Religious education: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

A number of questions emerged in Interfaith Grand River’s March 2009 discussion of religious education: Are we trying to indoctrinate children, pass on a tradition or teach children to think for themselves? Should religious education take place in religious institutions or in the home? Are we teaching the structure or the spirit of our religion?
Two readings helped frame these questions. One, by William Ellery Channing, suggested that “the great end in religious instruction is not to stamp our minds upon the young, but to stir up their own.” Antoine de Saint-Exupéry presented a different emphasis: “We live, not by things, but by the meanings of things. It is needful to transmit the passwords from generation to generation.”

Sikh, Muslim and Jewish participants all noted ways in which their traditions “transmit the passwords.” In particular, all three of those traditions emphasize instruction in language — Punjabi, Arabic and Hebrew — so that young people can understand prayers and sacred texts. A Lutheran speaker, while admitting to being unilingual, nevertheless found that that the emphasis on language resonated with him: “The importance of identity can’t be underestimated. As a Lutheran and a Christian, I see that part of my identity as a language.”
Several participants noted that formal instruction is only part of the story. “Faith is not taught, it’s caught,” said another Lutheran participant. For a Roman Catholic, “The teacher is the lesson.” And a Unitarian suggested that “the method is the message.”

After several generations of seeing the church as the primary place where religious education took place, Lutherans are now placing greater emphasis on the family. They have identified four keys: caring conversation, family devotions, family service and family rituals and traditions.

A Hindu participant noted that India is supposed to be the country of religion, yet millions of people died violently when the country was partitioned in 1947. He emphasized the importance of teaching human identity before smaller identities.
Others referred to both the necessity and the difficulty of passing on the spiritual essence of the faith. “The structure dies, but the spirit lives on,” said a Sikh participant. For a Muslim participant, while one of the basic tasks of parents is to teach children how to pray, “the spiritual part can never be taught.”
She also noted that “there are many families where children have become teachers of their parents.” A Roman Catholic participant also noted that the relationship between teaching children and teaching adults is not always straightforward: “Jesus taught the adults and blessed the children. Children have to be present.”
