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Opener
It’s very confused. One of the issues in RE generally is it isn’t a thing. It’s a strange collective of subjects, which,
depending what your own background is, you come at from your own way… I think the present government
struggle with wanting it to be about knowledge but also thinking that through it they can achieve other aims.
Community relations or…whatever.”1

Do I have to be religious to be an RE teacher?

No, in the majority of schools and academies you do not need to show affiliation to any religious belief. RE is a
subject that teaches students about religion and belief, not a means of becoming religious.
Many RE teachers believe their teaching practice is enhanced by not subscribing to a specific belief tradition.
Schools with a religious character organise their RE to reflect their religious ethos and may in some cases
require a specific religious commitment. 2

Preliminary remarks

Teachers are influential people and it is important that this influence is exercised in a professional
and responsible manner, particularly in relation to religious and non-religious beliefs. As we have
learned from a number of worldwide analyses, ‘it is the teacher that counts’, because ‘what teachers
do matters’.3 People argue that this also relates to the immediate self-concept of RE teachers (RT) as
far as their personal identification with a particular religious conviction is concerned. Some say they
should or even have to express their own opinion, others expect them to take a neutral stand - if this
is actually possible in practice – when it comes to controversial issues.

Beliefs are controversial and therefore always contestable. This entails the teachers’ willingness to be
self-aware, particularly in relation to the way in which their own beliefs (also non-beliefs) impact on
their approach to teaching and learning. Some see the openness about what a teacher believes as a
professional asset, especially when they are willing to answer questions about and talk about their
own beliefs. Sometimes this is even laid down in a Code of Conduct for RT. 4 Most teachers, however,
will probably make their own professional judgment on the extent to which to be open about their
own beliefs.
All this raises two key questions:



Is it important for a successful religious education (RE) of any concept that religion teachers
have become aware of their own beliefs (non-belief)? Also whether they are ‘religious’ or
‘believing’ at all?
Does a form of merely informative or philosophical-religious RE rule out one’s personal
articulation of belief/disbelief or is this seen as one’s private point of view which pupils and
teachers alike are entitled to have?

Teacher statement in: Dinham, A. – Shaw, M. (2015): RE for Real. The future of teaching and learning about religion and
belief, Goldsmiths, University of London (with Mike Castelli as one of the contributors), p 16
2 http://www.teachre.co.uk/want-to-teach-re/faq/ (15.9.16)
3 Hattie, J. (2009): Visible learning: a synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement, London
4 Cf. Religious Education Council of England and Wales 2009
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Questions like these have emerged during our school visits in Karlstad and London as well as from
several discussions during the presentation of our project before various audiences. It obviously
remains unclear what the respective roles of RT should be within the different conceptions of RE.
While this seems to be clearly spelled out by official documents for the denominational RE, the
question rises what the appropriate role and task of RT should be in concepts of an RE for all.

The final evaluation of the insights gained in the countries visited will have to consider the
importance of the related self-image of the observed RT in the course of a particular RE lesson and
for the handling of ‘critical incidents’, or in the respective concepts of the RE observed in general.
The issue seems to be particularly relevant in the context of RE teacher education. For this reason,
we find it important to include it on the list of research themes to be undertaken.

Religion teachers at the intersection of church and school
Let’s have a more detailed look at some of the expectations, practices and requirements.

A. CONCEPTUAL MULTIDIMENSIONALITY

Religiosity, in its sociological connotation is used to refer to the numerous aspects of religious
activity, dedication, and belief, expressed through an individual’s conviction, devotion, and
veneration towards a divinity.

In a narrower understanding, religiosity deals more with how religious a person is, and less with how
a person is religious (relating to rituals, great myths, revering symbols, or accepting certain
doctrines).
In the context of denominational RE, the term religiosity is understood to be multidimensional.
Mostly the following five dimensions are discussed in the respective subject literature: Knowledge
(intellectual) - Attitude and Content (ideological) - Worship and Prayer (ritually-practical) Consequences for one’s actions (ethical) - Experience.5 Religiosity thereby moves between objective
(traditional-institutionalized) and subjective poles (inherent issues going beyond oneself / open to
transcendence). Sociologically seen, a clear trend towards the second pole can be noted: Being
religious without (strong) ties to an institutionalized religion.

To some extent, the concept of ‘religious’ is being replaced by ‘spiritual’, mostly understood in the
Christian context in the sense of the Christian way of living or religious practice.6 Simultaneously, we
notice a growing number of so called ‘Nones’, people who are not affiliated with any religion, or are
agnostic, or just plain atheists.7 As secularism grows, these people are trying to expand and diversify
their ranks, which has led to what some label as “The World's Newest Major Religion: No Religion”.8
Huber, Stefan (2008): Der Religiositäts-Struktur-Test (R-S-T). Systematik und operationale Konstrukte, in: Gräb, W. Charbonnier, L. (Hg.), Individualisierung – Spiritualität – Religion: Transformationsprozesse auf dem religiösen Feld in
interdisziplinärer Perspektive, Münster, 137–171
6 Cf. Wiggermann, K.-F. (2000): Art. Spiritualität, in: TRE Bd. XXXI, 708–717
7 Cf. Pew research for US 2015
8 National Geographic April 22, 2016
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Finally, another aspect has to be mentioned: the reference of lived to scholarly religion, which has
been widely discussed in the context of Bourdieu’s concept of “Habitus”.9

B. DENOMINATIONAL RE

In countries with mainly or partly denominational RE (e.g. Austria, partly Germany), RT have to have
a religious orientation and are expected to identify with the teachings of their denomination/religion.
This is understood as admitting to the matter of Christian faith and thus to God, but not necessarily
as a ‘perfect, steadfast’ faith or the mere belief in the truth of certain statements.10
From a Christian perspective, faith is a gift, a grace, and thus not humanly feasible. This always
comprises uncertainty and doubt11, as well as the autonomous faith acquisition and critical analysis.
However, those (teachers) who are not at least on the search for meaning, will have difficulties living
up to the high expectations people have of them.
In any case, this means a ‘reflected, educated’ faith and thus RT who empower the students to
reflect their own faith on the basis of a specific religious practice with specific religious and spiritual
acts.

(Church) Legal requirements

All Christian denominations understand their RT as representatives or 'witnesses' of their faith and
their churches.12 This is confirmed through the ecclesiastical authorisations to teach RE (missio,
vocatio). In addition to an adequate training, another prerequisite is the church membership and the
statement to deliver RE based on the respective doctrines.
Catholic: Spirituality and professional identity of religion teachers

„Unter Spiritualität wird die Pflege und Gestaltung der persönlichen Gottes- und Kirchenbeziehung verstanden.
Berufsbezogene Spiritualität meint entsprechend, dass die berufliche Tätigkeit als Teil der Gottes- und
Kirchenbeziehung verstanden und verwirklicht wird. Persönliche Glaubwürdigkeit und Authentizität in der
Berufsrolle und im persönlichen Leben gehören zusammen und sind ein wichtiges Qualitätsmerkmal
gelingender Kommunikation im Religionsunterricht und im Schulleben. Bei Religionslehrkräften sollen Schüler,
Eltern, Kolleginnen und Kollegen, aber auch die Gesellschaft wissen können, ‚woran sie sind‘. Erst in der
Begegnung mit einer Person, die sich entschieden hat und eine Glaubensposition für sich verbindlich gemacht
hat, erfährt der Schüler, dass religiöse Fragen den Menschen vor die Entscheidung stellen. Ein Lehrer ohne
eigene Glaubensposition würde den Schülern nicht das gewähren, was er in diesem Bereich schuldet.
Religionslehrerinnen und Religionslehrer stehen auch mit ihrer Person für den Glauben der Kirche ein und ‚sind
gesandt, Zeugen des Glaubens in der Schule zu sein‘“.13
Cf. Lindner, H. (2009): Religion lehren? Zwischen Identitätsbildung und Praxisanforderung im religionspädagogischen
Spannungsfeld „Professionalisierung“, in: Theo-Web. Zeitschrift für Religionspädagogik 8, H. 2, 128-142
Heil, S. - Ziebertz, H. G. (2005): Professionstypischer Habitus als Leitkonzept in der Lehrerbildung, in: Dies. (Hg.),
Religionslehrerbildung an der Universität. Profession – Religion – Habitus, Münster, 41-64
10 Lähnemann, J. (1998): Evangelische Religionspädagogik in interreligiöser Perspektive, Göttingen
11 Härle, W. (32007): Dogmatik, Berlin
12 Cf. the following documents of the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD), the German Bishops‘ Conference and the
Orthodox Church Board of Education in Austria.
13 Die deutschen Bischöfe Nr. 93 (katholisch): Kirchliche Anforderungen an die Religionslehrerbildung, 23. September 2010
(http://www.dbk-shop.de/media/files_public/ltsbsdhspr/DBK_1193.pdf 15.9.16)
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Protestant: Credible living and teaching

„Guter Religionsunterricht lebt immer auch davon, dass er von glaubwürdigen Personen unterrichtet wird.
Glaubensüberzeugungen sind Gegenstand des Religionsunterrichts, aber dies schließt notwendig die Dimension
persönlicher Auseinandersetzung und Klärung des eigenen Glaubens ein. Für Kinder und Jugendliche spielt
dabei die Person der Unterrichtenden eine wichtige Rolle. Sie fragen deshalb mitunter auch ganz direkt, ob der
Lehrer oder die Lehrerin eigentlich selbst glaube, was er oder sie unterrichtet.“14

Orthodox: Messengers and witnesses

„Der Beruf der Religionslehrer/innen hat eine doppelte Dimension: eine kirchliche und eine pädagogische.
Orthodoxe Religionslehrer/innen nehmen in ihrer Tätigkeit am Verkündigungsauftrag der Kirche teil. Daher
benötigen sie die kirchliche Bevollmächtigung zur Verkündigung der christlichen Botschaft (Missio canonica).
Sie wirken im Namen der Orthodoxen Kirche. Damit ihr Zeugnis glaubwürdig ist, soll ihre Lehre den Glauben
der Kirche wiedergeben und ihr Leben den christlichen Geboten entsprechen. Sehr wichtig sind ihre
Verwurzelung in einer orthodoxen Kirchengemeinde und ihre regelmäßige Teilnahme am gottesdienstlichen
Leben und an den Aktivitäten der Gemeinde.“15

To sum up this, in a denominational context RT are expected to be ‘witnesses and messengers of
their faith’, with their own religiosity affecting their educational and teaching work, expressed,
didactically reflected and transformed through their respective self-concept. As Hattie’s
aforementioned study demonstrates, teacher credibility is vital because students are highly
perceptive about knowing which teachers can make a difference to their learning and even living.
Instilling confidence through credibility will give the students reassurance and confidence to invest in
the lesson’s content, Hattie argues.
Therefore, one should not forget: Pupils sometimes quite frankly ask whether their teacher actually
believes what he or she teaches.

C. OBJECTIVES, EXPECTATIONS AND REQUIREMENTS IN THE PARTNER COUNTRIES WITHOUT A
GENERALLY DENOMINATIONAL RE
a. England

The importance of RE16

Religion and beliefs inform our values and are reflected in what we say and how we behave. RE is an important
subject in itself, developing an individual’s knowledge and understanding of the religions and beliefs which
form part of contemporary society. 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. It can develop pupils’ knowledge and understanding of Christianity, of other
principal religions, other religious traditions and worldviews that offer answers to questions such as these.
Religiöse Orientierung gewinnen. Evangelischer Religionsunterricht als Beitrag zu einer pluralitätsfähigen Schule. Eine
Denkschrift des Rates der Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland 2014
(https://www.ekd.de/download/religioese_orientierung_gewinnen.pdf 15.9.16)
15 Orthodoxes Schulamt für Österreich: Berufsbild der orthodoxen Religionslehrer/innen
(http://www.orthodoxekirche.at/index.php/schulamt/berufsbild-der-orthodoxen-religionslehrer-innen 15.9.16)
16 Religious education in English schools: Non‑statutory guidance, 2010
(https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/190260/DCSF-00114-2010.pdf 15.9.16)
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RE offers opportunities for personal reflection and spiritual development, deepening the understanding of the
significance of religion in the lives of others – individually, communally and cross-culturally.

Spiritual, moral, social and cultural development

Exploring the concepts of religion and belief and their roles in the spiritual, moral and cultural lives of people in
a diverse society helps individuals develop moral awareness and social understanding.

Personal development and well-being

RE plays an important role in preparing pupils for adult life, employment and lifelong learning. It gives them the
knowledge, skills and understanding to discern and value truth and goodness, strengthening their capacity for
making moral judgements and for evaluating different types of commitment to make positive and healthy
choices.

Training to teach religious education17

A career in teaching RE offers you the chance to tackle challenging, thought-provoking topics with young
people. You can use your creativity and passion for the subject to develop lessons that help your pupils
collaboratively discuss and answer the most fundamental questions – from belief in God to the meaning and
purpose of life.

b. Scotland

The treatment of religious and moral education in Scottish schools 18

Both Roman Catholic and nondenominational schools observe the 5-14 guidelines, now being replaced by the
Curriculum for Excellence (CfE), which is similar in content. The CfE guidelines state:
Religious and moral education is a process where children and young people engage in a search for meaning,
value and purpose in life. This involves both the exploration of beliefs and values and the study of how such
beliefs and values are expressed. (Scottish Government 2009: p1).

The informal transmission of religion and belief in school19

Teachers in Roman Catholic and non-denominational schools had very similar things to say about their broad
goal, which is to create a harmonious and inclusive environment in which all pupils and staff feel valued. In
Roman Catholic schools, messages about morality were underpinned by religion, reflected in the extensive use
of iconography and ritual, for example, prayers at particular points of the day. The central role of belief in God
in the religious and moral ethos of the school was stressed by the class teacher responsible for RE in one of the
schools.
In non-denominational schools, school discipline tended to be based on encouraging children to empathise
with others and asking them to consider how their actions might support or undermine collective well-being.

Religious Education – Job profile20

Religious education teachers prepare and give lessons in topics such as religious beliefs, world religions, moral,
philosophical and ethical issues. They work to guidelines set up by the Curriculum of Excellence and prepare
pupils, aged 11 to 18, for national exams.

What Does It Take?

You need to have:

an interest in child development and an understanding of how children learn

patience and adaptability

enthusiasm and energy
https://getintoteaching.education.gov.uk/explore-my-options/training-to-teach-secondary-subjects/training-to-teachreligious-education (15.9.16)
18 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN A MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY: SCOTLAND NATIONAL REPORT, p 17
(http://www.docs.hss.ed.ac.uk/education/creid/Reports/17ii_REMC_ScotNatRpt.pdf 15.9.16)
19 ibid. p 21
20 https://www.planitplus.net/JobProfiles/View/453/121 +
http://www.gla.ac.uk/undergraduate/degrees/religiousphilosophicaleducation/#/programmestructure,entryrequirement
s (15.9.16)
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confidence
a firm and assertive approach when necessary
good organisational skills
a sense of humour and positive outlook

c. Sweden
The aim of RE 21

Teaching in the subject of religion should give students the opportunities to develop the following:

1. The ability to analyse religions and outlooks on life based on different interpretations and perspectives.
2. Knowledge of human identity in relation to religions and outlooks on life.
3. Knowledge of different views on the relationships between religion and science, and the ability to analyse
these.
4. The ability to use ethical concepts, theories and models.
5. The ability to examine and analyse ethical issues in relation to Christianity, other religions and outlooks on
life. (Skolverket 2011)
Courses on religion are also included in the teacher training for students who will not teach religion education;
the justification for this arrangement is that knowledge about different religions is seen as being necessary for
all teachers, on all levels, since all teachers will meet children, students, parents, colleagues, etc., who belong
to different religious traditions or secular outlooks of life, and it is argued that studying religion from an
academic point of view will help future teachers to better understanding the society they live in. In other
words, Study of Religions is a field that gives important perspectives and knowledge to all future teachers; but
perhaps this is also linked to the idea of studies of religion contributing to social cohesion.
When educating future teachers, it is important to discuss the concepts of objectivity, neutrality and nondenominational teaching. This cannot be done in a simplistic way. Perspectivism, self-reflection,
methodological agnosticism and contextualization have to be brought into the discussion on what nondenominational teaching means in a ‘post-Lutheran majority culture’ (Thurfjell 2011).

As these documents show, religious questions, references and practices particularly matter in the
context of school; on the other hand, they do not entail any specific requirements or arrangements
for RT how to live and act (with the probable exception of faith schools). All that is obviously quite
different from the denominational field.
Apart from existing canonical or legal requirements, we can summarize the upcoming fundamental
questions as follows (list is not complete):
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Does a religion teacher have to be religious or a believer in at least one of the
abovementioned aspects in order to live up to all these expectations?
Do not all teachers need a job-related conviction (‘teacher belief’) that goes to the heart of
each subject? Can e.g. someone to whom music means nothing, teach music?

Berglund J. (2013): Swedish Religion Education: Objective but Marinated in Lutheran Protestantism? Södertörn University
(http://ojs.tsv.fi/index.php/temenos/article/viewFile/9545/13974 15.9.16);
Kittelmann Flensner, K. (2015): RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CONTEMPORARY PLURALISTIC SWEDEN, Göteborg
(https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/2077/40808/1/gupea_2077_40808_1.pdf 15.9.16)
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Are there not key questions/contents that play a role in all forms and conceptions of RE and
belief learning and must be answered and accounted for?
Do not all faith interpretations and answers base on subjective opinions, convictions or
beliefs?
Is one’s own religious conviction an obstacle/a facilitation for an objective and nonjudgmental presentation of all other beliefs (including atheistic and humanistic)?
In how far does the respective personal opinion of RT impact their dealing with any questions
of faith and spiritual practice in a school?
Can RT detached from any private religious practice teach religion?
Do we need educated and reflected believers as RT?
Are RT primarily communicators whose job it is to show the diversity of religious approaches,
to build bridges between the students and to enable them in their respective place to
develop their respective religious understanding/misunderstanding and to take that
discourse to the classroom, school and their social environment?
Can all the church expectations mentioned in the context of denominational RT be met
without personal reference to faith, religion and religious/church institutions?
Can a non-denominational RT do without admittance to the matter/phenomenon of ‘faith’
itself?

The Irish Times 22

Why religious education has an important role to play in our society

RE contributes significantly, indeed uniquely, to the education of the whole person. Defined in a way that is appropriate for the
young person’s age and stage of development, good RE honours the freedom of conscience of the young person while revering
their family faith and/or belief traditions and expectations. This requires a high level of training among teachers.
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Gareth Byrne, July 3, 2014
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