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While there has been much debate in Britain about the pros and cons of ‘multi-faith’ religious education, there has been very little critical, historical discussion by religious educators of the concept of ‘religion’ as a generic term and of how our presuppositions about what constitutes individual religions have been formed. These issues have tremendous importance in terms of ways in which religions are represented in schoolbooks, agreed syllabuses, examination syllabuses and schemes of work.  

Robert Jackson (1997), Religious Education: an interpretive approach, London, Hodder & Stoughton, p49
It is thinking about how we might understand religion in the process of teaching and learning in RE that I am interested in. Robert Jackson has done much important work on this but largely from an ethnographic and anthropological viewpoint. My interest is more theological/philosophical. 

Let me begin with the aim of RE as expressed in the Redbridge Agreed Syllabus

The aim of Religious Education is to promote the spiritual, moral, social, cultural and intellectual development of pupils and of society by encouraging an exploration of and a response to those aspects of religion and human experience which raise fundamental questions of belief and value.

What interests me most about this statement is the bit that says, ‘by encouraging an exploration of and a response to those aspects of religion and human experience which raise fundamental questions of belief and value.

I wonder what those aspects of religion and human experience are?

Human Experience, Ultimate Questions and distinctiveness

Let me begin by saying something about human experience.

I spent many years working alongside last year’s Redbridge lecturer, Dr John Rudge, on the Westhill Project, which placed great emphasis on pupils’ learning about and from human experience. And by human experience we meant that aspect of being human, referred to by the great American psychologist James Fowler, as the ‘need to construct an ultimate environment’ (James Fowler [1981], Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, Harper and Row). It is about making sense of our world, who we are, what we are, where we’ve come from, where we are going, making sense of things etc. 

However, such ultimate or fundamental questions are not the preserve of the religiously minded or religiously devout. Indeed,  we can make the same point about the statement of the Importance of Religious Education in the QCA (2004) National Framework. It begins:

'Religious Education provokes challenging questions about the ultimate meaning and purpose of life, beliefs about God, the self and the nature of reality, issues of right and wrong and what it means to be human'. 

As a statement of the process of religious education this is an accurate statement of recent good practice in the subject. But does it define what is distinctive about religious education? Some might answer in the affirmative, asking where else in the curriculum is there a place for pupils to engage with these questions and issues? And this is a fair question. But is this necessarily the case. Do students have to study religious education to study beliefs about God? Cannot and do not sociologists, historians and anthropologists study such matters? Does not literature offer ample opportunities to study what it means to be human? One could ask similar questions about the other claims for religious education contained in this statement. Interestingly, what the 'Importance of Religious Education' statement does not do is offer a statement about what is distinctive about religion as a way of understanding the world. 

This is not the case, for example, in geography in the National Curriculum. The corresponding 'Importance of' statement for Geography states that

Geography provokes and answers questions about the natural and human worlds, using different scales of enquiry to view them from different 

perspectives. It develops knowledge of places and environments throughout the world, an understanding of maps, and a range of investigative and problem-solving skills both inside and outside the classroom. As such it prepares pupils for adult life and employment. Geography is a focus within the curriculum for understanding and resolving issues about the environment and sustainable development. It is also an important link between the natural and social science.

(DfEE and QCA, 1999, p108)
What is presented here is a case for the distinctiveness of geography as an academic discipline that views the world from a particular perspective and then what follows is the focus of that discipline within the curriculum. 

Religious Education does not benefit from similar treatment; it appears to avoid the former and launch straight into the latter. So pupils do not study religion as such but religious education as if it is an object of study in its own right. This, of course, avoids a certain degree of controversy. By avoiding making a statement as to what is distinctive about a religious perspective on the world, religious educators avoid the complex and controversial debates about explanations of religion as understood in religious studies. There may be good reasons for this but the downside is that a case is not made for the subject's distinctiveness, particularly in relation to the other humanities subjects. 

So the key question that I am asking is: Can we conceive of a conception of religion that makes religious education distinctive and not something that can be reduced to another humanities subject or, worse still, a version of citizenship education?

Phenomenology

For the last 30 years or so, religious educators have largely relied on Ninian Smart’s phenomenology to inform their ideas about religion and in particular his seven dimensions

The practical and ritual dimension

The experiential and emotional dimension

The narrative and mythic dimension

The doctrinal and philosophical dimension

The ethical and legal dimension

The social and institutional dimension

The material dimension

However, such an approach has been criticised for being too descriptive and unchallenging in that pupils are not being enabled sufficiently enough to engage with questions of meaning and purpose and truth. Hence, RE will not be contributing to their spiritual, moral etc development. Of course this is not true of many examples of good practice and it was certainly not Smart’s intention (but we haven’t really the time to go into that now).

Learning from religion

But it is true to say, I think, that the aspect of RE that many practitioners, particularly non-specialists, have most difficulty with is the aspect of the subject that requires pupils to learn from religion. 

I think this issue brings us back once again to the question of the distinctiveness of RE and how we, as teachers, understand religion. 

Indeed, commenting on the recent National Framework, William Kay raises a number of challenging questions in relation to the level descriptions in the assessment scheme. At level 2, for example, under the heading of meaning and purpose:

(P)upils might learn from religion that some questions cause people to wonder and are difficult to answer. 

Kay claims that there is nothing specifically religious about this - it could be science. So, if learning outcomes have a place in religious education they make little sense in terms of teaching and learning if not understood in relation to a conception of what is the content of the subject

What is Religion?

I don’t know how you feel about this - how sure or confident you feel about what you understand by the term religion. But, during CPD courses, I have often asked a group of teachers what they understand by the term religion and the answers are invariably similar to the ones that follow:

Religion is …

Believing in God

Worship, rituals and celebrations

Looking after one’s soul
Personal Faith

Love for others

Something which gives meaning to life

Tradition


A way of life

Obligation


Culture and Community

Customs and rules

Something which answers questions for people
When I asked the group to try and classify these answers into two groups of statements, they came up with categories like: ‘outside and inside’. In other words, terms like ‘celebrations’ refer to what we might call the phenomenon of religion (outside) whilst ‘it gives life meaning’ refers to something we might call the spirituality of religion (inside). This is quite a crude distinction but it will do for now. What we often agree about is that one of the difficulties of teaching RE is to make appropriate connections between the outside and inside as understood here. 

There are many possible reasons. Perhaps some syllabuses are not explicit 

enough in setting out clear expectations - particularly with regard to skills - what is expected in learning from religion. Perhaps teachers are nervous of this aspect, preferring to stay with the safety of passing on information about religion. 

I'd like to offer another possible reason. 

Perhaps we need to pay more attention to discussing what an understanding of religion, that makes it easier for teachers and their pupils to understand something of the spirituality of religion, might look like. 

I suggest one of the difficulties some might have had in thinking about this is to think that only the inside is the spiritual. Similarly, we can be drawn into thinking that it’s the ‘learning from’ which is the spiritual bit. But what about the ‘learning about’? Is this just learning some information about beliefs and practices?

A problem with the way religions are often sometimes understood today (especially in the media) is that it is from the perspective of the psychologist/ sociologist/historian or from a particular religious tradition’s theology. Arguably, the former is not distinctive of religion, whilst the latter is too narrowly distinctive for the purposes of RE as we want to understand it.

So, another question I want to pose is … Can we have a religious understanding of religion that is more spiritual than disciplines such as sociology and history and broader than any one tradition’s theology? Can we talk about an understanding of religion that is common to all the religions we study but doesn't distort any one of them? 

Some would immediately answer no! Any attempt to look for commonality in spirituality or religiousness is bound to fail because religions are essentially different. What it means to be a Christian is fundamentally different than what it means to be a Buddhist. Furthermore, any attempt to define religion is doomed. For example, one cannot, as many dictionaries do, define religion in terms of the worship of God. That would exclude Buddhists straight away and, anyway; it depends on what we mean by God!

Nevertheless, I do think it is important, as teachers, for us to develop a view as to what is significant about religion for human beings. What is religious about religion rather than say historical or sociological? And how best might we understand religion to make sense of its purported relationship to human experience as indicated in the syllabus?

Religion as human transformation

Now, if we consider the great post-axial religions of our syllabuses, firstly and very importantly they all take a particular view of what it means to be human and what is meant by human transformation. 

Human transformation may be understood in two dimensions. Firstly, all the ‘major’ religions conceive of human nature and experience as being essentially unsatisfactory. Indeed this is the meaning of the Buddhist term dukkha. Because humans are subject to tanha (craving) life is never satisfactory. We crave for that which we do not possess which leads to a constant experience of life as less than satisfactory. This human experience is caused by our spiritual blindness or avidya (Sanskrit); this spiritual blindness is the first link in the chain of causes of human suffering, referred to as the Doctrine of Dependent Origination. 

Avidya is a key concept that underpins the two other indigenous religious traditions of India. In Hinduism, avidya leads to maya (illusion about that which is truly real) leading to attachment to the world of samsara with all its suffering and unhappiness. For Sikhs, avidya and maya cause the condition known as haumai which means ego or I- centredness. A person who is subject to haumai is known as manmukh.

In the Semitic traditions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, this unsatisfactoriness is understood largely in moral terms. In human nature there is a tendency to ‘fall away’ from God. In Christianity it is through ‘falleness’ caused by the sin of the first human beings in the Garden of Eden. This causes human beings to live a life alienated from God.

In Judaism, whilst there is no conception of ‘original sin’, human beings are created with free will, with its constant tension between our evil inclination, yetzer ha-ra, and good inclination, yetzer ha-tov. 

In Islam, although human beings are created with the capacity to understand and live by the absolute qualities of God - such as goodness, beauty and truth - our earthly existence with its need for survival often causes us to be weak and fallible. Hence the tendency to be subject to ‘forgetfulness of God’ or ghafala.  

However, the religious traditions also provide for human beings a vision and a path of a limitlessly better life, conceived in quite radically different ways, in which human beings may achieve liberation from, and transformation of, a self-centred and unsatisfactory existence. John Hick refers to this as ‘cosmic optimism’ (John Hick  [1989], An Interpretation of Religion, Macmillan, pp56-69). 

Religions provide a means by which humans may become more complete, more whole or holy. 

For the Buddhist, it consists of understanding the four noble truths, following the eightfold path and five precepts in a path of meditation and ‘skilful living’, developing the qualities of metta (loving kindness) and karuna (compassion) leading to the state of nibbana. 

For Hindus, the path consists in following one’s dharma and practising non-attachment to develop good karma leading to moksha. 

For the Sikh, following a path of nam simran (keeping God constantly in mind) and sewa (selfless service) and hence developing gurmukh (God- centredness) leads to a state of mukhti. 

Jews may attain atonement by bringing kedusha (God’s holiness) into the world through the development of right relationships with fellow human beings and with God. 

The Christian can achieve redemption through faith in Jesus Christ and by the development of what St. Paul calls the ‘fruits of the spirit’. 

Obedience to the will of Allah for a Muslim through religious practice based on the shariah and the inward spirituality of tariqah develops the virtues of an Islamic personality leading to paradise.

So, what I want to say is that if we take all this seriously we can view the phenomena of religion in a slightly transformed way. The beliefs, values and practices of religions are not just something to be studied as something ‘out there’, so to speak - as a scientist might study the world. So RE is not just about learning about Muslims because there are plenty of Muslims in Britain and we should be knowledgeable and tolerant towards the diversity of human groups in our society. No; we can learn about Islam because of the insights Islam can provide for us about what it means to be truly human. Of course, you may say that Islam, like any other tradition, can also provide us with insights into quite the opposite. Indeed, religions are ambiguous constructions and are responsible for much evil as well as good. I wouldn’t want to exclude that from RE, where and when appropriate. 

Rather, I am suggesting the value of understanding particular religions as ways of life that people live - at their best - within a spiritual context of what it means to be truly human. And it is this human transformation element of religion that I think can be helpfully place alongside our understanding of the range of religious beliefs, values and practices as outlined in our syllabus.

This way of looking at religion is particularly well expressed by Wilfred Cantwell Smith:

Religion is … inherently human, and integrally so …(I)f abstracted from … the men and women whose humanity it informs it wilts, even if it is abstracted for the purposes of intellectual scrutiny … It is not a thing but a quality: of personal life (both individual and social) 

Those of us on the outside who would interpret to ourselves the Muslim must understand not his religion but his religiousness.

So for the Hindu, the Buddhist, the Tierra del Fuegin. If we would comprehend these we must look not at their religion but at the universe so far as possible through their eyes. It is what the Hindu is able to see, by being a Hindu that is significant. Until we can see it too, we have not come to grips with the religious quality of his life. And we can be sure that when he looks around him he does not see ‘Hinduism’. Like the rest of us, he sees his wife’s death, his child’s minor and major aspirations, his money lender’s mercilessness, the calm of a starlight evening, his own mortality. He sees things through coloured glasses, if one will, of a ‘Hindu’ brand.

Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1978), The Meaning and End of Religion, SPCK, p138

In terms of the richest potential for students to learn from religion, I’m sure it would help a teacher teach better about Judaism if trips to the synagogue or learning about festivals was understood within a framework of needing to bring kedusha into the world.

Whilst the 5 Ks are important for Khalsa Sikhs (and I’m not saying we shouldn’t teach about them), an exploration of the concept of sewa may be a richer source of learning about and from Sikh values. This latter can be explored at many different levels; it can be considered most basically as service for the benefit of others, counting one’s own needs and desires as less important than those of others, or, at a deeper level, it can be considered as the continuous striving to remove haumai or the ego in order to be closer to God. 

Conclusion

This is a beginning - some initial thoughts about how we might deepen and broaden our understanding of religion in the context of religious education to enable us to provide a richer version of the subject.

If this interests you and you want to read something further about it, I’ve listed three sources below.


For further reading





A book intended for Primary Teachers outlining some of these ideas (especially Chapters 2 and 3) and relating them to planning, assessment etc.





Geoff Teece (2001), A Primary Teacher’s Guide to RE and Collective Worship, Nash Pollock Publishers


Available from York Publishing Services, 64 Hallfield Road, Layerthorpe, York YO31  7ZQ Tel 01904 430033








A short article in a professional journal





Geoff Teece (1997), ‘Why John Hick’s Theory of Religions is Important for RE’, REsource, PCfRE, Autumn 1997





A long article in an academic journal





Geoff Teece & Jill Maybury (2005), ‘Learning from what? A question of subject focus in religious education in England and Wales’, Journal of Beliefs and Values, Vol 26, No 2, August 2005, pp. 179-190
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