business. If we try in any way to influence them, positively or negatively, in terms of how information about religion might impact upon them and their lives, we are starting to tread the dangerous road of indoctrination. The information, so the argument runs, is helpful to them because religion is a significant aspect or dimension of human experience, achievement and endeavour, it comprises its own distinctive body of knowledge and, like science or the arts, is worth exploring for its own sake. If there is any advantage to having this body of knowledge, it is that it deepens understanding of the world, and with understanding comes a greater readiness to recognise the value of, and to have respect for, those who differ from oneself. Moreover, because religion is a highly emotive and controversial subject, it is far better to have an understanding of it based on knowledge of the facts rather than on hearsay or prejudice or stereotyping.

I would be the first to support the view that one of the purposes of religious education in schools is to encourage understanding of and respect for those who hold beliefs and follow practices different from one’s own. And, manifestly, accurate knowledge and understanding are infinitely to be preferred to ignorance, and to its concomitant, fear.

Moreover, the ideal of objectivity in pursuing knowledge and understanding is worthwhile in itself, even though few achieve it. But these purposes in relation to religion can just as well be achieved through the disciplines of sociology, the study of societies, communities and cultures, together with their beliefs and practices, and the examination of their goals and motivations. And their place in our varied and plural society, and particularly the goal of living in harmony with one another, can just as well be dealt with through a good course in citizenship or personal, social and health education.

During the course of the last twenty to thirty years, this sociological approach to religion has dominated religious education in this country. Pragmatically, many teachers have found it more straightforward to teach children information about religion, rather than to raise too many questions about whether such information could, or should, have any relevance, meaning, significance or application to them.

Politically, many of the controversial issues are avoided if people are satisfied that religion is presented to children in a factual and informative way. Expressions like ‘teaching Christianity’ and ‘teaching Hinduism’ have become part of our everyday language in educational circles and, although to outsiders this sounds just like the old RE, amongst professionals it has become the shorthand for the idea that children should understand the religion called Christianity and the religion called Hinduism as students and scholars would. I leave aside for the moment all the debates about whether such an entity as Christianity or Hinduism actually exists in the real world. And I don’t want to get embroiled in other discussions about how religion should be approached, given the many strands of phenomenological, sociological, anthropological and psychological debate. Perhaps I can illustrate my concerns by looking at two related issues, one about the way in which religion in school has been handled politically, and the other about the nature of religion itself.

(a) The political debate

Here, I think some reflection on recent history is worthwhile, particularly as it is a period from which I think we have at last emerged into daylight. In the wake of the 1988 Education Reform Act, a number of heavyweights climbed into the ideological ring and proceeded to slog it out with each other. The contest was all about what we mean by ‘principal’ religion. It was the old battle about this being a ‘Christian’ country, and how RE should reflect that ‘fact’. Most of the contestants were agreed that, yes, we should continue to do religion in schools and, yes, it should be presented objectively and should not be an excuse for underhand persuasion. But the contention was about ‘how much’ of each religion children should be taught, about how large should be the pieces of religious cake put onto their classroom plates. There were those who argued that, clearly, the Christian portion should be the biggest, indeed should be bigger than all the rest put together, leaving the others to fight it out among themselves. By the time an example curriculum was produced showing how Christianity could account for 51% of the RE timetable, and the other five religions ‘represented in Great Britain’ could be divided equally between the remaining 49%, virtually everyone had to concede that we had well and truly lost the plot. Perhaps the best we can say now is that that was one of the processes we had to go through, given the political climate of the time, in order to recognise that the journey was going to end in a cul-de-sac. We are now, thank goodness, on a more open road.

A more sinister version of this debate was the clamour for what was called ‘integrity’. In the context of religious education this was meant to point to the idea that each religion was to be seen ‘in its integrity’, that is, as a separate and distinct entity from every other religion, and that the lines of distinction and demarcation were to be clearly drawn, so that it would become clear to children how each religion was essentially different from any other. Some interpreted this at a largely pragmatic level because the perception at the time was that children learning about different religions would get confused and mixed up, that they would not be able to cope with diversity. If there is one thing that I have learned, it is that children can cope with any kind of diversity much better than their parents or other adults can.  For others it was an ideological principle, that any suggestion that there might be common ground between religions and fuzzy edges around them was playing into the hands of the pluralists and relativists.

In essence, this meant that religious education was effectively handed over to the gatekeepers of the religious communities in this country to decide what children should be taught about their religion, a kind of sanitised and supposedly pure version, but one that bore little resemblance to what actually went on in the lives of ordinary adherents and their families. It is probably also at this point where RE became most closely allied with sociology as an exercise in studying communities of people. By this point too we are a long way down another dead end, having lost sight of the real issue as to what religion is all about.

(b) The debate about religion

I am amazed at how little debate there has been about this question as to what religion is. So far I have used the word as a shorthand for ‘religions’. But what we are really on about is ‘religion’. The godfather of modern religious studies in school is undoubtedly Ninian Smart. Unfortunately, the great majority of his followers have allied themselves entirely with one part of his theory and completely missed the point of the other part. In a seminal essay, he posed the question ‘What is religion?’ Instead of getting entwined in all those controversial definitions of religion which have ensnared many academics, he suggested that we need to differentiate between two questions, ‘What is a religion?’ and ‘What is religion?’ If we are to answer the first, we find ourselves asking other questions like ‘what do Christians believe about Jesus?’ or ‘why do Sikhs wear turbans’? But if we are to answer the second question, we find ourselves asking questions like ‘is there any purpose in life?’ or ‘why should I do good rather than evil?’ or ‘is there a God?’ 

It is these latter questions, about meaning, value and purpose, which provide the motivation for the journey of religious education. Indeed, they are the journey. I do not want to suggest that the other questions are unimportant. Nor do I want to denigrate the important principle that children will become more mature in their understanding of the world if they are able to respect the many paths that other people tread. They should of course understand and be sensitive to what it means to be a Buddhist, a Christian, a Hindu, a Jew, a Muslim or a Sikh – or an agnostic or atheist – in Britain today. That understanding will help them to make the journey of which we are speaking, especially as one of the features of the journey is that we do not make it alone. We make it as many paths come together in a common purpose, and we make it as we journey together with others of many different persuasions. We learn from them as we make our journey.

This brings me to my third and final point about an agenda for religious education. 

3. Many paths: one journey

The journey we invite children to make in religious education is a spiritual journey, just as they make a spiritual journey when they learn their own or others’ languages, or find out about how the world works in science, or what has brought us to where we are now in history. It is a journey in which we are all involved simply because we are human beings, whatever the differences between us. We all share, and from time to time are confronted by, the same fundamental questions and issues about our existence. We may deal with them, and answer them, in many different ways, and there are many different paths which people follow on their journey of life. But it is the journey of all of us.

It is no accident that this notion of the ‘spiritual’ has become a focal point in education. It has a long pedigree. More recently, it was no accident that the opening words of the 1988 Education Reform Act asserted that education must contribute to pupils’ spiritual development. Easier said than done, of course. 

Professor Stuart Sutherland, who was our first Chief Inspector of Schools (as well as vice-Chancellor of London University at the same time, and a Christian theologian by trade) came to Westhill College in Birmingham, where I was teaching, and addressed a conference on the theme of the spiritual development of our children in school. Most of the points he made are still with us and part of the ongoing debate. He asserted that spiritual development must be seen as universal, and not simply ‘religious’. He encouraged us to see it as focused on what helps children to flourish as human beings, and as something which should inform every part of the curriculum and school life. The question for us today, however, is about how one part of the curriculum, namely religious education, may help our children to flourish. For most us engaged in it, religious education is only a valid part of the curriculum if it supports this development for all our children, whether they are from religious families or not. 

Here I return to an earlier part of this discussion about those who view their own spiritual path, their own religion, as exclusive of all others, where the pinnacle of spiritual achievement is actually thought to lie in their separation from all others who follow different paths, and whose goal is to make their own way superior to all others in a world of religious apartheid – what John Hull used to characterise so forcefully as ‘tribalism’, and to which he gave the name of ‘religionism’. It is perhaps here that I may be permitted a personal reflection, because my own spiritual journey and experience, as a professional religious educator, has moved in a quite different world from such tribalistic tendencies. 

Over the years I have had the privilege of meeting and sharing my journey with people of all kinds of religious persuasions, and of none. They have come from backgrounds totally different from my own, with different beliefs, different symbols, different lifestyles. They have almost invariably enriched my life though this encounter with difference. I have learned that their difference is not a threat but an encouragement, a challenge, an opportunity. And I have been amazed at the common ground that I have discovered as we have found ourselves making a common spiritual journey together. And sometimes I have been amazed to discover that I actually have more in common, because we share the same values, with those who are supposed to be following different paths from my own, than with those who are supposed to be following the same path. 

It is out of this experience, and out of my understanding of what religious education should be about in our schools, that I make some tentative suggestions about an agenda for the future. This is more a matter of emphasis than innovation, because there is nothing essentially new about these suggestions, merely a recognition of their contemporary relevance and urgency.

(a) Common ground

We need to move towards a greater sense that what we share in common is more extensive, more profound, more significant and more valuable than what divides us in matters of religion and of the different paths that people tread on this one journey of life. We ought to be able to live with our own commitments and ways of doing things at the same time as we are fully open to those with other commitments. This is not a problem in all of the world’s great religious traditions, only in some. And we have to equip those who follow after us with the tools to make that discovery of common ground possible. 

One of the sources which I have always found most helpful in this process is a monograph by Maurice Wiles, who sadly died earlier this year. In this little book, he was exploring how people from different backgrounds can begin to talk to each other, and learn from each other, and he suggested that we need to recognise and accept three factors about our own understanding of things, which he called perspectival, parabolic and provisional. I warm to this because it spells out one of the benefits of recognising that there is, and always has been, a strong element of relativism in religion. By ‘perspectival’, he meant a recognition and acknowledgement that all our commitments are the product of some kind of tradition, which has given us a perspective on life and on the world and which reflects a particular way of looking at things. We cannot start from the premise that there is no other valid perspective, so we need to be aware of each other’s perspectives, acknowledge that they are perspectives, and learn to understand where they come from and what they mean. By referring to our engagement with others as ‘parabolic’, he was suggesting we need to be aware of the language we are using. All language used in the context of religion is parabolic, in the sense that it is not literal in a scientific kind of way, but analogous, metaphorical, symbolic, poetical, emotive. That too needs to be acknowledged in order to save us from endless semantic wranglings, especially when we are dealing with matters of ultimate concern. And, most importantly, he used the word ‘provisional’ to suggest that all our knowledge and understanding, including our scientific knowledge and understanding, are not final and that we are all limited by our finite minds.

(b) Beliefs and values

There is a growing recognition that much of the common ground between particular religions and our common human spirituality lies in the realm of beliefs and values. If you like, this is the ‘stuff’ of religious education, it is the core which provides the  framework for the essential content of what is taught. Of course, I do not mean that this describes what is taught from KS1 to Sixth Form. It simply provides the criteria by which teachers select what is taught, following Jerome Bruner’s principle that you can teach anything to children at any age as long as you have got the structure right.

It is encouraging in the current climate to find a resurgent interest in these matters. Perhaps it is no accident that increasing numbers of young students are taking up Advanced Level courses in Philosophy and Ethics, the obverse if you like of beliefs and values. There needs to be, however, a caveat that these enquiries continue to be rooted in religious education, and do not simply deteriorate into semantics for the chattering classes. For religion reminds us that issues of belief and value are not ends in themselves, they do not represent the journey itself. It is only when they are applied and lived that they become real. The journey is a spiritual one, not merely an intellectual stroll.

(c) The challenge to materialism
I choose materialism mainly as an example, and I am here using the word in the sense of the pre-occupation with material gain and the pursuit of wealth for personal gratification. It is a virus which infects us and our way of life, particularly in the West. I recall reading a magazine article by Roger Scruton in which he was arguing that the value and purpose of religion is to encourage people to conform with the norms of society and the views of the Establishment. Not so.  Both religion and religious education should be subversive activities through which we are all challenged to confront the received wisdom and the predominant values of the age and society in which we live. It is not by accident that all religious traditions affirm that human happiness does not consist in the abundance of a person’s possessions. All religions challenge the quest for ever-increasing wealth as an end in itself, whether it is through Hindu teaching about non-attachment, or the Buddha’s teaching about the causes of suffering and the unsatisfactory nature of life, or Jesus’ teaching that the rich cannot inherit the Kingdom of God. 

Contemporary religious education should provide opportunities for children to explore the lives of those who pursue different goals, and follow different role models, from those who are thrust in their faces through the mass media. 

There are many other examples of issues of a similar kind  which raise questions about beliefs and values, and which should be given priority in the religious education agenda – the need for self-discipline and personal goals, the benefits of silence and reflection, the value of symbolic understanding rather than the accumulation of factual knowledge, and the issues of conflict and non-violence and the common wealth of our planet. 

Conclusion

The focus of this last part of the lecture has been about an agenda, not a curriculum. There are many competing matters clamouring for attention. My argument is about focus and priorities for the future, and this may suggest abandoning some of the preoccupations of the present or the residue of the recent past. In particular, I think we must expect something more helpful, more supportive and, dare I say it, more spiritual, from our religious communities in this country. After 1988, they were asked to define what it was that made each of their traditions distinctive and different from the others. Now I think they should be asked what they have in their traditions, that they hold in common with others, that can enrich the lives of all our children, whatever their family background, so that we can all share in this diverse heritage. For what I have learned, through working with many interesting and wonderful people of different faiths and following different paths, is that the rich religious heritage of one is the heritage of us all. 

I have also used the image of a journey to suggest something about the purpose of having religious education in our schools. The ‘one journey’ to which I refer is the spiritual journey of life in which we are all, including the children in our schools, inevitably involved because we are human beings. Religious education should be one of the means of encouragement to sustain that journey. It should warn children of some of the dangers and pitfalls. It should help them to see that it is a journey that others make down all sorts of different paths, and that they themselves make in the company of all sorts of different people, from whom they can learn.

And because I do not see a necessary conflict between the goals of religion and the aims of education, it seems to me that there is sufficient common ground to support the contention that we should continue to include the subject of religious education in our schools. The imagery of the journey is common to both. For while the different religions use different imagery and symbolism to speak about the journey, they are all moving in a common direction. For some it is the pathway from darkness to light, or from ignorance to enlightenment (the root meaning of our word ‘education’). For others it is the journey from sin to salvation, or from suffering to happiness, or from slavery to redemption. But what for me enriches the journey most is the company of those who share the journey. 

It is not inappropriate to conclude by referring to a passage in one of John Hull’s controversial monographs) in which he encapsulates my belief and expresses it far better than I could. It suggests that what is sacred in life is not what we keep to ourselves, but what we share with others. The exclusive view of spirituality is that what is sacred is my space, my place, my ideas and beliefs and my community. My religion, the argument goes, represents what is holy for me. I may be able to accept that yours represents the same for you. But we need to be wary of each other because, if we meet, we may become contaminated.


The other approach … takes the opposite point of view. In myself,

it suggests, I am not particularly holy, and perhaps in yourself you

are not wonderfully holy, but the ground between us is holy. The

boundary which separates becomes the holy ground, the common

ground, the mutuality of response and responsibility which makes

us truly human. Holiness is discovered through encounter. 

John Hull (1991) Mishmash, Birmingham, CEM, p38
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