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FOREWORD to the whole book
Thoughts, feelings and attitudes are inherently open for interpretation. Human communication is a mediated activity, using the body, the voice, language, rituals, spaces, objects and artefacts as means for expressing what moves the inner world, for communicating experiences and reflec​tions. The art of interpreting the traces of communication is a specifi​cally human quality. It is the alphabet of the human search for under​standing the self, the interaction among people, the meaning of life and for establishing the truth. The most prominent traces to be studied in view of a 'correct' understanding of the products of the human mind are texts transmitted from generation to generation, particularly if they have been conceived in the context of an ancient culture or civilisation.

The hermeneutic discipline however is not to be understood as a sta​ble ground, a fixed viewpoint from where the right meaning of a text or an object can be reached, independently of historical circumstances. The process of interpreting human reality is also part of that reality and depends upon the particular circumstances and context in which the activ​ity is occurring. The presuppositions for studying interpretation are also bound to historical conditions. They change with major shifts in life con​ditions and with the awareness people achieve as regards the under​standing of the meaning of life on this earth. One of the most important characteristics of hermeneutics to be recognised is its historicity. Hence, studying the evolution of the art of interpretation during the past cen​turies, and the past decades in particular, is of major importance for under​standing what hermeneutics as a discipline stands for and what its rele​vance can be for religious education today.

For centuries in Western Europe, or even in the Western world, religion, or more specifically Christianity, played a decisive role in the process of propagating the ultimate meaning of life. The centralised and decisive response to the human quest, proclaimed by religious institutions, had a lasting impact upon the organisation of society at large and upon all the activities needed for surviving on this planet. The widespread conviction that the Christian truth has universal value found its legitimisation in the assumption that objective truth exists and represents a structural dimen​sion of life. Hermeneutics, in that context, assumed the same presuppo​sitions and supported the interpretation of texts and historical situations according to these aspirations. However, religion was confronted with

the principle of rationality, the logic of positive sciences, the reasoning of the Enlightenment and the human project of Modernity. As a result, religion's claim to the only valid, exclusive, and universal explanation of the meaning of life, of the world and the universe was gradually chal​lenged. Existential philosophy placed emphasis upon the unplanned, given condition of life. Always already being in an open situation is constitu​tive to being a human person. The rejection of objective, structural, meta​physical, universally valid statements about life initiated a different phase in the understanding of the human quest.

As post-modern thinkers claim, the most striking aspect of contempo​rary consciousness is the interruption of or rupture with tradition. Meta-stories no longer function as assumed and unifying systems of meaning. A certain philosophical, ethical, biblical tradition is gradually forgotten. What then will guide the historical choices of humanity in the near future? This question has advanced more and more to the fore during the past forty years. If every truth statement is tested upon its historical rel​ativity when addressing major issues about life (e.g. ecology and the pro​tection of natural resources, military hegemony, health conditions, the exploration of the universe or the control over the beginning and the end of life), much depends upon interpretation. Other categories are needed for appropriately addressing the quest for meaning and for discerning what is to be done in situations never met before. Truth, in contrast to its metaphysical interpretation, is understood as an event, as an encounter with something that happened in the 'past'. Thus, truth must be integrated into the present situation of the one who intends to interpret it. Truth is related to the process of transformation, of being moved and changed. The concept of truth as the openness of a world is to be understood as a historical occurrence, which happens in extraordinary events, represented in religious traditions, in ethics, in a biographical plot, and also in art. Art, for instance, explores religious themes and brings people beyond the lim​its of their established world, values and meaning into new territory'.

To explore hermeneutics in religious education in today's context is quite an undertaking. First, who are the partners to be invited for a sys​tematic study? What are the main observations and presuppositions that induce the specifically hermeneutic options? Hermeneutics became a major issue in philosophy during the 19th-20th centuries. Traditionally, apart from philosophy, hermeneutics is an area of interest for biblical

1. R. CRUMLIN, Beyond Belief: Modern Art and the Religious Imagination, Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria, 1998, pp. 9-15; In., The Eyes They Bring' to See With, in The Way Supplement 98 (2000) 35-50.

exegesis and systematic theology, for the juridical discipline and for the study of literature and language. Where then is education to be situated? Are educators basically interested in 'learning' from these core disci​plines in order to apply the principles to the field of teaching and educa​tion? On what ground does any discipline claim to have the exclusive authority in matters of the art of interpretation? Would the field of edu​cation eventually have a specific and unique contribution to make to the debate and, as a result, can hermeneutics be a core discipline in the study of the educational processes as well?

The core of hermeneutic interpretation regarding religious education is a changing understanding about religious initiation and the transmittance of religious traditions today. The Academic Institute for Teacher Educa​tion in Religion, located in the Faculty of Theology of the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, developed a comprehensive research project related to the hermeneutic-communicative model of teaching religion in sec​ondary schools2. The 'Fonds Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek – Vlaanderen' (Fund for Scientific Research – Flanders) financed the project. A funda​mental theoretical and empirical investigation was launched to provide more solid ground to the hermeneutic orientation of religious education. This investigation was interconnected with two other research projects: a study of the impact of the family upon faith development' and a study on inter-religious learning. The results of the empirical investigation related to these three projects are presented under the title Religious Edu​cation Challenged, and also published by Peeters5. Joke Maex presented the theoretical and empirical investigation about the hermeneutic-com​municative model of teaching religion as a doctoral thesis with H. Lom​baerts and D. Pollefeyt as promoters'. The hermeneutic-communicative model is implemented on a didactic website, Thomas, for teachers of reli​gion in Flanders (www.godsdienstonderwijs.be).

2. H. LOMBAERTS, A Hermeneutical-Communicative Model of Teaching Religion, in Journal of Religious Education 48 (2000) 2-7.

3. A. DILLEN, Theologisch denken vanuit het gezin. Methodologische aanzetten tot "leren aan de werkelijkheid" , in D. POLLEFEYT (ed.), Leren aan de werkelijkheid. Geloofs-Communicatie in een wereld van verschil, Leuven, ACCO, 2003, pp. 189-217.

4. D. POLLEFEYT - M. DE VLIEGER - W. SMIT, Beyond Mono- and Multi-Religious Learning?, in J. LASONEN - L. LESTIJNEN (eds.), Teaching and Learning for Intercultural Understanding, Human Rights and a Culture of Peace, Jyvaskyla, University Press, 2003.

5. D. POLLEFEYT - D. HUTSEBAUT - H. LOMBAERTS - M. DE VLIEGER - A. DILLEN --
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(lnstrumenta Theologica, 26), Leuven, Peeters, 2004.

6. J. MAEX, Fen hermeneutisch-communicatief concept vakdidactiek godsdienst. Een Intulamenteel-theoretisch en empirisch onderzoek. Unpublished doctoral dissertation,

Faculty of Theology, Leuven, 2003.

As part of the same project, distinguished scholars were invited to exchange expertise and viewpoints on this issue of hermeneutics and reli​gious education during an international, academic and interdisciplinary seminar at the Faculty of Theology of the K.U.Leuven, on January 13-14, 2003. The participants of this seminar each responded to ten theses for​mulated about the hermeneutic orientation of religious education, and they discussed the issue during the two-day meeting. The ten theses are reproduced in Annex 1 of this volume not only for the reader's informa​tion, but also to stimulate further reflection and to invite the reader to become involved in a critical confrontation with what the different authors have to say.

In this volume the reader will find an introductory chapter, "The Emer​gence of Hermeneutics in Religious Education Theories," in which H. Lom​baerts and D. Pollefeyt offer a transversal reading of the eighteen other contributions, identifying four thematic axes. The subsequent chapters then are organised into three sections according to thematic affinities. Section one, Hermeneutics in Recent Religious Education Theories, assembles texts related to the teaching of religion in schools and con​fronted with the hermeneutical hypothesis. Responses of M. Sawicki to P. Vermeer, and of G. Kelly to F. Schweitzer, are also included in this section. Section two, Biblical and Theological Perspectives, offers con​tributions which highlight the philosophical, theological, or exegetical aspects of the hermeneutical perspectives. Finally, section three groups four contributions that rely upon practical and empirical groundwork in relation to our project's theme.

A special word of thanks goes to Prof. G. Van Belle, General Editor of the series Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium, for his support and willingness to publish this volume. Thanks also to Rita Corstjens, editorial assistant, for her technical competence in preparing the volume for publication. Thanks in particular to Michael and Julianne Funk Deckard for the highly professional editing work of the final text and to Ellen De Boeck for preparing the Index of Authors. We thank the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, for granting permission to pub​lish the photographic reproduction of The Last Supper by Mark Tobey on the cover of this hook. Thanks to the Fonds Wetenschappelijk Onder​zoek – Viaanderen for the financial support and to the publisher P. Peeters for his eagerness to publish the book.
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I. FOCUSSING UPON HERMENEUTICS
A JUSTIFICATION IN THE LIGHT OF CONTEXTUAL CHANGES

Hermeneutics as the art of interpretation is a major feature of histori​cal religions. Whereas traditional religions refer to a mythical, unattain​able origin, the charismatic or prophetic origin of historical religions is related to specific people, contexts, events and circumstances, which occurred at a given place, at a given time. While this origin can be inves​tigated, the historicity of these religions is treasured as a sacred frame of reference and a guarantee for credibility and reliability. The changing social and cultural contexts, however, constantly challenge the continu​ity of the original inspiration or revelation. The historicity then constitutes the main reason why hermeneutics is indispensable to the daily practice of religion. In this sense, Christian theology is, down to its most profound roots, a hermeneutic theology. The interpretative structure, the transmis​sion and the mediation of Christianity not only condition the relationship of God with people, but also touch upon God's intimate life itself.

Hence, for understanding the canonical writings, the faithful need ini​tiation. In Christian churches, the Church Fathers used the disciplina arcani as a specific method for initiating people into the mysteries of faith and for protecting them from profanation'. The competence to read the texts properly is transmitted from generation to generation. One major concern of institutionalised religions is to be faithful to the original teach​ing and praxis and to correctly apply the criteria for an orthodox under​standing. This, as illustrated abundantly over the past twenty centuries, is a troublesome story. The subsequent confrontations between changing times and spaces on the one hand, and the religious traditions on the other hand, again and again caused specific dramas.

Institutionalised religions may understandably focus their efforts upon stability and continuity in an effort to control the precarious nature of old traditions and fix them as settled sediment, needing no further

interpretation. But, again and again, disturbing events or changes com​pel religions to revisit their origins, develop new insights and articulate new interpretations in order to safeguard their future. The conflicts between Byzantium and Rome, between the Reformation and Counter-Reformation and between atheist ideologies and religious faith are sim​ply evidence that religious traditions are inherently related to the chang​ing game of interpretations. As will be explained in this volume, the European continent faces a so-called process of `de-confessionalisation', `de-traditionalisation', 'de-christianisation' or 'de-catholicisation' ; the exact designation of the process depends on the author. As a consequence, the present European unification is dissociated from the historical situa​tion. The political context and the changing relationship between reli​gious traditions and states introduce a different hermeneutical key for appreciating a religious heritage. The meaning of religion as the compo​nent of a collective identity differs from its meaning in relation to an individual religious identity.

The worldwide political consolidation, economic globalisation, the democratisation of society and education, open communication and inter​cultural contact, scientific and technological innovations lead to a dif​ferent kind of self-consciousness as a new basis for personal autonomy. The simultaneous diversity and plurality among people illustrates the extent of opportunities that the open society offers for positioning one​self distinctly towards the assumed and established social, cultural, reli​gious and ethical traditions. In this context, the expression 'the signs of the times'' has been introduced as a hermeneutical key for re-interpret​ing the prophetic importance of religious traditions. Church authorities, though they may be faithful and committed at the grassroots level, nev​ertheless agonise to understand the meaning of these 'signs' and in what

2. Cf. J.-P. WILLAtmE, Les religions et nitrification europeenne, in 0. DAVIE —D. HERvIEu-Lf:GER (eds.), Identite.s religicuses en Europe, Paris, La D6couverte, 1996, pp. 291-315. Michel Le Guern, for example, illustrates how much the complex theologi​cal and political conflicts between fat/se/lists and anti-Jansenists, from the early seven​teenth till the second halt of the eighteenth century, already contributed to the development of anti-religious and atheist attitudes. Cf. M. LE GUERN, Le jansenisme: une realite poll-ham' et no enjeu de pouioirs, in Revue de ,Sciences Religieuses 91 (2003) 487; Cf. http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08285a.htm: Jansenius and Jansenism, The Catholic Encyclopedia Volume
2003.

3. 'Signs of the times' is an expression used in the context of the Second Vatican Coun​cil (1962-1965) to emphasise that "the Church has always had the duty of scrutinising the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel. Thus, in language intelligible to each generation, she can respond to the perennial questions which men ask about this present life and the life to come, and about the relationship of the one to the other-. (.'1. Pastoral ('onsiatuloil on the Church in the Modern World, Gainhum et Spec, Rome. 1965, 4.

sense the original inspiration can be relevant today. We will explore four observations that intend to point out why the hermeneutical issue has become a crucial aspect of religious education today: irruptions from the periphery, the theological matrix, the status of religion in society and the position of students and teachers in religions classes in schools. These four examples also function as arguments to justify the research invested in hermeneutical religious education.

Irruptions from the Periphery and the Return of Religion

Several examples from the past decades illustrate the importance of searching for an interpretation of emerging authentic forms of the Chris​tian faith. Each event points out how much a new awareness, new needs of vast populations, and new opportunities for exploring God's presence are at the core of the present evolution. While, on the one hand, the insti​tutional structures and bureaucratic rules lose credibility, on the other hand, new religious movements and initiatives motivate people to look for continuity. Fundamental misunderstandings, however, draw attention to the depth and the breath of the changes that challenge believers today. In particular, the confrontation between, what Chia calls peripheral "irrup​tions'', precise practices or responses to acute local problems, and the normative options of the Vatican, the centre, underscores the differences in understanding the implementation of the aggiornamento in today's reality. While society is in need of renewed religious inspiration, major internal conflicts seem to paralyse the promising processes of renewal. One example in the Catholic Church is the considerable weakening of local bishops conferences' responsibility and autonomy. The return to a centralised concept of church government (the church is not a democ​racy) seems to silence inspiration, weaken motivation, and surmount the many emerging elements of diversity. The Encyclical Humanae Vitae (1968) univocally responded to the widespread dissociation between sex​uality and procreation, urged on by the demographic life conditions and supported by the technical evolution and modern sciences. The Instruc​tion on Certain Aspects of the Theology of Liberation (Libertatis Nuntiu,s,

1984), the Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation (Libertati,y Conscientia, 1986), and the Fourth CELAM Assembly at Santo Domingo

(1992) are seen as strategic proclamations of the official death of libera‑

tion theology, which intended to address the dramatic economic and social

4. E. CHIA, Towards a Theology of Dialogue. Schillebeeckx's Method as Bridge between \Oilcan's Dominus Jesus one/Asia '5 FAB( Theology, Nijmegen, Katholieke Uni‑

versiteit Nijmegen, 2003, p. 29.

conditions in Latin America and other continents. Similarly, the conflict between Vatican officials and the very pastoral adjustment of church lead​ership to local situations, by some local bishops in the United States' and in The Netherlands° had disturbing consequences for the faithful. The warnings against theologies of religious pluralism and inter-religious dia​logue (Dominus Jesus, 2000) especially in the Asian context7 set back the mutual confidence and attempts of cooperation among highly qualified and faithful pastors, theologians and local communities. Or, as M. Gauchet understands it: an untouchable religious heritage enters into conflict with the experience of the subjective appropriation of a social reality by inde​pendent members of a new and highly diversified social cosmos. For many, the linear authority-centred dependency in religious matters does not match with the open self-managed exploration of whatever aspect of human life, including personal beliefs and ethical commitments'. People today tend to recognise the value of a (religious) tradition, first, because it constitutes the personal identity. The subjective experience of the suc​cessful appropriation of a particular tradition is a major step in recognis​ing its historical and universal meaning9. Institutionalised religions in sec​ularised countries overtly support the 'return of religion', which causes further and new misunderstandings. Will global institutions' quest for meaning, the transcendent, and the living God be successful? Will they, based upon a centralised authority, emphasise discipline, orthodoxy, the essentials, and trans-culturalism? Or is the return of religion related to a transforming religious experience of the transcendent, of the living God in a secular context, in unexpected times and places? Is the incarnated God to be recognised with new eyes?

One major 'irruption', which disturbs Christian churches today and trou​bles religious teachers and pastoral ministers alike in Western Europe, is the massive disaffection of young people and middle-aged adults have towards religious practice and religious affiliation"). A superficial

5. T.P. SCHILLING, Conflict in the Catholic Hierarchy: Coping Strategies in the Hunthausen Affair, Utrecht, Katholieke Theologische Faculteit, 2003, pp. 153-154.

6. CHIA, Towards a Theology of Dialogue (n. 4), pp. 114-121.

7. Ibid., pp. 42-52.

8. M. GALCHET, La religion dans la democratic. Parcours de la laicize, Paris, Galli​mard, 1998, p. 92.

9. Ibid., p. 96.

10. J. FuETON – P. GEE (eds.), Religion in Contemporary Europe, Lewiston, Ont. – Queension – Lampeter, The Edwin Mellen Press, 1994; R.J. CAMPICHE (ed.), Cultures jeans, et religions en Europe, Paris, C7ert, 1997; H. VAN VEGHEL (ed.), Waardcn °mkt​de meetlat. Het Europees waardeonderzoek in discussie, Budel, Damon, 2002; DAVIE - 11Eitvu -LEER, Identites religicuses en Europe (n. 2); P. MILLION, Religiosite, religions et identite., religieu.w.s, Grenoble, [(nivel-sift,. Pierre Mendes, 1998.

diagnosis tends to simultaneously blame catechists and teachers of reli​gion for failing to present the teachings of the Church faithfully, for not using the proper methodologies, and for giving in to the individualism and relativism of contemporary society. Similar to the Counter-Reformation catechism strategy of the sixteenth century, some think that a compre​hensive explanation of the orthodox faith tradition should be appropriate and sufficiently convincing for altering the situation. Empirical investiga​tions on the evolution of religious beliefs and practices reveal, in a sense, the fundamental shift in the Western consciousness from a metaphysical conception of reality to a hermeneutical perception. Recognising the inter​pretative structure of human existence awakens the idea of possibility, openness, and also the finiteness of truth. Statistics show a picture of peo​ple's thoughts and behaviours quite different than that suggested by the Church's teachings or the assumed uniformity of religious belonging. The frontier between the religious and the non-religious worlds seems to fade away or else the two co-exist in various ways. Investigations describe a process, which needs further explanation and interpretation.

It is all too obvious that the cases mentioned cover a more substantial ground than what the official accusations allude to. Religious disaffection and ignorance among young people and adults towards their particular church or religion are realities that cannot be denied. The experience of the past forty years illustrates a fundamental inability for many to empathise or to follow the options and policies of institutionalised reli​gions. A new self-awareness of the subject is a major hermeneutic com​ponent of growing up. The real self emerges from a subjective appropri​ation of the objective social reality''. The problem was already clearly identified in the late 1960s. Many courageous efforts tried to respond adequately to the sensitivity of young people and to awaken a religious, Christian awareness. When the inadequacies of the main presuppositions were unmasked – as regards the status of religion in society and religious education in schools – religion teachers and catechists were challenged to cooperate with their pupils in a more authentic and direct way.

One of the major problems of institutionalised religion is the fact that it is no longer perceived of as a legitimate and exclusive meaning system within a society. The capacity to give meaning to life lies now, in a demo​cratic, neo-liberal society, with the individual'''. One desires a personal space where one can work things out for oneself, according to personal insights, deeper quests, and contacts with one's peers. The establishment

11. Cr. GALCHET, La reli3Oon dams la democratic (n. 8), p. 91.

12. Ibid., pp. 105-107.

of a universal capitalism or a democratic world order tends to reinforce the secular nature of the global governance of this world. However, what kind of democracy is to be expected that completes its struggle with the emancipation from all influences of religion or socialism? Another wit​ness to a major shift in the representation of identities is the European Union's refusal to include, in its Constitution, official reference to the historical role of Christianity in Europe. Richard Falk, however, under​scores the risks involved in not sufficiently clarifying the conflicts related to the separation of Church and State or to the exclusion of religion from the public, political scene. "The exclusion (of the religious dimension of human experience from the serious study and practice of governance) is definitely a consequence of the European Enlightenment and its endorsement of autonomous reason as the only reliable guide for human affairs ... "H. He continues: "It is, in the end, this possibility of a reli​giously grounded trans-national movement for a just world order that alone gives hope that humane global governance can become a reality sometime early in the 21st century"14. This includes, of course, that offi​cially recognised religious authorities assume their responsibility and cooperate actively with secular movements to clarify the criteria for dis​cernment and decision-making in matters affecting people today at the deepest level of their existence.

The experience of this historical process, in the first place, encourages experts to study thoroughly the hermeneutic question as the core issue of religious education for the near future. Researchers, theoreticians and practitioners want to move beyond the present impasse. They are eager to cover new liberating grounds for allowing the universal potential of religious truths to affect and orient the young generations. Therefore, reli​gious energies need to be creatively adapted to specific problems and concerns that exist at all levels of the social reality's.

The Theological Matrix

France's constitutional turnover at the end of the eighteenth century, from an absolutist (Catholic) State to a liberal system, highlighted the crises of a world of beliefs ('what' is to be believed, `le croyable') and divine law. The turnover also prompted the question regarding the right

IS. R. FALK, The Religious Foundation of Humane Global Governance, in P.M. Miscitt: – NI. NIERKLING (eds.), Ton'ard.s. a Global Civilisation? The Contribution of Religions, New York, Lane. 2001. p. 41.

14. Ibid., p. 52.

15. /bid., p.

place for religion in a civil society. How does one run a republic or a democracy of believers? How do believers deal with the principle of rationality and radical autonomy when governing this world? The some​times-bitter confrontation between the secular, political order and reli​gion continued well into the twentieth century. During the second half of the twentieth century, however, the metamorphosis of the religious world itself drew a lot of attention. Sciences of religion were largely credited for mapping the obvious shifts within religious sensitivities. Isambert illustrated the complexity of the religious mutation of society'''. The impact of M. Gauchet's essay'' crystallised a growing awareness, among vast populations of the Western world, of important structural changes in the way people tried to clarify their involvement with institutional reli​gion. The desenchantement du monde' emphasised the recomposition of the religious reference system as a social and political reality. The anthro​pological structure of religion found its roots in immanence, rather than in transcendence. The relationship between the self, the human person, and the 'Other' (the core of transcendent religion) was redesigned as a result of the impact of modernity and secularisation. The recomposition of the religious universe affected a transformation in the content of beliefs, as well as religion's social status'''.

This confrontation with the conflictive difference between the two dimensions – the transcendent and the immanent – still causes tension within religious communities and stimulates all kinds of initiatives to bridge the apparently irreconcilable opposition.

The transcendent is a dimension of the human consciousness and refers, in the Old Testament, to the invisible God and the radical otherness of God. The Jewish people apprehend the manifestations of God, who remains hidden. They respect the interdiction of every kind of figuration of God. The transcendent, the other dimension, is often represented as an external authority. In a transcendental worldview, the 'Other' has author​ity over the life of individuals and communities. The institution mediates between the individual and the external authority. The Immanent, on the contrary, refers to the human world, to the self as the core of under​standing. The meaning and the purpose of life are found within the con​crete existential reality. 'Authority' is a matter of human discernment and decisions. In contemporary society, the importance of the Other is per​ceived in terms of a more existential or inductive approach to the quest for the meaning of life. Emancipating the individual induces an interior​isation of the Other in the individual. The transcendent and the immanent are two representations, which, as a dialectic polar system, offer the sym​bolic framework for imagining the interactions of humans with the divine reality's. Assimilating the totally other dimension (i.e. the Other), proper to the traditional understanding of religion, causes a fundamental hermeneutic problem. A double shift, at the anthropological and at the theological levels, continues to cause confusion and obstinate misunder​standings. Most of the time – in religious discussions among teachers and theologians, in religious classes, and in the pastoral field – a confusion of perceptions prevents people from appropriately addressing the disin​tegration of uniformity and conformity in a religious community. It seems that, instinctively, those 'immanence-oriented' people sense that religion organised around an external, foreign, and distant Other is alien to the daily experience and quest for meaning. Modernity considers the indi​vidual as the core of the existential reality. If there is a 'God', the indi​vidual person and the earthly reality offer the proper signs of his exis​tence. Immanency has often been accused of reducing the particular and unique character of religious belief and traditions to mere natural or human interests "20.

Today, adults and young people easily outgrow their religious social​isation ("I cannot come to give the readings in church; I am 18 now, and

19. "... l'homme ne peat dire son existence que dans la symbolique spatiale ... Pour qu'il suit lui-meme comme ex-istant, it faut que son interiorite soit traverse d'exteriorite. 11 se vent distant de sot, ouverture, liberation, mais it se vent pareillement heberge et cnveloppe ...". A. Via:(arrE, l'erticalite et horizontalite clans le langage .symbolique .cur Dieu, in Eyplorations de l'espace theologique, Leuven, Peelers, 1990, p. 545.

20. See ibid.. pp. 527-529.

I don't practice any more"). Over the past decades, adults gradually dis​covered the relativity of a religious belonging. One's association with the Roman Catholic or Protestant Church depends, to a large extent, upon arbitrary circumstances. In Europe, in comparison to the past, the social control of religious practice weakened or disappeared. On the contrary, especially among young people today, peer control often creates a hos​tile attitude towards a religious lifestyle. The 'spiral of silence' excludes personal religious convictions from the public sphere. Changes in soci​ety no longer support the collective memory of religious traditions. In an open society heavily influenced by economic priorities, the media, pub​licity, consumerism, flexibility and pragmatic strategies prevail. 'First things first' no longer coincides with traditional standards. However, the `post-traditional social order' is not one in which tradition disappears. Denominational cultures are often more influential than one tends to admit, e.g. in supporting the collective identity21. The self-image of the French, the Irish, the Belgians, the Poles still is strongly associated with the Roman Catholic Church, despite the far-reaching secularisation process. In the 'post-traditional order', tradition changes its status, instead of disappearing all together. Traditions have to explain themselves, to become open to interrogation or discourse22.

Hence, the interpretation of the religious world is diversified, and dif​ferent statuses attributed to religion co-exist. The individual, in interac​tion with his/her environment (`public opinion', the media, fragments of one's religious heritage) decides what is to be ranked as of prior impor​tance, when and where. The precarious nature of the Christian tradition is one of the first things children and youngsters learn through the reli​gious socialisation processes of contemporary society.

Religious educators are perplexed. They are expected to act as the rep​resentatives of a solid, universal tradition with eschatological aspirations. However, the subjects they meet within the institutional context are reluc​tant to enter into this perspective. If parents opt not to initiate their chil​dren into the Christian tradition, will the efforts of parishes or schools compensate for the lacks or succeed in maintaining the tradition from generation to generation? D. Hervieu-Leger notices the emergence of continuity among generations "without memory". If religious people are

21. WILLAIME, Les religions et !'unification europeenne (n. 2), pp. 295-296.

22. G. Do SCHRLIVER, Paradigm Shift in Third-World Theologians of Liberation. From Socio-Economic Analysis to Cultural Analysis?, in In. (ed.), Liberation Theoloi,,ies on Shifting Grounds. A Clash of Socio-Economic and Cultural Paradigms, Leuven, Peeters, 1995, p. 61, quoting A. Giddens.

deprived of memory, institutional religions are at risk unless continuity is reinvented'3.

The Status of Religion

What status does a pluralist, open, democratic society grant to legally recognised religions? And what social position may a particular religion attribute to itself in society? We may randomly distinguish five different viewpoints about the status of religion. Each viewpoint relies upon dif​ferent sources, selects different educational goals, refers to a different

hermeneutical key, and expects the teacher to reflect a different profile in his or her contacts with pupils.

1. Religion is predominantly perceived as a cultural and historical her​itage. Religions represent the historical roots and resources of a particu​lar civilisation and should be preserved and valued for that reason. The sciences of religion (anthropology, philosophy, psychology, sociology ... of religion) are the main disciplines to be relied upon for clarifying the role of religions in society, for studying the religious traditions, and for selecting the appropriate information to be shared with subsequent gen​erations. The main intention of religious education is to form a religiously educated person: one who knows about the religious traditions and inte​grates, as a cultivated person, a sense for religion. Cognitive understand‑

ing is the hermeneutical key. Teachers of religion, in this sense, promote a documented insight into the historical reality of religions.

2. Religion is understood as an essential feature of the members of a community of believers. Religion is an experiential event, a life style in response to a living and self-revealing God. The main source supporting religious belonging is the theology proper to a particular religious tradi​tion. The purpose of initiation into the tradition and of religious educa​tion is the formation of committed believers. The anamnesis – the living memory of the original events and charismatic involvement with the liv‑

ing Spirit – is the hermeneutic key. The educator is a witnessing repre​sentative of the believing community.

3. Religion is associated with the aesthetic dimension of life. At the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century, some claimed that people needed a 'sensible religion', characterised by monotheism of

reason and heart and polytheism of imagination, which is most sensibly expressed in the arts'''. For some, art is a substitute for religion, and makes

it redundant. Others regret the confusion of art and religion. Art then
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24. CI. Schelling, liqzc1,1161derlin.

should free itself from religion in order to bear witness to its specific nature, to achieve its proper vocation, in order to establish an active rec​iprocal relationship. The recent emancipation of art plays an important role in the process of secularisation, the rediscovery of the sacred and the transcendent independently of the institutionalised religions. Religious buildings, liturgical events, objects, artefacts, and historic sites are appre​ciated for their aesthetic qualities. The interpretation of these realities reconsiders art as an experience of truth with ethical, social, and religious value. Art is somehow a secularised religion. Art has the potential of refiguring, re-imagining the sacred for the post-modern age: to re-figure the unimaginable (A. Kiefer). Aesthetics, in its religious connotations, then refers to disciplines like archaeology, art history, philosophy and theology of art. The educational goal aims at the formation of a tran​scendent aesthetic understanding. The hermeneutical key would be pathos. The 'religious educator' is basically an aesthete.

4. Religion is interpreted as a long-term process of emancipation, of liberation throughout the history of humanity. What contributes to the true liberation of the human person from slavery, oppression, underde​velopment, injustice, exploitation, illiteracy and dependence is an act of religion: re-establishing the dignity of the human person, man and woman, in view of the transformation of human life on earth and of its final, escha​tological fulfilment. The kenosis of the incarnation is to be recognised in the efforts to establish a fully human world, in the experience of the unex​pected occurrence of the ultimate meaning and gift of charity. Emanci​pation draws from disciplines like ethics, politics, philosophy, theology and andragogy. The educational goal aims at the formation of an eman​cipated and socially committed religious person. The hermeneutical key is the critique of different disciplines helping to achieve the authentic dis​cernment of religious truth. The religious educator is competent in setting up consciousness raising processes and actions for change as mediation of the eschatological hope.

5. Religion is a culturally based system intending to address the basic search for meaning and fulfilment, as exemplified in the world religions and traditional religions of non-Western cultures. The main interest is to recognise the religious promise in different religious traditions. Disci​plines of reference are anthropology, history of religions, comparative study of religions, theology of religion(s) and theology of dialogue'''. Educators aim to promote the praxis of inter-religious dialogue. The assumptions of different religious traditions are the hermeneutic key.

25. See CHIA, Towards a Theolo,i,,y ()1' Dialosvie (n. 4), pp. 230-256.


