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The focus of this article is on the relationship between tolerance and individualized religion as the most common type of adolescent religion in many western countries. Drawing on a number of qualitative studies conducted by the author with children and adolescents in Germany, as well as on other larger studies conducted by others, the author identifies a number of problem areas, for example, in Christian adolescents’ views of Islam, and discusses the consequences of individualized religion for tolerance education. Different models of religious education in Germany and other European countries are considered. Special emphasis is given to the following question: if and under what conditions can religion and religious education become sources of tolerance? The author suggests that the model of co-operative dialogical religious education has the potential to support religious identities and, at the same time, to foster dialogical openness.
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Tolerance and education for tolerance have become prime issues on the public agenda in Germany as well as in other European countries. Following several incidents of open violence against refugees in Germany and also as a consequence of the terrorist acts in a number of western countries including Spain and, most recently, the United Kingdom, many politicians and educators perceive a strong need for such education. Government programmes have been launched and many efforts have been made in the fields of social and political education (Georgi et al., 2003). Such programmes and efforts, however, generally did not include the issue of religious tolerance, nor did they focus on the religious sources and backgrounds of tolerance or of intolerance. In the following contribution, I want to give special attention to religious education. I am convinced that religious differences are an important dimension of many tensions and conflicts that are related to intolerance because religion and religious divisions are part of the cultural deep structures of German society.
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Education for tolerance can therefore not stop short of religious issues and of the ways in which young people deal with them. Moreover, I also want to show how religious education can contribute to education for tolerance in important ways by providing values and fostering effective motives for accepting the other.

During the last ten years, I have been involved in several research projects concerning children’s and adolescents’ understanding and views of different cultures, religions and denominations. One of these projects was about youth, religion and globalization (Schweitzer & Conrad, 2002; Osmer & Schweitzer, 2003c); another one referred to what we call the model of co-operative and dialogical religious education (Schweitzer & Biesinger, 2002; Schweitzer & Boschki, 2004); a third one had its focus on the effects of religious education or nurture in the family on deviance as well as on psychological health (Biesinger et al., 2005). One of the most striking results that can be considered a common core of the different sets of data from these projects, is the high degree of individualization in German youth. The sociological concept of individualization that I am referring to does not mean individualism, and it also does not refer to individuated perspectives. It simply implies that people tend to assume that their lives are not predetermined by birth and social origin, and that each and every one has the right and also the responsibility to shape his or her life according to their own wishes and life plans. It seems that this well-known characteristic of modern or postmodern societies has far-reaching religious implications as well.

In the present context I want to take up this observation by asking about its consequences for education for tolerance. It seems that while any kind of education, at least in western societies, must take account of the specific situation and views of the young people addressed, this task has not really been undertaken for the relationship between education for tolerance and individualized religion. Quite obviously, once we no longer exclude the issue of religious tolerance, individualized religion must become a question. In the following, I want to point out how individualized religion shows up in our own interviews as well as in other studies on German youth.

This is not the place for a detailed description of our research projects. The publications mentioned above include technical descriptions that I do not want to repeat here. It should be clear, however, that my empirical work mostly consists of qualitative studies with limited numbers of children and adolescents. Consequently, I do not claim representative results although comparisons with the larger studies mentioned in the following discussion clearly speak for their validity. Independently of this question, the qualitative interview materials allow for important insights into the relationship between individualized religion and tolerance as well as into respective challenges for religious education.

Individualized religion of adolescents in Germany

There is much agreement in the literature on German youth that their religious attitudes fit the pattern of individualization. While some researchers still maintain the idea of secularization or the assumption of a loss of religion (most notably Pollack, 2003), the theory of religious pluralization and individualization seems to do more
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justice to the data (for a discussion see Ziebertz, 2004). German young people—with the possible exception of East Germany, the area of the former socialist GDR—are not secular in the sense of having no interest in religion at all or in the sense of atheism. But what does individualized religion really mean?

The first characteristic of individualized religion to be mentioned here is the adolescents’ distinction between their own faith and the faith maintained and taught by religious institutions. Many adolescents in Germany consider themselves to be interested in religion but it is also very important to them to point out that they do not believe in the ‘things’ taught by the church. They seem to assume that the churches require a certain kind of faith that they do not share or that they are not able to share because they have questions and doubts about this faith. ‘I do believe but not in the way that the people in the church believe’ is a typical statement found in our interviews as well as in many other interview studies conducted over the last 20 years in Germany (for an overview see Schweitzer, 2004). Others find church services very boring and not attractive for young people, which is another reason for not identifying with the church or with institutional religion.

A second characteristic is the conviction that it is right to have one’s own religious convictions and that it is no problem at all to disagree openly with the official religious traditions and even, consciously, to deviate from them. In contrast to former times when social or public control of religion was strong, this kind of external control seems to have disappeared altogether. At least on the surface, there are also no internalized forms of religious control that would have taken over from the earlier external control. Adolescents are convinced that everyone has the right to choose their own faith and that no-one is allowed to interfere with such choices. They do not even find it necessary to state reasons for this view; they just take it for granted.

The majority of the adolescents in our studies come from a broadly Christian background or have no religious affiliation. The few Muslims interviewed by us seemed to experience more religious control, at least in a certain sense. They typically showed a marked awareness of the tensions between their own lifestyles, on the one hand, and what they considered the moral requirements of Islam or, more specifically, of the Qur’an on the other. Yet, at least for the moment, they resolved all possible problems resulting from such tensions by distinguishing between the present and the future. In the present, they saw no chance of living up to the religious requirements. In the future, however (‘some time’), they would obey the commandments. Other studies on Muslim youth growing up in Germany and western European countries (summarized in Bukow & Yildiz, 2003) indicate that individualization is not limited to Christian youth but affects Muslim adolescents in similar ways. Beyond that, the issue of Muslim fundamentalism is a much discussed issue in Germany. Studies indicating a strong fundamentalist current with Muslim youth in Germany (Heitmeyer et al., 1997) have been contested on methodological grounds (Pinn, 1999). Yet there is no doubt that the integration of young Muslims in Germany is still a major unresolved social and religious problem.

The third characteristic of individualized religion that I want to point out here is actually a specific mix of different attitudes. Adolescents in Germany indicate that
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they enjoy having different options to choose from, be it different goods, different denominations or different religions. One could call this a happy version of the well-known ‘heretical imperative’ (Berger, 1979). At the same time, the adolescents are highly critical of any kind of interference with other people’s beliefs. According to them, such interferences violate the right of each person to adhere to whatever faith he or she wants to adopt. Consequently, the choices wished for by them do not equate with aggressive marketing of religion and certainly do not correspond to attempts to proselytize them. Moreover, the ideal of having choices appears to be rather abstract. Asked about the possibility for joining a different denomination or different religion themselves, almost all of them explicitly refused this option with surprising vigour. They have nothing against other denominations or religions, but they want to remain what they are, even if they do not fully agree with the respective creed or do not really identify with a particular church.

This mix of attitudes allows for two interesting observations: First, individualized religion obviously does not preclude so-called conventional or group-oriented attitudes. An adolescent girl told us that she ‘has thought a lot’ about religious questions herself and that she has come to her own ‘conclusions’—a statement that fits very well with individualized religion. Yet she continued by telling us that she also enjoys the feeling that ‘others also believe in something like that’ and that there must be some truth to it ‘if there are others who believe it’—a view that does not sound very individualized at all. In terms of J. W. Fowler’s (1981) faith stages, the stage of conventional faith (‘synthetic-conventional’) and of individualized faith (’individuative-reflexive’) seem to go together in this case. One could speak of conventional individualism which does not seem to be a contradiction in terms, at least not for the adolescents themselves.

The second observation refers to the relativism which is often seen as a consequence of individualized religion. According to our interviews, relativism actually appears to be rather limited with adolescents in Germany. While they attribute equal value to all religious faith claims in abstract, they do not consider them of equal value or attractive for themselves. Otherwise, they would most likely see other religions as a serious option that they have to carefully evaluate before refusing them. This is clearly not the case.

Some analysts call individualized religion vague and are critical of it for theological reasons, among others. Others point out that this religion fits very well with the overall patterns of a pluralistic society. Still others connect individualized religion to post-modernity and globalization (cf. Osmer & Schweitzer, 2003a; Schweitzer, 2004). Independently of such interpretations, education for tolerance has to make this situation of individualized religion its starting point. Yet what does individualized religion mean for tolerance? Is it a favourable starting point for religious tolerance or does it create its own kind of prejudice and intolerance?

Does individualized religion prevent prejudice and intolerance?

Reading the description of individualized religion in German youth, one might well
assume that this kind of religion is one of the most powerful antidotes to intolerance.
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The corresponding hypothesis could state that the basic attitude of leaving it to the individual person, whatever he or she might want to believe and whatever faith he or she might adopt, can be a favourable starting point for religious tolerance. Admittedly, this would not be a well-informed kind of tolerance, because it is not based on any kind of concrete acquaintance with the other and with his or her religious convictions. Yet one could still claim that one should not ask too much from contemporary adolescents and that the combination of individualized religion and tolerance is at least a viable option.

Upon closer inspection of our data, however, we have come to the conclusion that things might not be so easy. We were happily surprised to find very few examples of open prejudice with the children and youth interviewed by us in terms of Christian denominations. Compared to even one generation ago, when it was not uncommon for Protestants to think of Catholics as ‘dishonest’ or not ‘trustworthy’, and for Catholics to think of Protestants as ‘less caring’ and ‘less faithful’, it is indeed a hopeful sign that such overt negative stereotypes do not seem to play a role between the Christian denominations anymore. We did find a number of generalizations and many simplistic views of the other denomination that could operate as a basis for prejudice. On the whole, however, there seems to be no reason for assuming that we might witness serious conflicts between Protestants and Catholics in Germany again. The very high rate of intermarriage certainly also indicates this and is itself another presupposition for how the denominations are perceived in Germany (one-third of the weddings celebrated in church are Protestant-Protestant, one third Catholic-Catholic, one third Protestant-Catholic, cf. Ebertz, 2000). The general educational climate seems to have become much more open in terms of different Christian denominations.

Most of the adolescents interviewed perceive no major differences between the Christian denominations. Yet once they include Islam in their comparisons— something they often did in the interviews even if we did not ask them about Islam directly—their views change markedly. In respect to Islam, they see major differences and dividing lines. Moreover, they are very clear that they might well consider changing their denominational affiliation within Christianity but that it is very different with Islam. Some of them put it very bluntly: they do not want to become Muslims—they cannot even imagine it! Some of the reasons offered for this position indicate that their views of Islam and also of individual Muslims can be rather negative, even if they are hesitant to express such negative attitudes openly and directly. Reading between the lines, however, one can clearly discern a distancing that has deeply emotional overtones, at least with some of them. If there was any marked incident of prejudice in our interviews, it occurred exactly in this context of keeping Christianity and Islam apart. This is why our observations show a certain danger for prejudice to take hold with such adolescents, under the influence of the media or of certain nationalist groups, for example.

In addition to this, many adolescents in our studies did not have a clear understanding of the concepts of denomination and of religion. Only a few of them understood them as two different concepts. Most of the adolescents used the concepts
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interchangeably. Their use of these terms indicates that their opinions about other religions are far from anything that could be called well-informed judgements— another reason for being mindful of the danger of prejudice.

Individualized religion obviously does not preclude stereotyped dividing lines between different religious groups. Individualization does not seem to be as powerful a remedy against prejudice as one might assume at first glance. This observation is in line with one of the core results of one of the major youth studies in Germany—the so-called Shell-Study 2000 (Deutsche Shell, 2000). Such studies have been conducted in Germany on a regular basis since the 1950s. The study published in 2000, however, was the first one that paid any attention to Muslim youth in Germany. (The omission of Muslim youth in earlier studies was not necessarily due to negative attitudes towards Islam on the part of the researchersmore likely it was expressive of the liberal social science assumption that German society has long turned into a secular society and that religious backgrounds do not play a role for adolescents any more.) The results of the Shell-Study 2000 showed that there is what the authors of the study call a ‘new denominational border’, i.e. between Muslim youth and broadly Christian youth (Fuchs-Heinritz, 2000, p. 180). The Shell-Study was not interested in stereotypes between Christian and Muslim youth. Yet it clearly brought out the different attitudes and lifestyles among the adolescents with different religious backgrounds. These differences indicate the need for education for tolerance because otherwise such differences can become the object of intolerant stereotypes.

In one of our studies, following the lead of the more general psychological studies on the demands of modern or postmodern life (Kegan, 1994), we tried to define the mental or psychological capacities that are needed for coming to terms with plurality and globalization in a reflective manner (Osmer & Schweitzer, 2003c). We tried to establish the respective faith stage (cf. Fowler, 1981, and contemporary extensions of this theory, Osmer & Schweitzer, 2003b) used by different interviewees and we analysed the mental challenges raised by globalization according to various sociological and psychological studies. Since one of our conclusions in this study immediately fits the present context, I quote it here in full:

Working with adolescents in the context of global reflexivity, it seems especially important to support development beyond the conventional faith of Stage 3. This view not only is based on faith development theory but also came to the fore in two parallel observations in the interview study mentioned above. The first observation concerns naïve and distorted views of globalization. Especially the German sample produced responses that can most aptly be understood by applying the distinction between global reflexivity as a mental demand imposed by globalization and as a mental capacity required for global responsibility. It seems that many of the adolescents (and probably many adults as well) face cognitive demands that they cannot fully handle because they are trapped in the limitations of conventional thinking (Stage 3). The result of this mismatch between mental demands and their present capacities is not so much that adolescents just close their eyes and ears to globalization in order to focus on their own life worlds. Rather, there seems to be a danger that they develop what might be called ideological views of globalization. In our interviews, this often took the form of very positive and naïve evaluations of globalization. (Osmer & Schweitzer, 2003c, p. 15 1)
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It seems that similar interpretations apply to the mental demands of individualized religion. Many of the adolescents interviewed did not really seem to be able to analyse the religious situation critically or to think about the possible shortcomings of a religious marketplace with competing offers.

Another reason for second thoughts about the beneficial effects of individualized religion, and about its effects on tolerance refers to reasons that the adolescents draw upon for their claims about the religious rights of the individual person. As mentioned above, these reasons remain tacit and without further explanation, as a matter to be taken for granted. On the one hand, these reasons seem to be very strong because the adolescents appear to be determined by them in their whole way of thinking. On the other hand, there are no specific motives like defined values that could motivate them for tolerant behaviour, and there also are no role models that they would mention in this context. In other words, using a distinction that goes back to Walzer (1994), individualized religion in their case does not include a ‘thick’ religious ethic that could work as a basis for tolerance. The general assumption that everyone has equal rights to religious freedom does not afford them with more than a ‘thin’ motive for unconsidered respect. Moreover, this means that religion cannot become operative as a resource for tolerance.

Education for tolerance based on religion?

One of the conclusions from my rendering of individualized religion and from my observations concerning the relationship between this type of religion and tolerance or intolerance refers to the need for a clearer understanding of different religions in order to help students move beyond stereotyped views, for example, of Islam. There clearly is a need for information about the religions that can be taken from religious studies, and that implies so-called learning about religions. This is why religious studies have become an important part of religious education, quite independently of how religious education is organized —be it denominationally (the most typical situation in Germany) or non-denominationally. Yet the question remains: will the objective and intentionally detached approach of teaching about religions also be able to produce sufficient motives for tolerant attitudes that go beyond the impersonal rule that everybody is supposed to be tolerant? This is the reason why I want to look into possibilities for an education for tolerance that is intentionally based on religion and that includes the identification of religious values as a basis for tolerance. In Germany, there are several examples of this kind of approach. In the following, I will take up only two of them.

Concerning religious motives and values in favour of tolerance, the so-called tolerance project on ‘religious roots of tolerance’ (Schwöbel & von Tippelskirch, 2002) is of special interest for educational purposes. This project comes out of a joint effort of theologians, philosophers and psychologists. It aims at bringing together representatives of different religionsso far Christianity, Islam and Judaismin order to discover roots of tolerance within each tradition. It is the guiding hypothesis of this project that tolerant attitudes can never be imposed upon people from outside—which,
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from an educational perspective, would amount to the self-contradictory strategy of teaching for tolerance through intolerant procedures. In his introductory article ‘Tolerance from faith’, Schwöbel (2002) argues that pluralistic societies are dependent on the praxis of tolerance and that this praxis can only be achieved if there are institutions within society that support the development of tolerant identities. From his point of view, religious institutions should be considered prime candidates for this task. In terms of my own observations above, this expectation points to severe failures of the current praxis of education and religious education because tolerant identities are not really achieved by many adolescents in Germany. A second point in Schwöbel’s analysis is of immediate interest in our present context as well. In connection to globalization and fundamentalism, he analyses the difficulty of ‘making’ people tolerant by trying to force them into tolerant attitudes. Based on all experiences with this attempt, this simply cannot work because people will only feel threatened and will become so insecure about their identities that the result is more fundamentalism rather than less. Consequently, the educational aim is not to ‘relativize religious identities’ but to appropriate the religious traditions in such a way that they can become resources for tolerance (Schwöbel, 2002, p. 21). This point is especially interesting for religious education because some of the religious studies approaches are explicitly aiming at relativizing the religious identities that students have acquired, for example, in their families. If the intention must be to tap the roots of tolerance within the different religious traditions, this is an ill-chosen strategy for education.

In terms of Christian religious education, Lähnemann (1998) has tried to develop an approach which can be considered an example for how the religious roots of tolerance can be tapped within the Christian tradition. His model is focused on the encounter between Christianity and Islam and includes valuable specifications for working with different age groups. In terms of educating for tolerance, he refers to Jesus as a prime example for tolerance and openness to other religions. He quotes Jesus’ choice of disciples that included those with doubtful pasts, and he also quotes Jesus’ love for sinners. The parable of the Samaritan (Lk 10, 25–37) is taken as a model for openness towards the other and for groups who are not accepted by one’s own religion. This approach can be described as an attempt at achieving tolerance, not by adding something to the Christian faith, by teaching a non-religious philosophical ethics of tolerance (Forst, 2003), for example, but by clarifying and strengthening the motives for tolerance that are inherent in the Christian tradition itself. The possible power of this kind of approach results from the fact that it can make use of existing convictions and is not dependent on the difficult task of creating a completely new set of convictions or beliefs. It works by deepening Christian identities towards tolerance and not by superseding them.

Yet it is easy to see that there are also shortcomings to Lähnemann’s model. His model will obviously be most convincing to those who clearly identify with the Christian tradition. This is where some of the most serious difficulties come into play for tolerance education based on religion within a context of individualized religion. How can religion serve as a basis for tolerance if individualized religion only seems to allow for ‘thin’ religious identities and for a ‘thin’ tolerance that will hardly stand the
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test of experience? Nipkow, another leading German religious educator, argues that there is a need for a ‘multidimensional approach’ (Nipkow, 2003, p. 143)—an approach that combines religious dialogue, among others, with the openness to adolescents who are not convinced of any religious truth claims embodied by the existing traditions and institutions (Nipkow, 1998). Increasingly, ‘thick’ religious identities cannot be presupposed by religious education any more, at least not in Germany and other western countries. Consequently we have to design models for religious education as well as for education for tolerance that do not depend on unlikely presuppositions.

Religious education, identity, and dialogue

In this last section, which cannot offer more than some preliminary perspectives and conclusions, I want to introduce readers to a model of religious education that, according to our research, can support the development of religious identities and, at the same time, also supports dialogical attitudes. This model is appropriate to respond to the situation of individualized religion because it aims to foster religious identities, yet also to create a dialogical setting that precludes segregationist attitudes and exclusivist identities (for a more detailed description see Schweitzer & Biesinger, 2002; Schweitzer & Boschki, 2004). The model combines elements of separate denominational or religious groups and elements of an interdenominational or inter-religious type of religious education by alternating between different groups and settings. It is called ‘co-operative religious education’ in order to indicate that it presupposes cooperation between different partners or groups. It can also be called a dialogical model because it aims to bring different groups into dialogue with each other.

So far, we have only been able to test this model empirically on an interdenominational basis, i.e., within Christianity. This is due to the absence of Muslim religious education in most German schools, in spite of the fact that there are more than three million Muslims living in Germany. Yet we are convinced that the co-operative model could also work for Christian and Muslim groups or with other groups. (At this point, however, only Catholicism, Protestantism and Islam have enough adherents for organizing religious education classes in more than a few places. Jewish religious education does exist in Germany but only to a very limited extent.)

At present, there seems to be more awareness of the need for dialogue and for not having separate groups in religious education, at least among academic representatives of religious education. In England and Wales, for example, teaching religious education in denominational groups is actually associated with a so-called confessional approach that is regarded as indoctrination and as educationally inappropriate (Copley, 1997). Consequently, it is necessary to explain why the co-operative model also includes— and must include—settings or phases in separate denominational groups.

In our study with grade school children (approximate ages 7 to 9, cf. Schweitzer & Biesinger, 2002; Schweitzer & Boschki, 2004), we encountered a very distinctive feature or process in the children’s way of identifying themselves as Protestant or Catholic. In doing so, they often spoke not of an abstract characteristic nor of certain
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convictions but of a relationship: ‘I am Catholic, I belong to Mr X’: Mr X, of course, was their religion teacher who, in this case, was Catholic and taught Catholic religious education. The child belonged to his group. From such observations we inferred that children at this age do not identify primarily with other children but most of all with adults. Such identifications can reasonably be considered a first or at least early basis or ground layer of a more unified and personal religious identity acquired at a later time. In order to give a child the opportunity to develop such identifications, religious education must provide time with an adult teacher with the same denominational or religious membership, adherence or outlook as the child. Otherwise such identifications will not occur. Saying this, I do not presuppose that the children already have a clear religious identity. Yet most children in Germany are baptized at an early age, and their parents loosely identify with a certain denomination.

Observations concerning the development of religious identity and the need for separate groups or for relationships with certain adults do not cancel the need for openness and dialogue in religious education. There is no doubt that children also need ample opportunities to be with others who have different religious backgrounds. Our interviews with the children also indicate that they find this an interesting experience and that they are able, at least to a certain degree, to reflect upon dialogical encounters. What our observations do not support, however, is the popular assumption that, as a matter of principle, the most advanced model of religious education should not allow for separate denominational or religious groups. As long as dividing up classes into smaller units is handled as a pedagogical method—just as in the case of separate groups for boys and girls on certain occasions or of separate groups based on abilityand as long as such divisions do not turn into segregation boosted by prejudice, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with working in separate groups.

To sum up: education for tolerance presupposes a motivational background and value basis that individualized religion does not—and probably cannot—provide. ‘Thin’ tolerance must be broadened and enhanced for the sake of ‘thick’ tolerance that will stand the test of conflicting convictions. Consequently, the development of religious identitiesof ‘thick’ identitiesbecomes an important task for education for tolerance (although it is not possible or legitimate for education to ‘produce’ identities—in this respect, supporting existing developments is all that can be done educationally). The development of identities, however, must also be in line with the demands of dialogue and openness for other religions. Co-operative dialogical religious education is a model that seems to be suitable for the dual task of supporting the development of religious identities and, at the same time, openness and dialogue. The co-operative model needs to be tested further by applying it to different religions and in different contexts.
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