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In 1999, a new curriculum for Roman-Catholic religious education was intro-
duced in Flemish primary and secondary schools, taking into account both the
growing de-Christianisation and religious pluralisation of pupils in the class-
room. Recently, this new curriculum has been subjected to diverging criticisms:
first it is considered still too Christian, and therefore not able to appropriately
deal with religious plurality, and, second, quite contrary to the first criticism,
because it deals too much with religious plurality the curriculum is criticised for
being no longer sufficiently Christian. In view of this double criticism, in this
contribution I first shed some light on the analysis of the current post-Christian
and post-secular religious situation, upon which the Religious Education (RE)
curriculum is based – i.e. an analysis in terms of detraditionalisation and plurali-
sation (rather than secularisation). Afterwards I evaluate whether the fundamen-
tal goals, which were set 10 years ago, are still adequate to this analysis. In
order to do so, I enquire how these goals relate to the double critique: on the
one hand, that Roman Catholic RE is no longer an adequate way to prepare
pupils for the post-Christian and post-secular society, because they are still too
Christian, and, on the other, that they are not Christian enough. In doing so I
will accentuate the integral nature of these goals, taking the present religious
plurality as a dynamic given which opens up new opportunities for a more
reflexive identity construction, while at the same time providing new space to
bear witness to the Christian offer of meaning. I conclude with a short reference
to the preconditions which need to be fulfilled in order to facilitate the imple-
mentation of such RE programme.
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Introduction

More than ten years ago, in 1999, the Roman-Catholic bishops of Flanders initiated

a new curriculum for Christian religious education in primary and secondary schools.

This new curriculum not only took into account the reality of the growing de-Chris-

tianisation of pupils, but it also reflected the new challenges to religious education

introduced by religious pluralisation. In general, the new curriculum assessed the

new situation as an opportunity to re-conceive religious education (RE): RE would

now focus on raising pupils’ reflexive and communicative competencies by immers-

ing them in the challenging reality of interreligious communication. By stimulating

the conversation between Christian faith and other religions and convictions, RE

hoped to let pupils reflect on their own religious identity, whether this identity was

Christian or not. This was supposed to result in a more mature religious identity, for
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both Christians and non-Christians, while giving pupils the competency to live in a

multi-religious society. They would become much more conscious of the specificity

of their own religious identity, while being respectful of religious others. In this sys-

tematic-theological contribution, I would like to reflect on the fundamental principles

of this curriculum, in view of some recent developments, because since 2010 this

curriculum has been subjected to a twofold criticism.

On the one hand, some venture that the project of a confessionally organised

religious education is out-dated, due to de-Christianisation and religious pluralisa-

tion, since it no longer suits the present post-Christian and post-secular context.

Rather than confessional courses, our society today needs a comparative introduc-

tion to diverse religious traditions and other world views. In the discussion, this

proposal has been labelled the ‘active-pluralist’ alternative to the current situation.

In short, their criticism of the RE curriculum under consideration is that the curricu-

lum is still ‘too Christian,’ and thus no longer appropriate to introduce and prepare

youngsters for the multi-religious culture and society of the future.

On the other hand, precisely the opposite criticism resounded in the context of

the ad limina visit of the Belgian bishops to the Holy See, in the spring of 2010:

Roman Catholic RE, it was said, provides too little introduction to the Christian

faith and places too much emphasis upon religious plurality. Too much Christian

illiteracy remains at the end of the process: ‘Our children learn about everything

and more in religious instruction, except our own religion.’

In view of this double criticism, coming from very different sides, first I now

shed some light on the analysis of the current religious situation, upon which the

RE curriculum is based. Afterwards I will evaluate whether the basic objectives,

which were set more than 10 years ago, are still adequate. In order to do so, I will

enquire how these objectives relate to the double critique that Roman Catholic RE

is no longer an adequate way to prepare pupils for the post-Christian and post-

secular society, because on the one hand, its basic objectives are still too Christian,

and, on the other, that they are not Christian enough. I will hereby accentuate the

integral and dynamic character of the basic objectives of the 1999 RE curriculum. I

will conclude with a short reference to the preconditions which need to be fulfilled

in order to facilitate the implementation of such an RE programme.

The 1999 RE curriculum 10 years later: does the underlying analysis still

apply?

According to the basic analysis supporting the 1999 RE curriculum, the then-current

context could no longer be adequately described as one of modernisation or secu-

larisation (Boeve 1999). It could better be spoken of in terms of detraditionalisation,

individualisation and pluralisation. After all, the overlap between the Christian faith

and the cultural horizon, which had always been present, eroded faster than

expected. Although this overlap formerly made it possible to presume Christian

contents and frameworks of meaning – whether people shared them or not – it

increasingly appeared no longer to be the case, resulting in the actual collapse of

modern correlation theology and correlation didactic. At the same time, the religious

field pluralized, and people became increasingly aware of religious diversity, other-

ness and difference.

What was growing in the culture then as trends has become even more visible

today. We live in a context that can be described as post-Christian and post-secular
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(Boeve 2004, 2007). In both categories the word ‘post’ does not mean simply ‘after’

(as if both realities and their effect have disappeared), but rather that, culturally speak-

ing, our relation to the Christian faith and to secularisation has changed. The term

post-Christian then indicates that, although the traces of Christian faith in our society

and culture, in our collective and individual identity formation, are still present in

abundance, at the same time the Christian faith is no longer the obvious, accepted

background that grants meaning. The term post-secular, for its part, points to the fact

that the presuppositions of the secularisation thesis no longer apply: modernisation of

society does not lead simply to the disappearance of religion, but rather to a changed

way of dealing with religion, as well as to its pluralisation. The zero-sum theory, hon-

oured by the secularisation thesis, which holds that the more modernisation there is

the less religion remains (and the opposite, the more religion there is the less modern-

ized a society is), no longer holds. Even more: whoever claims today that the outcome

of social processes necessarily leads to a situation where religion may no longer have

any public meaning, and at best can be but a private matter, is unmasked as being

ideological: i.e. as an adherent of secularism, which in itself is just one of the possible

positions present in the current pluralized religious field.

The change in perspective, brought about by this analysis of our context in terms

of post-Christian and post-secular, is crucial however: from an analysis in terms of

secularisation (that extends religious positions on a continuum between ‘practising

Christian’ and ‘convinced atheist’) we move to an analysis in terms of detraditionali-

sation, individualisation and pluralisation of religion, in which these three processes

take advantage of and strengthen each other. The result of which is not a continuum

between two extremes, but a plural field of a multitude of positions, which are related

to each other, which possibly influence each other, learn from each other, question

each other, conflict, even repudiate and fight (see also Taylor 2007).

In light of the contemporary discussion about Christian religious education, it is

very important to point out the fundamental difference that must be made between

the social processes themselves (‘-isations’) and the various ways by which these

processes are evaluated and handled (‘-isms’). Because in the discussion unnoticed

shifts often occur between analysis and evaluation, between ‘description’ of the cur-

rent context and a ‘programme’ to deal with it.

(1) Detraditionalisation concerns the process by which traditions, religious as

well as other traditions (gender, family, professional context), no longer natu-

rally transfer from one generation to another – a process that presses ahead

in our society independent of individual preferences and decisions. However,

detraditionalisation is not necessarily the same as the loss of tradition and/or

nihilism. Traditions often remain, in changeable forms, as horizons of mean-

ing in which identity is devised and found. What detraditionalisation does

express is the fact that people’s relation to tradition changes. Since tradition

no longer has an obvious character, it becomes potentially more reflexive.

This applies also for those who make traditional, classical choices today, for

example in partner relations, child-rearing, ethical and religious positions.

These choices are also no longer simply self-evident. It is precisely this refu-

sal of the reflexive character of belonging to a tradition, which contains a

combination of involvement and distancing (Ricoeur would speak of a ‘sec-

ond naivety’), which characterizes a neo-traditionalist or fundamentalist asso-

ciation with tradition.
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(2) The other side of detraditionalisation is individualisation, the structural given

that identity is no longer assigned, but that it should be actively taken on in

increasing measure (i.e. constructed). This process should be distinguished

from individualism, which stands for a specific way of dealing with the pro-

cess of individualisation, namely one in which the individual’s preference

constitutes the all-determining norm. For individualisation does not preclude

the possibility that individuals, in constructing their identities, might choose

precisely against individualism. For that matter, individualisation does not at

all mean that there are no hidden influences or environmental factors which

determine identity construction – the media and market forces are just two

very pertinent examples of such influences.

(3) Pluralisation is also not the same thing as pluralism and/or relativism (with

neo-traditionalism or fundamentalism as counter reactions). Pluralisation

implies that each identity is structurally challenged to conceive of itself in

relation to difference and otherness – especially to the effect of other truth

claims to its own claim. This is a necessary step to be taken by all religious

positions, and has also implications for the organisation of the public realm

in a multicultural society. It is precisely here that the question of equal and

mutual recognition of religious positions poses itself, and where the different

reactions of intolerance, passive and active tolerance manifest themselves.

These three processes also both determine and apply to classical religious and

atheistic positions. Against a background of detraditionalisation and pluralisation

identity construction occurs also here in an individualized manner. At the same

time, this does not preclude that what is analyzed individually–structurally as an

individualised choice is experienced on a religious–spiritual level, for example, as a

vocation (a being chosen).

The programme of the 1999 RE curriculum, and the active-pluralist

alternative

It would seem that the fundamental principles of the 1999 RE curriculum still

address the current situation of a further developing post-Christian and post-secular

culture and society. The curriculum’s programme consists of bringing young people

through the awareness of religious plurality to a reflexive identity in dialogue with

the Christian tradition. In a post-Christian and post-secular context, RE strives after

the religious growth of young people to maturity, starting from within the Christian

tradition. As far as this is concerned, the basic objectives of the curriculum for sec-

ondary education cannot be more clearly formulated (Leerplan rooms-katholieke

godsdienst voor het secundair onderwijs 1999, 49).

Being open towards and appreciative of what Christian belief can mean in a world that
is experienced and understood as radically plural.

(a) Becoming aware of, and ideologically challenged by, the plurality of fundamental life

options in our present-day life and society.

(b) Being able to situate the offer of meaning supplied by the Christian faith in the con-

text of a plurality of fundamental life options.
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(c) Acquiring the capacity to render account for one’s own ideological profile from an

insight into the plural ideological character of human speech, thought and action,

and in dialogue with the meaning supplied by the Christian faith in this context.

However, based on roughly the same analysis of our current post-Christian and

post-secular context, some think that the 1999 RE curriculum, with its preferred

option for Christian faith, has been outstripped, and that the time has come for a

non-confessional religious education that introduces the various religions/funda-

mental life options that the pluralised field recognizes. Defining themselves as the

active-pluralist position, they propose a shift from ‘education into religion’ to ‘edu-

cation about religion(s).’

Although such proposals have been formulated in considerable variety (Loo-

buyck and Franken 2009; de Groof et al. 2010), they all lead to the same conclu-

sion: it would be better to replace the confessional RE courses provided by the

Roman Catholic Church, and by other religious groups; or at least to complement

them with a general religious education that no longer has a privileged tie to one

specific religious tradition. Such a new curriculum, it is said, would be the logical

consequence of the changed religious context, because only in such a course can

young people be adequately prepared for an active–pluralist society. Against, on the

one hand, secularism (which has no place for religion in the public space) and, on

the other, religious intolerance, active pluralists plead for a reciprocal and active

recognition of plurality and difference.

A decent society asks along with reciprocal recognition of secular and religious views
for forms of reciprocal recognition which go further than passive tolerance. […] No
one has to give up his/her own truth, but a reciprocal willingness to listen and learn is
certainly a condition for a peaceful coexistence and social cohesion. (de Groof et al.
2010, 8, own translation)

Put succinctly: such general religious education should deal with the religious illit-

eracy of the pupils and assist them in identity development, so that they will not fall

into religious indifference.

Naturally – and this remains all too often in the background or is forgotten –

such proposals fit just as well in a value-laden programme. It is precisely at this

point that a warning applies, namely that such a programme does not necessarily

follow from the analysis proffered, but that it is already one specific answer to the

current situation. From this perspective, these alternative proposals are no less

value-laden than the 1999 RE curriculum.

Active-pluralist non-confessional religious education: a better alternative?

In the proposal of organizing active-pluralist RE that aims at introducing pupils to

all of the religious traditions, a shift from description to programme is operative

(often in an unnoticed manner). Indeed, the proposal is not neutral with respect to

religions and fundamental life options, because it holds very clear ideas regarding

the way in which religions should deal with their own truth claims. It presupposes

fundamental life options and religions which are already able to deal with plurality

and difference. Although in my own theological work I am also involved with such

questions (Boeve 2009), it should be clear that such approach is not neutral: it pre-
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supposes a very specific set of values in which dialogue, openness to others, recog-

nition of plurality, respect for singularity and difference, are central. Moreover, this

set of values principally distinguishes itself from secular neutrality, religious indif-

ference and relativism, and religious fundamentalism. However, there are a number

of questions to ask regarding the value-laden nature of the active-pluralist proposal.

(1) Where do these values actually come from? Are they simply present in the

religious field as a kind of meta- or intermediate level above or between the various

fundamental life options and religions? Or do they themselves belong to a single

tradition, or originate from several traditions? Is this set of values a kind of com-

mon wisdom, constructed out of the conflicts between fundamental life options in

past decades? Is it something that has grown – or rather: is busy growing – within

the religious traditions as a way of dealing with the current situation? Or does it

demarcate one position within the religious field? Does this set of values exist apart

from the traditions out of which it grew? Or does a bond with these traditions

remain necessary to sense these values, to learn them, to foster and to strengthen

them? Moreover, in our present societies, it certainly does not suffice to assume that

there would be a consensus concerning this set of values.

(2) In order to practice this set of values, is RE by way of ‘education about reli-

gion’ sufficient? Is RE that is limited to learning about religious traditions not too

narrow, if it is not paired, at the same time, with a reflection on one’s own religious

position and the manner in which one deals with diversity and difference (both on

the level of knowledge and of commitment)? If the latter does not occur, such RE

curriculum can lead just as well to religious relativism and indifference. The ulti-

mate question then is whether such a general RE about the various fundamental life

options and religions ultimately is not a variant of the neutral–secular way of deal-

ing with religious plurality: one which forgets one’s own value commitment. Or

does such RE aim precisely at contributing to a specific religious position of its

own kind – a position that fits with a kind of vague religiosity which is cobbled out

of a plurality of traditions? This would mean that, once again, this results in a kind

of confessional RE in its own right (serving a post-Christian and post-secular religi-

osity). An answer to the following questions might be telling in this regard: who is

considered to be able to teach such a course, and who can do so in reality? Can it

be someone who him- or herself adheres to one particular religious tradition? Or

does it have to be someone that keeps him- or herself out of particular religious

affiliations? Is such a position even possible? Or at least: is this desirable, in view

of the interest active-pluralists attach to the religious engagement of citizens in an

active-pluralist society? To expect pupils to be challenged to form a religious reflex-

ivity by teachers who cannot testify to such themselves seems to be an impossible

task.

(3) Further in this direction: what about the apparent tension between individua-

lised identity construction and adherence to a tradition which surfaces in active-

pluralist RE proposals. Do such proposals really take sufficient account of what

individualisation means? Often it is suggested that there is a large majority of

highly individualised persons who put together their own identity, freely and auton-

omously using material from classical traditions and other sources, in contrast with

a smaller group of ‘orthodox’ people whose identity then would be determined by a

single religious tradition. The first group is thought to have a constructed, not tradi-

tion-bound identity, while the second group belongs to just one tradition. On closer

inspection: it is as if a new version of the secularisation thesis is at work here, with
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an adapted zero-sum theory: the more individualisation, the less tradition, and the

opposite: the more tradition, the less individualisation. However, as was already

said, detraditionalisation and individualisation do not simply mean the loss of tradi-

tion; rather, they indicate that tradition is no longer quasi-automatically passed on,

and that our belonging to a tradition structurally becomes much more reflexive. In

this sense a split between (a majority of) individualised people and (a minority of)

orthodox people is far too simple a representation of the situation. Certainly there

are people today who reflexively glean their identity from only one tradition. From

their own perspective they will not consider themselves to be any less orthodox

than traditionalists think of themselves, or this tradition to be any less individually

appropriated than the construction of individualised religious identities from many

traditions or sources. It would seem that in the proffered representation of the situa-

tion there is no place for such reflexive belonging to one tradition; while it will be

precisely that kind of religious position that will have acquired the ability to deal

with difference, dialogue and mutual recognition from the perspective of its own

religious tradition. Again: if the active-pluralist position entails that individualisation

leads to a constructed, non-traditional identity and that because of this a general RE

curriculum must be created, then this cannot be claimed as a neutral position with

regard to religious traditions. It is rather a position of its own kind, itself to be situ-

ated as only one position in the field of religious diversity. The difference, then, is

simply the target audience: not the ‘orthodox’ Christians, Jews, Muslims, etc., but a

so-called ‘individualised post-Christian and (often also) post-secular audience.’ Is

such RE curriculum, then, the active-pluralist solution it was proposed to be?

(4) A final observation concerns the popular statement that there is very little real

identity construction going on in our days due to detraditionalisation and individuali-

sation, and that our time would be one of moral and spiritual emptiness. Market and

media all too easily take over identity formation. Also in order to counter this, some

call for the need for a general non-confessional RE curriculum. Once again, a ten-

sion comes into play, now between, on the one hand, this lack of identity formation

and, on the other hand, the conditions for the possibility of an active-pluralist con-

versation, which in one way or another already presupposes a degree of identity con-

struction. Moreover, in order to be able to participate in a dialogue between religions

and fundamental life options, and, thus, to be able to come to a dialogical identity

construction in mutual recognition, diversity and difference must be recognisably

present. In Flanders such diversity is most obvious when people from religions other

than Christianity are involved in the conversation, but it is, in principle, to be made

no less visible among Christians, post-Christians, atheists, agnostics, the indifferent,

etc. However, if the conclusion should be that the majority of people today do not

arrive at a well-formed identity, pluralism – let alone active pluralism – is out of the

question, and interreligious, dialogical identity construction remains but a beautiful

dream. People only gain a dialogical, reflexive identity by bringing their own iden-

tity into relation with that of the other. Pupils should learn to see their own truth

claims in relation to the others: on the one hand, without absolutising their own truth

claims and, on the other, without falling into relativism. Plurality and difference,

therefore, must be recognizable and brought into a dialogical learning process, in the

course of which each one’s religious position is at issue, including the teacher’s and

the school’s. To say it differently, the remedy for religious illiteracy provides no

solace for religious indifference, but remains knowledge without commitment if not

involved in such dialogical learning processes.
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When one takes all of these points together, it is no longer clear why the pro-

posed active-pluralist alternative should be the necessary – let alone superior –

conclusion coming out of the analysis made regarding detraditionalisation, individu-

alisation and pluralisation, and of the set of values it wishes to realize. In principle,

all RE should be able to do so, when engaged in the dialogue of one’s own tradi-

tion with the current context of plurality and difference. An additional advantage

would be that the set of values mentioned above would themselves be supported by

reflexive traditions, while the foundation of these values in the alternative proposal

hangs in the air.

Therefore, the fundamental question here runs as follows: does the 1999 RE cur-

riculum not strive after realising the same goal – educating to citizenship in a post-

secular, pluralist society – and possibly in a more credible manner? Also in this

curriculum pupils are led to become conscious of the inescapably religious character

of every manner of human thinking, acting and living, and of the plurality which

this involves. From this, they are invited to think about their own identity in inter-

action with other witnesses, with a preferred position for the Christian faith, which

is brought into the religious communication in a reflexively-engaged manner (at

least by the teacher). All pupils are therefore stimulated to arrive at religious matu-

rity and interreligious conversation, whether they now are Christians, post-Chris-

tians, agnostic, Muslim, indifferent…

If all (non-)confessional RE curricula did this as well, there would be the addi-

tional advantage of also including the organised religions and world views in

becoming more reflexive. Because all of them then would be challenged to work at

reflecting upon their own truth claims in relation to diversity and difference. This

would offer most probably an effective antidote against tendencies toward neo-tradi-

tionalism and fundamentalism, which are often present in all of them.

The second criticism: not Christian enough?

When Roman Catholic RE is considered too Christian by the active-pluralist pro-

ponents, then the critique ‘from the other side’ is precisely that this RE is not

Christian enough. This critique is twofold: (1) On the one hand the 1999 RE cur-

riculum would be too much influenced by a kind of religious constructivism, and

run the risk to result in individualism, relativism, indifference. (2) On the other

hand, there seems to be too little transfer of knowledge of the Christian tradition:

at the end of secondary education, after 12 years of Roman Catholic RE, pupils

have become too little familiarised with Christianity. This latter critique is formu-

lated under two different aspects: (2a) Culturally speaking, pupils would know

too little about Christianity, something which remains important in a society and

culture which historically have been framed by the Christian tradition. (2b) From

an ecclesial perspective, pupils would not be properly initiated into the Christian

faith. RE is not catechetical enough, and thus is not able to make up for the

weakening of other initiating milieus, such as the family or the parish. In each

case, it is argued, RE classes should focus much more on a thorough introduction

to Christianity.

It would seem that this criticism, which is precisely the opposite of the criticism

stemming from active-pluralist voices, together with the latter, may lead to a polari-

sation in the discussion about RE. However, from the perspective of the basic

objectives of the RE curriculum, one should not look for an antithesis where there

150 L. Boeve

D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 b
y
 [

L
ie

v
en

 B
o
ev

e]
 a

t 
0
8
:4

2
 1

2
 S

ep
te

m
b
er

 2
0
1
2
 



is not necessarily one. There need not be a contradiction between giving additional

attention to an adequate presentation of the Christian faith in religious education, on

the one hand, and calling for respect for religious plurality and concern for the

growth of detraditionalised and individualised pupils, on the other. Even more: it is

precisely within the context of religious plurality that the Christian faith may be

presented in a new way, especially in a culture which no longer is pre-determined

by a Christian horizon of meaning. Precisely to be operative in such context the

1999 RE curriculum has been constructed. Whoever reads together both the first

and second basic objective cannot overlook this conclusion:

(a) Becoming aware of and ideologically challenged by the plurality of fundamental life

options in our present-day life and society.

(b) Being able to situate the offer of meaning supplied by the Christian faith in the con-

text of a plurality of fundamental life options. (Leerplan rooms-katholieke... 1999)

At the same time, the basic objectives of the 1999 RE curriculum hint at more

than simply a presentation of Christian content and practices. It seeks not ‘merely’

a transfer of knowledge about Christian tradition, but aims at a learning to appreci-

ate what Christian faith can mean for people of today, whether they are Christians

or not. Of course this requires much knowledge about the Christian tradition, its

content and practices, and the developments these underwent. At the same time,

however, the curriculum intends to make clear that Christian faith concerns the lives

of people, and that it is precisely at that point that it may speak to people of today,

challenging them in their deepest existence, and providing them with an appealing

offer of meaning. The task of RE, therefore, is not just to transfer a body of cultural

knowledge (the exteriority of Christian faith), but at the same time – no matter how

difficult – to show that this body of knowledge has do with life itself, especially

also with the life of youngsters. Obviously in today’s detraditionalised, individua-

lised and pluralised classrooms the immediate objective can no longer be promoting

the growth of the Christian faith in all of the pupils – although it will certainly do

this for those who are open to such, and/or are willing to work on this. But Chris-

tian faith could definitely appear – for the non-Christian pupils as well – as a reli-

gious position that does not belong simply to the past, but can potentially motivate

and inspire people of today. This is indeed what the main basic objective of the

1999 RE curriculum aims at:

Being open towards and appreciative of what Christian belief can mean in a world that
is experienced and understood as radically plural.

The third basic objective then focuses on the service such kind of education offers

to the religious formation of all pupils, whether they are Christians or not:

(a) From an insight into the plural ideological character of human speech,

thought and action, and in dialogue with the meaning supplied by the Chris-

tian faith in this context takes meaning. The capacity to render account for

one’s own ideological profile is acquired.

It is precisely at this point that the 1999 RE curriculum may claim to realise in

its own way the programme of the active-pluralist alternative, precisely by appeal-
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ing hereby to its own tradition. Our society would indeed benefit if many people,

of no matter what tradition or denomination, would obtain a more reflexive identity.

This then is an identity by which one not only pays respect for one’s own position

(and/or tradition) and its truth claims, but, at the same time, actively recognises

other religious positions (and/or traditions) and the truth claims these make. Even

more: it is precisely the dialogue between one’s own position and the other posi-

tions that can trigger the development of a more reflexive identity. Therefore, such

education certainly is an important task – but it also must be clear that merely over-

coming religious illiteracy is not sufficient to remedy religious indifference.

What does this mean for the role of the RE teacher? In line with what was just

said, the teacher should not only present Christian contents and practices (the exteri-

ority of Christian faith) to pupils, but, at the same time, a personal witness (thus

giving a sense of the interiority of Christian faith). Of course, this can only occur

in an open and dialogical manner, with respect for the teacher’s own religious posi-

tion, as well as the pupils’. The goal then is to introduce the Christian faith in its

breadth and depth, in such a way that it takes seriously the pupils’ religious quest

in all its diversity, and spurs pupils on to make responsible choices, challenged to

this end by the Christian offer of meaning.

Let us now deal with the various points of critique with which this paragraph

began, in reverse order.

(2b) As was already the case with the RE curriculum preceding the 1999 one

(Leerplan godsdienst. Vijfde en zesde jaar 1985), an overall catechetical approach

is no longer appropriate to conceive of religious education in a context of detradi-

tionalisation and pluralisation (Bulckens 1987). Nevertheless, since the curriculum

takes individualisation and pluralisation seriously, religious education will – better

than before –appeal especially to Christian pupils and to those who are open to the

Christian offering of meaning. Since RE is no longer taking for granted that all

pupils are already Christians, it also challenges the Christians among them to reflect

upon their own religious positions. It is precisely in examining the Christian faith

in relation to other religions and world views that Christian pupils may learn to

experience and to think their faith. As a matter of fact: they should also learn what

the other’s truth claim does with their own truth claim, without falling into relativ-

ism or neo-traditionalism.

At the same time, one should warn against too exaggerated expectations regard-

ing religious education, at a time when the other initiating milieus (such as the fam-

ily and the parish) apparently have lost their efficiency. Just as in many other cases

(for example etiquette, literature, historical consciousness, physical condition), edu-

cation at school cannot solve all issues which are seemingly no longer sufficiently

covered by the other pedagogical milieus.

(2a) The critique that religious education does not provide enough cultural

knowledge about Christianity is of another kind. In our commentary on the analysis

of the current cultural context, we already stressed the fact that detraditionalisation

is more recognizable today than it was 10 years ago. This counts not only for the

transfer of Christian tradition but also for a lot of other cultural information. It is

no surprise, for example, that in other domains of knowledge (such as history, liter-

ature and national identity) people also are looking for a kind of canon of cultural

knowledge, with which pupils should familiarise themselves in school. This alone

already shows that also in these areas the canons of the past have lost their unques-

tioned self-evident status. Moreover, as I mentioned already, especially with regard
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to the Christian faith, all other initiating milieus have eroded: much cultural knowl-

edge was previously handed down through religious initiation in the family, partici-

pation in parish life, catechesis at first communion and confirmation, etc. It is

therefore certainly legitimate to ask that greater attention be given to this cognitive

cultural dimension of religious education. Whoever wishes to function in Western

European society and to participate in its cultural life needs to know something

about the history, the sources and stories, the contents and practices of the Christian

faith. To this socio-cultural concern an ecclesial one can be added: all too often

clichés circulate about the Christian faith and the Church, which deserve to be dri-

ven out via more adequate knowledge.

Because it appears to happen nowhere else, it is therefore advisable that pupils,

regardless their religious affiliation, learn at school, e.g., that Easter is the Christian

celebration of the resurrection of Jesus, who the Good Samaritan is, that confession

is one of the seven sacraments, and that the Church is not (always) the reactionary

other-worldly monolith that the media makes of it. However, we should not be mis-

taken. When such knowledge remains superficial (and bears not the least existential

meaning), it often continues to be situated on the level of ‘trivia’ that do not sink

in. Just as pupils ‘forget’ after the geography class that Vilnius is the capital of

Lithuania, and which European capitals the Danube passes on its way to the Black

Sea, so pupils can also ‘forget’ religious knowledge that is hardly integrated into

their lives. Of course whoever has ever visited Vilnius on a school trip, or made a

geography class presentation about the course of the Danube is less likely to forget.

In this respect, a religious didactic that presents the Christian faith starting from

diversity and difference, while paying attention to both the exteriority and interiority

of Christian faith, possibly offers better opportunities for allowing the contents and

practices of the Christian faith to evolve from superficial knowledge (trivia) to deep

knowledge (Saines 2009).

(1) A critique that was already formulated earlier with respect to the 1999 RE

curriculum was that identity was presented too often as a free, individual choice –

as if one simply would be able to construct one’s identity without any external

influences at one’s own discretion. By introducing the many religions side by side,

it is argued, young people are brought to the point of putting their own identities

together from the diverse traditions. Such copy/paste attitude then would prevent

them from really growing into the Christian tradition. A further point of critique

concerned the question how one can enter into conversation with other religions if

one has yet to obtain an identity for oneself. Such a procedure must lead to relativ-

ism and indifference. Only a serious introduction to the Christian tradition can rem-

edy this, it is then said (De Dijn 2004). Although this critique also deserves to be

criticized, nevertheless it indicates the ambitious character of the 1999 RE curricu-

lum in our current context: bringing detraditionalised, individualised and pluralised

classes of pupils into dialogue with the Christian faith in order to cultivate the com-

ing to a more reflexive identity.

When then criticizing this critique it should be observed that it passes over the

difference between the description (‘-isations’) of the processes changing the con-

text and the various ways of dealing with these changes (‘-isms’). It is not because

the curriculum takes seriously the processes of detraditionalisation, individualisation

and pluralisation which influence religious identity formation today, that it adds

respectively to the loss of tradition (religious illiteracy) and nihilism, to individual-

ism and subjectivism, and to relativism and indifference. One should keep in mind
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that each identity formation today is in one way or another in relation to plurality,

otherness and difference, and that the nature of this relation is determinative for the

manner in which identity takes form. The mentioned ‘isms’ do this by allowing

one’s own identity and truth claim to merge into plurality and (in)difference. Other

‘isms,’ such as neo-traditionalism, nationalism and fundamentalism, seek to protect

one’s own truth claim by precisely doing the opposite: they close themselves off

from the contextual challenges, and turn away from plurality and difference,

because these are perceived to lead precisely to nihilism, subjectivism and

relativism.

That said, although pupils are not religious blank slates, as they enter class, the

curriculum’s challenge is precisely to avoid contributing to religious illiteracy, sub-

jectivism and relativism, while educating pupils towards religious maturity and the

ability to enter in interreligious communication. To the extent that this critique and

the solution it suggests form a mirror image with the active-pluralist alternative, the

answer given there is also applicable here: pupils do not come to a reflective iden-

tity purely through transferring knowledge, but by being concretely challenged in

their religious convictions, whether these are Christian or not.

In short: due to the progressive realisation of the processes of detraditionalisa-

tion and pluralisation, there is certainly something to be said for the idea that the

cognitive dimension of the Christian faith should receive more attention in RE clas-

ses. However, this does not imply that we need to return again to catechesis. Such

does also not follow from the critique that the 1999 RE curriculum would educate

pupils towards individualism and relativism. It however does take into account that

the other channels of transferring Christian knowledge – the family, the parish, and

also the media and socio-cultural environment – contribute less and less to the

transfer of Christian knowledge. Certainly in a school context, and with pupils from

various religious backgrounds, Christian RE has the important task of informing

them adequately, however always with a view to educating towards a more reflexive

religious identity, whether this is Christian or not.

What about implementation? And preconditions?

Of course, the curriculum’s ambitious objectives are not reached in daily practice

simply because this is the curriculum’s goal. At least three preconditions should be

fulfilled for a good implementation. I close this contribution with a short reference

hereto.

(1) The first precondition concerns well-trained and motivated RE teachers. We

already mentioned that the person of the teacher is an important factor in the

eventual success of RE as intended by the curriculum. The teacher’s three-

fold role (as expert in religious knowledge, as witness to the Christian tradi-

tion, and as moderator of the interreligious conversation) requires much

motivation, expertise and skill. A good initial education and the continuing

training of the RE teacher remains, therefore, a necessity.

(2) Especially in case of confessional schools a second precondition is that the

school itself comes to terms with its own confessional identity. The new style

of religious education can only succeed if the school also reflects upon its

own identity profile in relation to the increased detraditionalisation and plu-

ralisation of its staff and audience. The confessional identity of the school
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then is no longer based on a too-easily assumed overall Christian consensus

to which everyone supposedly is committed (a kind of project of Christian

values). On the contrary: because of the consciousness of plurality and differ-

ence, also the school seeks from the dialogue with other religions and world

views to present the contribution of Christians to the formation of identity,

society and culture. At the same time, Christians so-doing are becoming

themselves more aware of the fact that the Christian faith is no longer simply

culturally conveyed, but that it demands a specific, individualised engage-

ment (which from the perspective of Christian spirituality may be interpreted

as a personal response to a prior calling by the God of Jesus Christ). A con-

fessional school then conceives of its confessional identity as delivering a

service of Christians – and their organizing ecclesial community – to society,

even though they constitute no longer necessarily a majority within that

school (Boeve 2006).

(3) The last and possibly most important precondition is of course a credible

Christian faith, propagated by a credible Church. In a time when faith and

religious community appear to be in retreat, where classical structures and

patterns of behaviour come under pressure, the risk always exists that Chris-

tians and their communities will withdraw within themselves. Identity is then

profiled against diversity, and the challenge of the other’s truth is seen as

detrimental for one’s own truth. It would be too bad if the Church steps into

this trap, and cuts itself off from culture and society in order to protect its

‘treasure of faith’ – because it is precisely then, if there is no room self-cri-

tique and reform, thus for a more reflexive Christian faith, that this treasure

is in danger of being lost. In many countries of Western Europe, the

Church’s credibility and trust is challenged precisely upon this point by the

paedophilia scandal. This has set loose a deluge of reactions, not only in

public opinion, but also and especially among many believers who are ques-

tioning their church commitment. Their shaken trust will not be immediately

repaired: a church that is called to stand up for the little ones, the ‘least of

these,’ cannot mistreat precisely the powerless and victims without paying a

considerable loss of credibility and relevance.

Conclusion

Current religious education is challenged in two directions: on the one hand it cares

for the future of the Christian tradition, and on the other hand it wants to live up to

a context that steadily recedes from the Christian culture and that pluralises reli-

giously. It is within this tension that the 1999 RE curriculum has entered. The

actual manner in which the curriculum mediates this tension must be critically

investigated, time and again, and where necessary adjusted. Accents can hereby

shift, and, as said, today this may include more attention for the cognitive presenta-

tion of Christian faith. However, care for the identity of RE classes, on the one

hand, and for the pluralised class situation, on the other, need not be played off

against each other, but rather offer unique opportunities for an informative and

authentic religious education today. Finally, this presupposes well-trained teachers,

and a school and Church that helps to support the credibility of this ambitious pro-

gramme.
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Note

The present contribution is a considerably modified version of a lecture which I gave at the

occasion of the 10th anniversary of implementation of the 1999 RE curriculum in Flanders

(Boeve 2012). Translation by Philip Davis.
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