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INTRODUCTION

I. The IRENE Project

The IRENE Project research is part of the two-year program IRENE Innovative
Religious Education Network: educating to the religious diversity, Network for the
Renewal of Religious Education: Teaching Religious Diversity, which is part of
Erasmus+, funded by the European Commission and includes scientists from Romania,
Bulgaria, Italy, Greece, Estonia, and Finland.

The IRENE program analyzes how religious education and religious literacy,
and in particular, education in diversity and religious pluralism, are implemented and
cultivated in the participating Member States. In addition, it proposes teaching methods
and teaching materials as well as a common training program to help all those who deal
with religious diversity.

In particular, the program has the following objectives:

* To improve the teaching methods of religion teachers, professional
theologians and pastors who deal with diversity and multiculturalism.

» To facilitate the exchange of experiences, knowledge, and innovative methods
around religious education.

* To increase the digital, social, and learning skills as well as the cognitive
competence of the participants regarding multiculturalism.

» To promote interfaith practices dealing with religious diversity and social
exclusion at the local level.

* To train teachers/professionals of religious education in order to take a more
active role in society.

* To create a sustainable network of expanded collaborations with strategic
goals between the members of the Program.

All the above is part of a wider EU educational policy, they are based on a strong
legal framework, and they promote the European way of life. Many global and
European organizations recognize the need to enhance knowledge about religions and
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beliefs and focus on educating young people. Young people can contribute to the fight
against intolerance and discrimination if they are trained on a theoretical and practical
level and in subjects related to basic human rights. At the same time, the development
of national educational policies and strategies should include measures to promote a
better understanding of different cultures, ethnicities, religions, or beliefs (see Decision
No. 13/06 on combining intolerance and discrimination and promoting mutual respect
and understanding).

The source of inspiration for the European Union is its “religious and humanist
inheritance, from which have developed the universal values of the inviolable and
inalienable rights of the human person, freedom, democracy, equality and the rule of
law” (see Preamble to the Treaty on European Union).

It is well known that the Treaty of Lisbon (2007) launched the dialogue between
the EU and the Churches, religious communities, and beliefs. Article 10 of the Treaty
on the Functioning of the European Union states that the aim of the Union is to combat
all forms of discrimination based on "sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief,
disability, age or sexual orientation". In addition, article 17 declares that “the Union
respects and does not prejudice the status of Member States under national law of
churches and religious associations or communities, philosophical and non-
confessional organizations” and “recognizing their identity and their specific
contribution, the Union shall maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue with

299

these churches and organizations’”.

Il. E-book Description

The e-book contains thirteen articles (2 per each partner and 3 from Estonia)
and will be used as a training guide. It is developed both in English and in the partners’
languages. One of the two articles, presented by the partners, covers topics such as:
religious diversity and multiculturalism, cross-cultural communication, inter-religious
dialogue, religious identity in the context of the united Europe, methods in teaching
religion, “public theology”, etc. The other article is generally based on the outcomes
from a previous comparative study (101)*, implemented at a local level, and describes
mainly the best practices and teaching methods used at a national level.

! The comparative study covered existing denominations/religions and educational establishments
engaged with religious education in the partners cities/communities and analyzed their practices in the
field of cross-cultural communication and methods of teaching, along with their existing competence
such as leadership, social, digital, pedagogical, historical, cultural, theological. Based on the collected
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Some of the articles are dedicated to the concept of the so-called “public
theology”, that is related to the social dimension of the Christian faith. It is an
innovative element and one of the most useful and interest themes of the theological
reflection in recent decades. The need was felt to articulate doctrines and principles of
faith so that they could respond to social issues, political life, and the reality of the
today’s world. “Public theology” is a specific proposal that moves exactly on this
direction. The term refers to the work of some theologians who are also attentive to
social and political life. The idea of a “public theology” expresses the desire to be able
to direct theological reflection on socio-political life for the plural society, without
limiting it to the members of the Christian community. Behind this wording lies a deep
intuition, an interesting and original line of reflection for the society and the culture in
which we live today. At the same time, the range of possible approaches justifies the
variety of uses of the "public theology" label and proves that the expression is not
unique. For this reason, the European added value is of great importance when
comparing both in theory and in practice the different ways of understanding “public
theology” in different countries and societies. Another innovative element is the idea
of the religious identity, as being/or not a constructive element of the EU identity.
Practical examples are also offered in this context.

The target groups of this e-book are professionals in theology, teachers of
Religion, students in cultural studies, theology etc., pastoral workers, clergy, active
members of religious communities, parishes, congregations, and all those interested in
handling multicultural challenges in their everyday work.

information, a narrative report was developed, providing information about the teaching methods,
knowledge, and practices of the target groups, involved in the research, also comparing the dynamics of
the learning processes of the countries, involved in the project and summarizing the collected data by the
researchers’ teaching methods and competences of the respondents. Thus, the study has provided better
knowledge of what methods are currently used at the local level by the target groups in order to deal with
religious diversity and to conduct cross-cultural communication and education, what are the existing
competences, and the training needs of the respondents and what innovative teaching methods are used
by the target groups, to teach religion at the local level. The collected data was compared and summarized
in a narrative report that will be used as a foundation to elaborate the pilot training course and the training
materials for the e-platform. The comparative study analyzed both the state of the religious education
and the teaching methods used by educators and teachers of religion in the countries, involved in the
project, along with the training needs of the respondents in the field of inter-religious and intercultural
adult education.
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I11. Aims

This e-book aims to broaden the access to new ideas and concepts, related to
the way that the above-mentioned target groups respond to social issues in the present
days. It is an attempt to propose educational pathways to those who face
multiculturalism in their everyday work and who play a central role in cross-cultural
communication and inter-religious dialogue, in building social stability on local level.
These new forms of non-formal education are for the first time presented to the target
groups in such a collective way, aiming to assist their professional development. This
approach aims to assist them in increasing their knowledge and to turn them into strong
leaders in their everyday work, enhancing their multicultural skills to better cope with
people with different ethnic, cultural, and religious background. This way they will
develop their social competences, multicultural and leadership skills, and will serve as
a tool to train the trainers, to foster cross-cultural communication and create conditions
for improved social dialogue, encourage tolerance and respect for human rights.

This e-book will be largely disseminated through the University networks of the
partners involved in the project, including bachelor and master's programs, academic
networks, etc. It will be published on the e-platform and on the partners' websites and
will be presented during international courses, seminars, and conferences as well as, to
all those dealing with religious diversity, and facing multicultural and inter-religious
challenges, the Catholic, Orthodox, and Lutheran churches, and other religious
communities.

IV. Book Contents

As we have already noticed, every country-partner of the IRENE Project
contributes to this e-book with two articles and Estonia with three. The contents of the
book are as follows (we mention the name and academic title of the author, the title of
the article and its main purpose):

1. Bulgaria
1.1.
Author: Diana Petrova Tyurkedzhieva, PhD Candidate

European Studies Department, Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”.

IRENE Innovative Religious Education
NEtwork: educating to the religious diversity

\NUA VAg, p— 1L Sig,
5 QD Y © Yo
® S >
! J - 1 1
E q CESTUEVANGERLM AUTERLIAY KL
’ . | USUTEADUSE INSTITUUT
. Ve -
N . APISTOTEAEIO
N 2 E AL ol ke UNIVERSITY OF
? Pentry oo\ ® — OEZTANONIKHE




With the support of the R
Erasmus+ Programme .

of the Exifopean Urioh s IRENE Innovative Religious Education

NEtwork: educating to the religious diversity

KA2 - Agreement Number: 2020-1-RO01-KA204-080071 The European Commission's support for the
production of this document does not constitute an endorsement of the contents, which reflect the views
only of the authors, and the EC cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information
contained therein.

Title: “Religious Education for Equity, Tolerance, Dialogue and European ldentity
Formation”.

Aim: The article presents the religious map of Bulgaria, referring to the ruling Orthodox
Church as a key and primary component of the national identity of most citizens. In
addition, it examines how local situations differ in reflection from the perspectives of
different research approaches and analyses equality education as a method of
transforming religious values, condition that builds tolerance and mutual
understanding.

1.2.
Author: Andrian Aleksandrov, Faculty of Theology, Sofia University

Title: “Learning from Diversity and Education in Pluralism: Challenges and
Perspectives”.

Aim: The article explains why values such as tolerance, understanding of rights to
freedom of expression and belief and education in dialogue are particularly important
aspects of religious education in Bulgaria, where for two decades there has been a
weakening of the local identity, a fact that encourages the coexistence of various new
religions and ethnicities. It recognizes the importance of understanding and respecting
local and global cultural diversity as a relatively new approach to local teaching
traditions in Bulgaria, and finally it systematically presents the pedagogical outcomes
and educational needs for the teaching of diversity and of pluralism.

2. Estonia

2.1. Author: PhD Liina Kilemit, The Institute of Theology of the Estonian Evangelical
Lutheran Church

Title: “Religious diversity and multiculturalism in Estonia”.

Aim: The article gives a brief overview the religious and cultural diversity in Estonia.
It describes the distribution of the Estonian population between different ethnic and
religious groups and examines how attitudes towards religion differ between the major
ethnic groups in the country's population. Despite the relatively high degree of ethnic
and religious diversity in Estonian society, relations between religious organizations
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can be considered peaceful and rather cooperative. That is why the example of Estonia
is of great interest to other European countries as well.

2.2.
Author: Triin Képp, PhD
Title: «Christian Schools in Estonia»

Aim: This article consists of three parts: first, a description of Estonian society from
the perspective of a value paradigm; second, an overview of Christian schools and their
role in Estonia and third, an explanation of the concept of spiritual education, which is
used as a synonym to ‘Christian values education’ in the Estonian context.

2.3.
Author: Silja Hirm
Title: «Religious Education in Estonian General Education Schools»

Abstract: This article discusses religious education in general education schools,
financed by Estonian municipalities and the central government. It presents a brief
overview of its development in the past 30 years, the national subject syllabi, and
problems associated with religiously unbiased teaching. The discussion also covers
potential prospects of religious education in Estonia.

3.Finland
3.1. Author: Ismo Pellikka, Timo Tossvainen, Antti Juvonen

University of Eastern Finland, Department of Applied Educational Science and Teacher
Education

Title: “The Significance of Religious Education in Finnish Upper and Lower Secondary
Schools”.

Aim: The article examines the differences between girls and boys in Finland, in their
liking, interest in and perception of the importance and usefulness of studying religion.
The study is part of a large international multi-disciplinary research project on
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motivation. The data was collected using an internet-based questionnaire based on
Eccles and Wigfield's expectancy-value theory. According to the results of the study,
religion is somewhat more important for girls than for boys. Girls' perception of their
goodness as students of religion also varies more between grades than between them
and boys. The size of the effect of the observed differences ranged from small to
medium.

3.2.

Author: Risto Aikonen, School of Applied Education Science and Teacher Education
University of Eastern Finland, Joensuu Campus

Title: “Teaching of Minorities' Own Religion — an Orthodox Perspective”.

Aim: The article briefly analyses the current religions in Finland, which mainly form
the basis of religious education in the school environment, and the legal basis for the
teaching of different religions and beliefs in schools and educational contexts in
general, and its implementation to the county. It also examines the development of
religious education curricula within the Finnish school system, in particular how the
curriculum of the Orthodox religion has changed along with other curriculum
developments. Also, the paper focuses on introducing the implementation of religious
education in Finland and on some results on the opinions of parents, guardians, and
teachers on the current religious education curriculum. Recent research findings on the
Finnish model of religious education are presented to demonstrate the importance of
minority religions' own religious education.

4. Greece
4.1. Author: Dr. Athanasios Stogiannidis, Faculty of Theology AUTh

Title: “Religious diversity as political, educational, and theological condition. Orthodox
Religious Education in Dialogue with Dietrich Benner’s Allgemeine Pddagogik™.

Aim: The article focuses on the importance of dialogue with religious diversity as a
component of both the public space and the pedagogical process that takes place within
the framework of Religious Education. It analyzes the concept of public space as a
mode of existence constituted by the encounter of heterogeneities. Furthermore, the
article tries to relate the basic aim of Religious Course to the contemporary challenge
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for participation in the public function of religion. Finally, it approaches the concept of
religious diversity from the perspective of Orthodox theological thought and life.

4.2.

Author: C. N. Tsironis, Faculty of Theology, AUTh

Title: “Religious diversity and cultural pluralism in Greece: Mapping of the situation
and educational prospects”.

Aim: The article presents and studies the religious diversity and cultural pluralism in
Greece, deepening on the outcomes and conclusions of the comparative study (101), of
the IRENE project. The Church of Greece (The Greek Orthodox Church) is the
established/majority church in Greece while older and newer religious communities
live in the country along with an unspecified number of people that don't have any
affiliation to a religious community. The Greek state ensures access to education for all
children regardless of their ethnic origin, or their cultural and religious affiliation. The
article focuses on the mapping of the cultural and religious diversity in the Greek
education and on the relevant challenges in a modern, democratic, and inclusive school.

5. Italy

5.1. Author: Brunetto Salvarani, Facolta Teologica dell'Emilia Romagna

Title: “Educating for Inter-Faith Dialogue”.

Aim: The article explains how education can play a key role in the current process of
multiculturalism in Western society. Studying specific texts of the Latin Church from
the first centuries until today, it proposes four possible models of dialogue: the dialogue
of daily life, the dialogue of deeds / works, the dialogue of religious exchanges and the
dialogue of spirituality and the sacraments. From these models derive specific
methodological principles for a fruitful education in interfaith dialogue, such as no
renunciation of the self-identity; the maturation of a new attitude towards other
religions; teamwork in a specific field, so as to deal with problems and unfair
discrimination, as part of the plan for a global ethic.

5.2.

Author: Enzo Pace, Department of Political Science, Law and International Studies,
University of Padua
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Title: “Religious Diversity and Pluralism in Italy”.

Aim: The article analyzes the concept of hyper-diversity, which proves to be a useful tool
for better understanding of what is happening in the secularized Europe. It also explains
the difference between diversity and pluralism, since where there is diversity, there is not
necessarily positive political action. In addition, it raises the key question of how the
diversity of religious differences is governed, to conclude that, in contrast to the national
policies of each European country, the policies of active religious pluralism work more
effectively locally / globally, in large and medium-sized cities of Europe.

6. Romania

6.1.

Author: Prof. Célina Gelu, Departure of Theology, University of Craiova

Title: “Some considerations about public theology. Origins, trends, and basic ideas”.

Aim: The article refers to and analyzes the meaning and usefulness of public theology
in the context of modern multicultural society. The roots of public theology can be
traced back to St. Augustine, who paved the way for an open debate on the Christian
theology of public life, while different versions of public theology were developed by
the leaders of the Reformation. The article focuses mainly on contemporary expressions
and demands of public theology, such as the moral reconstruction of modern society,
social justice, the defense and promotion of human freedom, solidarity, social
reconciliation. The role of public theology in understanding and addressing the
problems that arise in the context of globalization is special.

6.2.
Author: Prof. Calina Gelu, Departure of Theology, University of Craiova
Title: “Brief considerations on methods and techniques of teaching religion™.

Aim: As stated in the title, the article proposes methods and techniques of teaching
religion. These techniques and methodological tools are mainly based on the
educational needs and on the social and cultural conditions of Romania. However, they
can also be useful in other European learning environments, such as building
collaborative relationships, experiential learning, the use of new technologies, the
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development of digital skills, the virtual learning platform. In addition, the article
emphasizes the importance of interdisciplinarity and the variety of methods of
researching religion.
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Religious Education for Equity, Tolerance, Dialogue and European
Identity Formation

Diana Petrova Tyurkedzhieva

PhD Candidate

European Studies Department

Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”
Bulgaria

Abstract: Despite Bulgaria’s religious diversity, most of the Bulgarians associate their
religious identity primary with their national, ethnic, and cultural affiliation. Orthodoxy
is viewed as a key and yet first component of national identity by the vast majority of
those who identify as Orthodox Christians. After the fall of the totalitarian regime,
Bulgaria underwent reforms by enacting new inclusive policies, instituting religious
education in public schools, and transforming the country's religious and cultural
landscape toward diversity — yet not highly pluralistic in European and global terms.
Religious education is of great importance for secular education, given its relationship
with the social environment, religious tolerance, recognition of the rights and freedoms,
and respect for the religious identity of every citizen. This article examines how local
religious situation vary from the perspectives of several different research approaches
and emphasises on the role the religious education could play for building tolerance,
mutual understanding, and a greater European identity.

Keywords: Religion; Religious Education; Tolerance; Religious Identity;
European Identity; National Identity; Pluralism.

Introduction

The political direction for Bulgaria has been firmly defined after 1989 when
economic and political reforms in the former communist countries began, and the policy
reorientation towards a pluralistic democracy and market economy has gained
widespread support. In 1995 Bulgaria began the process of EU integration through elite-
driven application in 1995. It was then postponed until 1997 due to the requirement for
the country to develop transitional policies. In 2000s the country undertook a slew of
reforms to prepare for EU membership, including the consolidation of democratic
systems, the establishment of the rule of law, the recognition of human rights, the
commitment to personal freedom of expression, and the development of a functioning
free-market economy.
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Some of the major steps Bulgaria has taken after the fall of the communist
regime on its path towards the democracy was to adopt its new Constitution in 1991, to
ratify both the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms in 1992, and the Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities in 1999.

Bulgaria joined the European Union during the fifth phase of its enlargement on
1% of January 2007. Years later it took over the Presidency of the Council of the
European Union (2018) driven by the motto: “Unity Makes Strength”. During the
Presidency the country's priorities were focused on regional stability, security, EU
integration, the future of Europe and young people, and the digital economy.

Religious landscape in Bulgaria

Bulgaria's traditional religion is Orthodox Christianity. More than 71% of the
population or 4 219 270 people identify as Christians, according to the most recent
census data from 2021. With 638 708 adherents, the Muslim community — primarily
comprised of Bulgarian Turks — is the second-largest religious minority in Bulgaria.
The number of Jews according to the census is 1,736. The share of the population that
belongs to other denominations is 6,451, while 1,036,944 people do not belong to any
denomination, could not identify or were unwilling to answer. Information on 616 681
persons is missing from the registers used in the census.! The question on belonging to
different denominations does not appear in the 2021 national census.? The answer to
this question can be derived mainly from the data of the census conducted in 2011,
according to which the number of people belonging to different Christian/Muslim
denominations is as follows: Eastern Orthodox population — 4,374,135 people;
Protestants — 64,476 people, Catholics — 48,945 people, Muslims-Sunni — 546,004
people, Muslims-Shia — 27,407 people, Armenians Apostolic — 1,715 people®.

The number of officially registered religious institutions in Bulgaria as of June
2022 is 210, according to the data available at the Directorate of Religious Affairs®.
Due to the lack of national statistics beyond the official data obtained by 2011 census,
it is difficult to determine the exact number of the members of the different religious
denominations in Bulgaria at present, although we can draw on from the existing data

! Hacenenue no BepousNoBejaHue, CTATMCTMYECKH padomn W obmactu keM  7.09.2021. HCH, 2022.
https://www.nsi.bg/bg [accessed on 21.01.2023].

2 After the fall of communism, a new way of collecting data related to the religious affiliation of believers was
introduced. This way of surveying was deliberately abolished in the previous censuses during the communist regime.
3 See more at: https://www.nsi.bg/Census/StrReligion.htm [accessed on 21.01.2023].

4 I[I/IpeKLII/Iﬂ 110 BCPOU3INOBCAAHUATA KbM MI/IHI/ICTepCKI/I CBBCT. Bmx IIOBEYC Ha:
http://veroizpovedania.government.bg/docs [accessed on 21.01.2023].
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of other studies to partially answer the question of the real religious picture in Bulgaria.
For example, according to the European Values Study conducted in 2017, on the
question "Which religious denomination do you belong to?"(Q13A) the distribution of
Bulgarian citizens who declare belonging to Orthodoxy is 79.5% (902 out of 1560
respondents), Catholics are 1.3% (15 out of 1560 respondents), Muslims 18.3% (207
out of 1560 respondents)®. According to the data received by a survey conducted by the
Pew Research Centre on religious attitude in Central and Eastern Europe in 2017, a
large majority of Bulgarians self-identify as Orthodox Christians (75%), with
respondents stating that being Orthodox is an important part of the Bulgarian identity.
The lack of pre-1991 surveys also make it difficult to determine the extent to which the
population's religious affiliation has grown since that period. Data from the same survey
shows that the percentage of Muslims is higher than that of Christians in terms of the
importance of religion in their lives?. The analysis of a representative survey conducted
by the Alpha Research Agency shows 89.1% of the participants self-identified as
Orthodox Christians and 10.9% as "I am not a believer or atheist" (out of 1,033
interviews conducted for the purpose of the survey)2.

Officially recognized religions in the country are entitled to public support in
the form of minimal subsidy allocations from the state budget, which annual amounts
are discussed by relevant parliamentary committees and then approved and voted on as
part of the state budget.

Religious Education in Bulgaria — Brief Overview

The issue of religious education was treated in a radical way throughout the
communist era. During this time the education was “science-based” and was interpreted
as atheistic and anti-religious. The fall of communist regime in 1989 gave rise to a
process of radical transformation in all spheres of social life. The Bulgarian Orthodox
Church (BOC) was confronted with the challenge of its new social role and how to
carry out its mission in the face of expanding globalisation and political, social, cultural,
and religious plurality in this new setting. The political changes fuelled hopes among
some Bulgarians that religious education will be reintroduced in school. During this
time the concept of religious education became subject of intense debate in academic
and political circles. Initially, this resulted in a bipolar division in opinions on religious
education: on the one hand, there was a radical rejection of the need for religious
education in public schools; on the other hand, there was an extreme affirmation on the

! Europan Value Study. Fifth wave, 2017-2018. https://europeanvaluesstudybg.wordpress.com/ [accessed on
21.01.2023].
2 pew Research Centre. Religious landscape and Central and Eastern Europe, 2017.

8 MHO3UHCTBO H MaJIIIMHCTBA. Harnacu xpM Pa3JIMIHUTE. I[OKJIa,I[ — aHaJIM3 OT HAIIMOHAJIHO IPEACTABUTCIHO
npoyusane, Aja Pucopy, 2019-2020. https://alpharesearch.bg/ [accessed on 23.01.2023].
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importance of the religious teaching. The concern was about how the religious content
could be integrated in the learning process, whether as part of the curriculum or as an
extracurricular activity, without violating the fundamental rights of individuals who do
not wish to study it.

The religious education was initially not introduced due to the school's secular
status. The situation steadily improved after 1996. Religious education was offered in
schools for the first time as an elective subject called "Religion” by Minister of
Education Order No 06-000-159/28.08.1997. The subject has been taught by
theologians in numerous schools around the country since the 1997-1998 academic
year.! In 2003 Changes to the Public Education Act's Implementing Regulations were
made. "In secular schools, religion can be studied in classes organized for compulsory
and elective courses ““, according to a new paragraph (Para.3) introduced to Article 4 of
the Regulations? including a proposal by the Ministry of Education in 2003 for teaching
Religion-Christianity and Religion-Islam®.

The question of religious education later faded into the background,
occasionally being brought up for discussion at various committee meetings and in
parliament?, but with little impact. Despite the positive attitude and stances voiced by
both government and BOC, compulsory religious education remains only advisable
today.

For the first time in 2018 more detailed syllabuses (I-XI1 grades) for the subjects
»Religion (Christianity-Orthodoxy), ,,Religion (Islam) and ,,Religion* (non-
denominational education) were developed and introduced by the Ministry of
Education®. The new syllabuses are based on the principle of freedom of conscience,
which also implies the right of each person to choose the way he or she forms his or her
worldview and builds the moral foundations of his or her personality. Thus,
opportunities were created for students to learn about their own religion and to acquire
knowledge about the history and nature of world religions. The subject “Religion” in
all its three forms of teaching aims to build values and virtues as well as to impact on
the religious dialogue and mutual respect in a positive way. The subject is of great
importance for secular education, given its relationship with the social environment,

! Denev, 1., GroB, E., Eds. International Symposium on Religious Education in Bulgaria: Religious Education within
the Context of the Common European Home. Sofia, 2004, pp. 20-22.

2 [paBwinuk 3a mpwiaraHe Ha 3akoHa 3a HapojHata mpocseta https://www.lex.bg/laws/Idoc/-12809727
[accessed on 12.12.2021]

3 Mnctpykrms Ne 2 ot 23.06.2003 . 3a ipoBexIaHe HA 0OYIEHHETO M0 yuebeH MpeaMeT ,,Penurus” m3aaieHa ot
MHHHCTBpPa Ha 00pa30BaHMETO U HAYKATA.

4 See more at: http://parlament.obshtestvo.bg/sessions/203 [accessed on: 12.12.2021].

° 3anosen Ne PJI09-1474/24.07.2018 Ha MuHMcTHpa Ha oOpasoBaHMeTo M Haykara. https://web.mon.bg/bg/98
[accessed on: 21.01.2023].
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religious tolerance, recognition of the rights and freedoms of the individual, equality of
religions, and building respect for the religious identity of every citizen®.

According to data revealed by experts from the Ministry of Education, religious
education is taught in 147 schools across the country, with only 12,000 students
enrolled so far? out of a total of 565,000 students nationwide in the 2020/2021 school
year®. Despite the positive attitude and stances (expressed by both the government and
the BOC) this may also be due to the fact that the subject is still optional for the schools
— this phrase directly relates to the unpopularity and widespread disregard for religious
education, which has also resulted in high unemployment rates among theological
graduates. Regardless of the changes in the Church Statute* made by the Holy Synod
of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church in 2018 by introducing new cultural-educational
concepts and strategies, and other reforms following the fall of the communist regime,
various sociological surveys confirm the observation that “the religious culture of the
Bulgarian people is not yet high™.

Church-State Relations

Despite the separation of the Church and the State being ratified during the
transition from monarchical to republican governance in 1945, religious life in Bulgaria
during the communist regime was regulated by two government bodies — the
Committee for the Affairs of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church and Religious Cults at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Committee for Religious Cults and Religions at the
Council of Ministers, which were replaced (after 1989) by the Directorate of Religions
at the Council of Ministers.

The advance of Communism put an end to all autonomous religious
organizations' activities. The charitable work of religions was seen as a risk factor for
promoting foreign interests and influence, therefore all the assets, expertise and
responsibilities of the faiths were transferred to the new government and later shaped
the new social and atheistic ideology.

The fall of the socialist regime put the BOC in a difficult situation. Generations
of Bulgarians have gone without perceiving it as a living and functioning institution

1 See more at: Yue6uu nporpamu mo penurus. I-XII krac. Ipunoxerne Ne 1. https://web.mon.bg/bg/98 [accessed
on 21.01.2023].

2 Nurepsio ¢ Kocra Kocros, rmasen excrept B Jlupexuus ,,Chabpikanie Ha MPEIyIHIHIIHOTO U yIHIHIIHOTO
00pasoBaHHe B MUHHCTEPCTBO Ha 00pa3oBaHHETO M HayKara. See more at: https://bnr.bg/horizont/post/101303019
[accessed on 23.01.2023].

3 O6pasosanmeTo B Peny6muka bwarapus mpes yue6nara 2020/2021 r. TIpebpossane 2021. HCH. www.nsi.bg
[accessed on 21.01.2023].

4 Craryt Ha BIILI, https://bg-patriarshia.bg/statute [accessed on 21.01.2023].

®Jlonkosa, K. Bepousnosenanusta B Peny6muka buirapus npex npara Ha Esponeiickus cbro3, 2006.
https://www.svet.bg/BeponsnoBenanusra-B-onparapust/ [accessed on 12.12.2021].
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with a public purpose. Deprived from religious literacy! Bulgarian society did not feel
the need for religious education until recently. The aggressive atheism of the communist
ideology, in Karamelska's words, turned the Church into "a decorative institution with
no significant influence on the social behaviour of the citizens, while its functions were
reduced to the reproducing of an existential effortless 'household' or ‘folk’ Christianity?.
These are, in her view, the main reasons for the destabilization of the faith and for the
inadequacy of the ecclesiastical institution towards the new forms of publicity®. On the
other hand, the long-standing division between the State and the Church (which is
ultimately permissible in the Bulgarian Constitution) has significantly delayed the
reintegration of the spiritual dimension into the public life.

During the transition period BOC was heavy politicized, which further caused
divides among both believers and non-believers*. The new Bulgarian government
established a Board of Religious Affairs in 1991. The Board began reforming the
country’s religious institutions in the country. In 1992 it declared the election of
Bulgarian Patriarch Maxim as illegal since he was appointed in an uncanonical way by
the communist government. This caused a division among the bishops, resulting in the
formation of an Alternative synod®. The official Holy Synod of the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church declared the new Synod schismatic. In 1998 above-jurisdictional Pan-Orthodox
Church Council was held in Sofia to terminate the canonical precedent and to address
the spiritual consequences as depreciation of the Church's image, profanation of faith,
and asocialization. The Board initiated reforms of the country’s religious institutions.
Meanwhile the registered religions at that time exceeded 1008, as the law stipulated that
all religions must be administered by a state committee or directorate’. Many religious

1 CI/IMCOHOB&, I OrtnocHo }106p0TBOpCTBOTO B MMHAJIO BpEME U BB3MOXKHOTO MY BB3KPCCCHUC THEC.
https://liternet.bg/publish26/gatia-simeonova/sveta-marina.htm [accessed on 21.01.2023].

2 Kapamencka, T. [IpaBociaBHM LIEHHOCTH H COLMATHO yuacTue. B: ®otes, I'. EBpomeiicku IeHHOCTH B HEITHOTO
obarapcko obmectBo. Codust, 2018. https://europeanvaluesstudybg. files.wordpress.com/2018/01/172-196.pdf, c.
175 [accessed on 21.01.2023]

3 Ibid.

4 Aleksandrov, A. Religious education in Bulgaria: Past and Present. — In: R. Aikonen, A. V. Aleksandrov (Eds.).
Proceedings of Orthodox Christian Religious Education Association [OCREA]: Methods of teaching in religious
education: Learning by heart, or by experience? Sofia, 2015, pp. 86-96.

5By the time of the change of political power, and the regaining and redesigning of sacred spaces, an Alternative
Orthodox Synod had been registered to replace the canonically legitimate socialist one (so that the local church
would remain without hierarchs and synod), and as a result a Church network of about 200 parishes and monasteries
had functioned legally. Similar processes occurred at the time and later in other denominations, but due to archival
loss, they have yet to be sufficiently and independently investigated.

6 Tonkosa, XK. Ibid., 2006. https://dveri.bg/a9y4p [accessed on 12.06.2021]

! bepos, X. IbpkaBa 1 BepOU3IIOBEAHNS — HOPMATHBHA ype0a Ha PEIMIHsiTa ¥ PETUTHO3HUTE 0OLIHOCTH B
bearapus. Cogwus, 2009.
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groups originating from the same denomination or religion were able to register under
the new Religious Denomination Act, however the Alternative Synod and Old-
Calendar Zealot parishes remained unregistered®. This was due to the significant social-
cultural impact of the alternative church structures, which were widespread by the
middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century. Furthermore, following the
implementation of the Religious Denomination Act the Alternative Synod started to be
persecuted, and on the night of July 20-21, 2004 (known as the Bulgarian Crystal night),
priests of the Alternative Synod were forcibly evicted from approximately 250 churches
and other properties for which the Holy Synod claimed they were illegally occupying,
resulting in a legal case before the European Court of Human Rights in 2009, but
without significant social consequences.

BOC has also played an active role in preventing the ratification of the Istanbul
Convention, while calling for an end to local LGBT pride parades in recent years.
Furthermore, during the refugee crisis, BOC demonstrated its capacity by calling for a
halt to the entry of migrants as a threat to Bulgarian national identity and state
sovereignty. Nonetheless, these acts not only did not totally ruin BOC’s institutional
image as a glocal confessional unity, but on the contrary, they were largely supported
by the society, which defined its function as an important factor in a patriotic
perspective.

The positive image of the BOC, which was established as the saviour of the
Bulgarian people throughout the five-century Ottoman tyranny, could explain the above
phenomena?. Despite numerous challenges, the Bulgarian Orthodox Church continues
to enjoy traditionally a high level of public credibility®. The humility and patience
demonstrated in its commitment to all institutions of public benefit, without at the same
time compromising the nature of its core mission, orientation towards the faithful, and
in not accepting sources of funding incompatible with Orthodoxy, is the essential
underlying factor here.

Religious education in Bulgaria - education to equity and identity formation
During the Soviet period the religious education was excluded from the school
curriculum and the religion remained a private family matter. Nevertheless, individuals
of all ethnicities and religious backgrounds coexisted peacefully in Bulgaria, remaining
traditionally resistant to religious propaganda. This is why religious education in
Bulgaria is frequently viewed as identity formation rather than confessional practice,

1 Ibid.

2 Kalkandjieva, Daniela. Religion and Forced Displacement in Bulgaria, 2020. https://fpc.org.uk/religion-and-
forced-displacement-in-bulgaria/ [accessed on 23.10.2021].

% The Bulgarian Orthodox Church is the institution with the highest credentials rating among the population,
https://www.diakonia.bg/6bnrapckara-npaBociasHa-1ispkBa-e-urc/ [accessed on 23 August 2019]
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while the knowledge of the statistically dominating Eastern Orthodox Christian faith
is generally perceived by local populace as part of a nationalist and ethnic patriotic
upbringing, comparable to what youngsters were exposed to during previous times.

The transition processes defined the religious education as one of the most
important aspects of the restoration of religious rights as part of Bulgaria's preparation
for EU integration. The rise of multiculturalism not only provided the majority with
greater possibilities to exercise religious freedom, but it also empowered previously
marginalized culturally ethnic religious minorities. Nonetheless, as it has been already
mentioned in this article, religious education is not fully integrated in the civic
education, even though Bulgaria has been a member of the EU since 2007. One of the
reasons could be that it is often perceived only as an important tool for building
religious identity, and for balancing identities or avoiding competing/conflicting
identities. Furthermore, some researchers view the Orthodox Church primarily as a
social tool for populist purposes, pursuing individual social identity aspirations, while
what may be seen on the surface as communal expression are religious ceremonies
rather than genuine social influence and faith-based mission!. Regrettably, critical
insiders’ opinions aren’t always trusted to build positive image of the Church.

The call for the establishment of a democratic social order and deideologisation
of education, as well as to slightly overcome the memories of the repressive cultural
policy of the communist regime, resulted in the exclusion of some religious traditions
as a national cultural heritage. As a result of this and other circumstances, also a new
approach to religious education has been developed.

Nowadays, besides the religious education that is taught in public schools, many
Church parishes and monasteries organize activities for children and rarely for adults.
There are also two theological seminaries in the cities of Sofia and Plovdiv. Some
public schools include in their curricula extensive courses in spiritual and material
ecclesial heritage. Various kindergartens provide a variety of day-care activities for
children who are interested in religious education, while some parishes organize
kindergartens and day-care activities, while at the same time developing social projects
to integrate children with special needs and from minority backgrounds. Muslim
residential schools and an Islamic Institute have been also established.

Some faith communities and public Christian organizations have taken on the
responsibility to educate and nurture youth in traditional values and identity, also by
introducing how other denominations are generally understood and practiced in

! Kapamencka, ITpaBociaBHH LEHHOCTH M coLManHo yuactue. B: ®otes, I'. EBponeiicku 1IEHHOCTH B HEIIHOTO

Oparapcko obmectso. Codus, 2018, p. 195. https://europeanvaluesstudybg.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/172-

196.pdf [accessed on 21.01.2023].
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Bulgaria, and in a spirit of friendship and tolerance. Lifelong learning and international
mobilities also contribute to social-cultural transformation as well as to the recognition
and respect of the rights of religious groups. Minor religious communities also
demonstrate a strong desire for state-subsidised religious education in the confessional
sense.

There is no doubt that the contemporary education may be used as an effective
tool to combat prejudice, hate speech, alienation, exclusion, and marginalization, as
well as to enforce social unity and cohesion. We believe that this goal is completely
applicable to the new local pedagogical and andragogical approaches of pedagogy, as
well as for the development of children’s spirituality by enforcing social competences.
The BOC, as well as active members of other religious communities, could play an
important role in assisting the introduction of innovative religious education and
teaching practices in the Bulgarian universities, schools, kindergartens, community
centres, churches, monasteries, yet not fully applied at national level. Of course, we
must acknowledge the delay in respect to the establishment of several national policies
concerning religious education and the so called "Church quietness"?.

Educational policymaking cannot imply acculturation, disregard for the world's
positive achievements, or disproportionate Church's social commitment. Moreover, it
is possible to adapt the experience of Romania and Greece, as Balkan Orthodox EU
Member States, whose religious education can be viewed as quite effective in terms of
inclusive policies, social peace and cultural enrichment of European identity?. We also
assume that we cannot change the pattern of our lives or the quality of our politics until
we notice and value the others around us as collaborators and partners. As a result, there
is no better educational goal than the one set by UNESCO - that the states should
provide minimum standards of education and ensure the religious and moral training of
their children in accordance with their own beliefs®. In this regard, the teaching of the
Eastern Orthodox Christian Church offers a variety of options. Bulgarian Synodal
textbooks®, which were recently released (with state funding) are also favoured and
valuable sources that meet high standards and are used as alternative teaching materials
by some religious communities as well.

Moreover, we cannot change the pattern of our lives or the quality of our politics
until we start to notice and value others around us as collaborators and partners.

! Ibid., pp. 175-177.
2 Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief. https://www.osce.org/odihr/25454 [accessed on
21.10.2021].

3 See more at: https://www.coe.int/bg/web/compass/education [accessed on 21.01.2023].

4 https://bg-patriarshia.bg/ [accessed on 21.01.2023].
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We often overlook how little we know and comprehend each other's cultures
and heritages when it comes to religious education in churches and schools. Experts'
efforts to mitigate tensions over other cultures and to encourage European citizens to
see rich diversity of identities as one of the most important characteristics of unity,
which is primarily cultural, could help people forget stereotypes and ideas of
dominance, boundaries, ghettoization, polarization, and so on. In such a complex glocal
context, the Bulgarian practice is to consider the role of the Church in the religious
education, to adjust its methods to various situations and cases of diversity, and to
balance the recreation of its traditions (lifestyles, rites, customs, rituals, festivities,
charities, and liturgical practices) as a living heritage, based on the societal demands.

Nevertheless, nowadays it seems that our social environment is gradually
changing in a positive direction, and a local tolerance culture is emerging. This has been
already demonstrated not only by statistics, but also by the real-life experiences of
believers and ordinary people who have become less hostile to migrants, more neutral
to the entire LGBT spectrum of issues, or truly compassionate to those in need, despite
the church's inability to adapt to their needs.

Religious identity in the context of European identity

The most recent European Values Study (EVS) in Bulgaria (2017-2018) on the
religious affiliation shows a significant upward trend in the orientation towards religion.
22.1% of Orthodox respondents answered that religion is very important in their
personal life, 45.4% said it is quite important. 7.8% of Orthodox respondents answered
that religion is not important in their lives. Of the Muslim respondents, 39.5% said
religion is very important, 44.4% said it is somewhat important, and only 2.9% said
religion is not important . Among Catholics, religion is important for 60% of the
responders, 26.7% say it is somewhat important, and 6.7% say religion is not important
in their personal lives. 60% (5 of 1,560) of Protestants consider religion as very
important and 40% consider it somewhat important?,

Only 2.4% (37 of 1,539 respondents) attend religious services more than once a
week recently (Q15), 18.8% (150 of 1,539) once a month, and 70.5% (113 of 1,539) of
respondents once a year. The answers to the question "Regardless of whether or not
you attend religious services, would you describe yourself as a religious person?" are
encouraging — 65.4% of respondents (960 out of 1560) self-identified as religious, and
3.2% described themselves as convinced atheists® (convinced atheists are 4 %

! European Value Study. Fifth wave, 2017-2018. https://europeanvaluesstudybg.wordpress.com/ [accessed on
30.08.2021].

2 See more at: ®ores, I'. EBponeiickure uennoctu. Hoara koncrenarus. Cogus, 2019 .

8 European Value Study. Fifth wave, 2017-2018. https://europeanvaluesstudybg.wordpress.com/ [accessed on

30.08.2021].
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according to the data released by the fourth wave of the survey in 2008 and 5.6%
according to the same data from the third wave of the study in 1999%). This indicates a
positive trend in the attitudes and consciousness of Bulgarians towards abandoning the
atheism unprecedentedly imposed during the communist regime and deepening
religious affiliation regardless of religious denomination.

Another intriguing conclusion of some Bulgarian analysts is the different way
individual identities are being perceived. Ganeva assumes that social identities
(national, ethnical, and religious) are not equally important for Bulgaria's majority
population, minorities, and emigrants of various national origins®. Bulgarians' religious
affiliation is normally placed after their national and ethnic identities. For minority
groups, ethnic identity is frequently prioritized over national identity, whereas the
majority views national identity as the most important®. Kabakchieva assumes that
Bulgarians are unified community with a strong sense of national identity?, regardless
of whether their identity is ethnic or civic. She also states that the Muslim community
identification is more political, while Orthodox Christian community identification is
more ethnic, and that "this difference is already a problem by itself, because it shows
that generally shared national identification is differently understood by the two largest
denominations in Bulgaria'®.

However, due to the absence of an ethnical indicator and a representative
sample, it is difficult to say to what extent people understand the question of their
Bulgarian origin as an ethnical, national, or a civic concept, as well as how Bulgarians
understand the concept of religion after the period of communism, when atheism was
widely proclaimed.

Denominations in Western Europe have the potential to play an important role
in the formation of national and European identity. Kabakchieva and other European
researchers assume that European identity is based on Christian faith as a primary
cultural code, as well as on the shared cultural values, which leads to the formation of
a common mindset. On the other hand, the ongoing efforts of the European Union
leaders to institutionalise the concept of European citizenship, as well as the fact that
all EU Member States have the same rights regardless of where they live, reinforces the
idea of the European Union as a political community that minimises national identity®.

! Kapamencka, T. Ibid., p. 178.

2 Tamepa, 3. CouManrHu WIGHTHYHOCTM M  TcuXuuHO  Omaromomyume. Codms, 2010 .
http://www.elbook.eu/images/book10.pdf [accessed on 30.08.2021].

% Ibid.

4 Kabakuuesa, I1. 1bid., pp. 257-278.

https://europeanvaluesstudybg.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/257-278.pdf [accessed on 30.07.2021).

® bid.

® Ibid., pp. 260-261.
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The debate over European cultural identity also reflects on the discussion over
the rights of the immigrants and tolerance for foreigners. Kabakchieva assumes that
European cultural identity, i.e., identity based on shared roots and history, is far more
restricted and intolerant to foreignerst. Although EU institutions play an important role
in the construction of European identity, guaranteeing the protection of human rights
and liberties as one of the main principles of European citizenship, this does not mean
that these principles apply equally to migrants and foreigners?.

For Bulgarians, too, some researchers argue that they have created a myth about
their tolerance that they themselves believe in, but ethnocentrism, racism, sexism, and
political intolerance still dominate their attitudes, as well as the everyday political and
media discourse in the country, especially when it comes to the values of Western
cultures and societies®. Nevertheless, tolerance towards other religions, ethnicities or
migrants has increased over the years, although discrimination and segregation of Roma
people remains high. The results of a quantitative study conducted by Alpha Research
(2019-2020) in Bulgaria show high levels of tolerance towards different religious and
ethnic communities, except for Roma — hatred towards them is 21.6% in a total of 1033
effective interviews conducted. Hatred towards other groups is significantly lower.*
Furthermore, the Bulgarian identity's integration into the EU has created fundamental
problems about believers' social involvement and resistance to the establishment of new
inclusive policies. One of the consequences from such resistance could be that Roma
minorities in Bulgaria have not yet attained significant social status as subcultures,
including rights to specific expression of their religions and lifestyles outside the
traditional neighborhood®, and that patriotic people's psychology® is seriously
challenged after three decades of social transformation.

The conclusion we can draw as a result of this analysis is that the majority of
the Bulgarians are not very interested in religion. The affiliation of the Bulgarians is
firmly linked to their cultural or political belonging, while the religion itself is perceived
more as civic or people’s religion in terms of spiritual expression and lifestyle. The
religions have recently begun to be seen by various social circles as a form of national
identity, based both on the historical and religious heritage, and on the recreated

L Ibid., pp. 257-261.
2 bid., pp.257-261.
3 Tomosa, U. 2009. PasnudnnTe — MexkIy CTMrMaTa U pusHaBaHeTo. Bus: ®otes, I'. EBponeiickuTe MeHHOCTH B
aHermHoTo Obarapcko odmectso. Codust, 2009, pp. 119 —153.

* Muo3uHCTBO 1M ManmiuHcTBa. Harack kbM pasiuunute. JIOKIaj — aHATM3 OT HALMOHANHO TPEJCTABUTETHO
npoyusane, 2019-2020. https://alpharesearch.bg/ [moceren Ha 23.01.2023].

5 See also: ®otes, I'. ChcencTBOTO HA penurHo3HuTe 06mHOCTH B Buarapus. Codus, 2000 r.

6 See also: erkosa, J[. PeMrio3Hu HAEHTHYHOCTH B TIOCTMOJIEPHHS CBAT. MIHTEPKYITYpPHH M KOMYHHKALHOHHH
acriektu. Codust, 2020.

pu 1L Slic,,
’ 1) & % N/ |
o CESTUEVANGERLM AUTERLIAY KL
- ] S ) \’ L USUTEADUSE INSTITLVT
L APIZTOTEAEIO
Vo E ARIETOIEASIO UNIVERSITY OF
— OEZIAAONIKHE



https://alpharesearch.bg/

~

\K“A VA“‘II
& %

With the support of the R
Erasmus+ Programme .
of the European Union Kk X

KA2 - Agreement Number: 2020-1-RO01-KA204-080071 The European Commission's support for the
production of this document does not constitute an endorsement of the contents, which reflect the views
only of the authors, and the EC cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information
contained therein.

traditional festivities, life practices and ceremonies. Nevertheless, personal recognition
of Orthodox traditions and affiliation to the Orthodox Christian identity has increased
in recent years, despite the significant number of people declaring their belonging to
other denominations with abstract identities, without being religious?, i.e., without
believing or unregular church-goers — processes that we could also observe in other
Orthodox or international contexts too.

By alternating between the post-socialist perspective on the soviet-influenced
Church heritage of atheist communist regimes in some countries in South-Eastern
Europe and the acknowledgement of the positive aspects of the cultural tradition and
its adequate transmission, the Bulgarians are expected to develop a new religious
identity within the context of a widely recognized European identity that will not be
further rejected.

Conclusion

Pluralism is a universal value, not just a reaction towards religions as usually
perceived by the believers due to potential risk of conversion, or simply because it
confuses people about different convictions and worldviews.

Without a doubt, today's religious education may be used to combat
discrimination, hate speech, alienation, exclusion, and marginalization, as well as to
reinforce social integration and cohesion. Both BOC, which has a long history of public
celebrity, and active members of other religious communities in Bulgaria could play a
crucial role in the creation of inclusive policies, fostering tolerance and respect for the
rights of minorities and other marginalized groups. In this regard, the teaching of
religion in public schools offers a variety of options and the religious education could
be used in a variety of settings. The religious education is of great importance for
secular education, given its relationship with the social environment, religious
tolerance, recognition of the rights and freedoms of the individual, equality of religions,
and building respect for the religious identity of every citizen.?

Religious education in Bulgaria could adapt its teaching methods to different
situations and cases of diversity, balancing the recreated traditions as a living heritage
based on the actual needs of the community and the society. By fostering a culture of

1 Except for Protestant denominations (half of which had been statistically represented as exemplary
ethnic Roma believers and citizens), which for theologians may hint at effective training, pastoral care,
and social mission, as well as demonstrate unity in public and collective opinion of religious community
members.

2 Buk moBeue B: YueGuu nporpamu 1o pemurus. |-XI1 kmac. punoskenne Ne 1. https://web.mon.bg/bg/98 [noceren
na 21.01.2023].

IRENE Innovative Religious Education
NEtwork: educating to the religious diversity

pu 1L Slic,,
’ 1) & % N/ |
o CESTUEVANGERLM AUTERLIAY KL
- ] S ) \’ L USUTEADUSE INSTITLVT
L APIZTOTEAEIO
Vo E ARIETOIEASIO UNIVERSITY OF
— OEZIAAONIKHE



https://web.mon.bg/bg/98

With the support of the R
Erasmus+ Programme .

of the Exifopean Urioh s IRENE Innovative Religious Education

NEtwork: educating to the religious diversity

KA2 - Agreement Number: 2020-1-RO01-KA204-080071 The European Commission's support for the
production of this document does not constitute an endorsement of the contents, which reflect the views
only of the authors, and the EC cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information
contained therein.

human rights and minority protection, it can become a powerful tool to balance
inherited traditional nationalism and patriotism.

With regards to the European identification, the denominations could play an
important role in the construction of both national and European identity in Europe.
Bulgarians are also expected to develop a new identity within the context of a widely
recognized European identity that could not be rejected. At the same time, tensions over
other cultures must be overcome to help EU citizens to consider rich diversity of
identities as one of the main characteristics of unity, which is predominantly cultural.
This will help abandoning the stereotypes and ideas of domination, boundaries,
ghettoization, polarisations, etc.

The European Union may turn into a unifying factor through the integration of
the majority of the Balkan Eastern Orthodox population and could be also enriched by
potential membership of states such as Serbia and the Republic of Northern Macedonia.
While Croatia joined in 2013, the potential presence of Albania, Kosovo, and Turkey
in the future will likely Europeanize Islam and add to the diversity even more than
immigrant cohabitation.
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Learning from Diversity and Education in Pluralism: Challenges and

Perspectives

Andrian Aleksandrov
Faculty of Theology, Sofia University

Abstract: Tolerance and understanding of the rights to freedom of expression
and beliefs are all important aspects of religious education, especially in the global
context of diversity and pluralism. Lifelong learning comes in support of above aspects,
although such educational perspectives slightly differ in the local understanding of the
confessional religious teaching. The outcomes of the comparative study conducted as
part of the international project IRENE reveal that understanding and respecting local
and global cultural diversity is quite a novel approach to local Bulgarian teaching
traditions. Though the national identity is often viewed and interpreted via the prism of
the dominant Orthodox Christian faith, the Bulgarian society has recently shown signs
of transformation into greater community with stronger social presence, as confirmed
by insiders. This paper summarizes the andragogical results and educational needs for
teaching in diversity and pluralism, derived from the interviews conducted with
Bulgarian teachers in religion and professionals in theology with extensive experience
in conventional and advanced religious education.

Keywords: religious diversity, religious education, religions and beliefs,
education in diversity, tolerance, human rights.

Introduction:

This article is developed under Innovative Religious Education Network:
educating to the religious diversity (IRENE) project funded with the support of the
ERASMUS+ programme of the European Union. The project was tailored to teachers
in religion and professionals in religious pedagogy and dialogue education. One of the
main project's objectives was to improve the methods of teaching religion that reflect
on diversity, multiculturalism, and fight against social inclusion at local level.

The 2010 White Paper on intercultural dialogue ,,Living together as equals in
diversity* confirms that our common future is dependent on our ability to protect human
rights, democracy, and the rule of law, and to encourage mutual understanding and
respect (Prpic, 2018). The concept of EU citizens’ unity also generates a positive
attitude toward the protection of human and children’s rights and recognizes the role of
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teachers, parents, media, and young people in the religious dimension of intercultural
dialogue and education. Article 10 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights indicates that
., everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion. This right
includes freedom to change religion or belief and freedom, either alone or in
community with others and in public or in private, to manifest religion or belief, in
worship, teaching, practice, and observance . Article 14 of the Charter also guarantees
parents the right to ensure that their children are educated and taught in line with their
religious, philosophical, and pedagogical convictions in accordance with national laws
(Prpic, 2018).

However, over the last two decades, the current international human rights
policies adopted by the Bulgarian legislation have had little impact on local policies or
on the improvement of the religious education system. Although some international
guidelines have been applied to both confessional (teaching/learning for religion) and
comparative (teaching/learning about religion) teaching practices, experts still argue on
whether regular confessional classes should focus more on non-theological training as
a compromise with more options.

The purpose of this article is to provide better understanding of the religious
education in Bulgaria and the role it could play in building tolerance, respect for human
rights and diversity. It also examines the training needs of those who are professionally
involved in teaching religion in Bulgaria to better cope with diversity in the classroom.
The findings of the Comparative study conducted as part of the IRENE project in
Bulgaria, Estonia, Romania, Greece, Finland, and Italy, as well as their correlation with
Toledo's guiding principles on teaching about religions and beliefs in public schools,
are essential for this article. The main goal of the Comparative study was to analyze
and compare the situation of religious education and the teaching methods in the above
metioned countries, and to outline their training needs regarding the interreligious and
intercultural education. The analysis is based on the outcomes of ten semi-structured
interviews conducted with religious education teachers and professionals in theology
over a three-month period in 2021. The research findings gave us a better understanding
of the different approaches used at the local level to deal with religious diversity and
cross-cultural communication and education. They also include information of the
respondents’ existing competencies and training needs, and outline practices in cross-
cultural communication and teaching methodologies.

Religious context and identity

The Bulgarian Constitution guarantees freedom of religion and conscience.
Religious groups in the country can worship without registering, although registered
groups enjoy public benefits. Eastern Orthodox Christianity is the country's traditional
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religion, which is represented by more than 80 % of the people (https://www.nsi.bg,
2001), followed by 10 % of the population being ethnic Turks, and declaring themselves
as Muslims (https://www.nsi.bg, 2001). There are members of other religious
confessions too (Protestants, Roman Catholics, Christians of the Armenian Apostolic
Church, Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, members of the Church of Jesus Christ, Sri
Chinmoy etc.) although their number is relatively small in comparison with the two
main religious groups. Ethnic Roma people who confess both Islam and Christianity
accounts for about 4.4 % of the population. The Bulgarian Orthodox Church (BOC) is
exempt from registration under the law. Religious organizations can perform religious
services, keep financial records, hold property, and provide medical, social, and
educational services if they are registered. Unregistered religious groups are allowed to
practice religion, but they do not enjoy the same rights as registered religious groups,
such as access to government financing and the ability to own property, open bank
accounts, and so on. The Constitution prohibits religious discrimination and mandates that
the state shall assist in the promotion of tolerance and respect among believers of different
confessions (Report on International Religious Freedom: Bulgaria, 2020).

Despite the existing social and cultural diversity, Bulgarian national identity is
often understood and interpreted through the lens of the dominant religion, which is, as
it was mentioned earlier, the Orthodox Christianity, and all other denominations are
forced to compete with the religion of the majority due to its historical state of
dominance in the country. Some scholars believe that such attitudes pose serious
challenges for a society that has only limited experience with diversity and democracy
(Kalkandjieva, 2015). Moreover, Kalkandjieva assumes that Bulgarians have trouble
distinguishing between secularity, secularism, and atheism. Simultaneously, “they tend
to label critical attitudes towards religion and religious institutions as communist
remnants”. Changes in religious affiliation are also met with skepticism in Bulgarian
society, which might be seen as apostatic or incompatible with Bulgarian identity in
some situations (Kalkandjieva, 2015). Media have often played a significant role in the
formation of such attitudes. Even after the fall of communism, until 1996 for instance,
mass media remained particularly hostile towards Turkish and Roma’s minorities.
Furthermore, the Bulgarian Turks are viewed with distrust due to the past (e.g., the
perceived threat of previous historical territorial claims), while the Roma minority had
been trapped in a vicious circle of extreme poverty, which was both the source and the
outcome of their current situation (Bulgaria: A model for multi-cultural society?, 2002).

Since 1989 Bulgaria has initiated various political reforms to protect the rights
of the minorities and other religions in the country, such as the adoption of the
Copenhagen Criteria on respect and protection of minorities rights in 1996.
Furthermore, the Bulgarian’s peaceful transition in the years following 1989 was
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frequently associated with the concept of the so-called “Bulgarian ethnic model™?,
which has triggered many different scientific and political circles to associate it with
Bulgarian traditions of ethnic and religious tolerance. This assumption has led some
observers to refer to the Bulgarian ethnic model as “an ideology” that feeds on the
widespread auto-stereotype of the absence of racism in Bulgaria (Rechel, 2007).

However, existing discrimination against some other confessions and minority
groups, as some scholars believe, is not a political problem that can be rectified solely
through law. It requires social transformation, cultural and generational shifts,
improvements in education, and effective leadership to change public opinions. This
ethno-psychological fact is particularly significant in the development of different
approaches regarding religious education in Bulgaria.

Religious Education in Bulgaria: brief overview

Since the early 1990s, religious education in Bulgaria has progressed through
several stages, gravitating between History of Religions, Ethics, Orthodox Christianity,
and Islam. It was initially introduced in Bulgarian public schools in 1997, a few years
after the communist party fell, as a facultative subject created primarily for Orthodox
pupils in grades two through four and was then expanded to the first eight grades a year
later. Islam courses were introduced in 1999. The Religious Denominations Act of 2002
provided a legal basis for religious schools to be established. (Report on International
Religious Freedom — Bulgaria, 2013). Students in all twelve grades have had access to
facultative Orthodoxy and Islam courses since 2003. (Kalkandjieva, 2015).

In 2007 the Bulgarian government suggested a non-confessional, neutral
religious education system. It resulted in an official response from the Holy Synod of
the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, which recommended a curriculum for confessional
religious education that would encompass both the country's strong Christian majority
and the country's largest Muslim minority (latter one well represented and subsidized
by some political parties to organize optional religious classes). However, neither of
the two proposals received funding, even though multiple textbook sets were published
several years later.

Still dissatisfied with the situation, both the Holy Synod of the Bulgarian
Orthodox Church and the Grand Mufti’s Office made attempts to persuade the Ministry
of Science and Education to introduce the subject of religion as mandatory for all
students. Initiatives such as a national march organized by the Holy Synod in 2010 in

! Rechel distinguishes three connotations linked with the concept of the “Bulgarian ethnic model: “the first relates
to the country’s peaceful transition in the years after 1989, which set apart from developments in the former
Yugoslavia; the second refers to the successful political participation of the Turkish minority which has played a
stabilizing role in post-communist Bulgaria; and the third is its association with traditions of ethnic and religious
tolerance (Rechel, 2007).
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support of religious education in schools joined such efforts. Clerics and residents from
all the country's Orthodox dioceses participated in the march (Kalkandjieva, 2015).

Today, public schools at all levels offer an optional religious education course
that covers Christianity and Islam from grades 1 to 12, with non-confessional teaching
available for the remaining students. The course covers the historical, philosophical,
and cultural aspects of religion, as well as the moral values of various religious groups.
All officially registered religious groups can request their views to be included in the
course's curriculum. Even so, religious education continues to attract a small percentage
of students: just 1% of the student body enrolls in them. (Report on International
Religious Freedom — Bulgaria, 2013).

Teaching diversity and tolerance

The Toledo Guiding Principles on Teaching about Religions and Beliefs in
Public Schools (Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief, 2007)
distinguish the positive value of teaching religion that emphasizes respect for
everyone’s right to freedom of religion and belief, and second, that teaching about
religions and beliefs can reduce harmful misunderstandings and stereotype. The
Principles that were published in the year of the Bulgaria’s accession in the European
Union explore in detail the important role of the teacher and especially in regard to the
teaching about religions and beliefs and that the curriculum should be based on a
teacher’s knowledge, attitudes, and competences (Advisory Council of Experts on
Freedom of Religion or Belief, 2007). The document suggests that teacher preparation
should be based on democratic and human rights principles, and that all future religious
educators should be committed to freedom of religion or belief, sensitivity to human
rights issues, and education for mutual tolerance and understanding. It also emphasizes
the significance of implementing pre-service and in-service teacher education and
stresses the importance of including comprehensive and well-supported teacher’s
education programmes to ensure successful teacher’s innovative education and long-
term sustainability. The Principles differentiate between religious education'’s positive
value, which promotes respect for everyone's right to freedom of religion and belief,
and that teaching about religions and beliefs helps minimize harmful stereotypes and
misunderstandings.

Because of the assertion that children's and human’s rights (general and
religious) must be respected and correctly combined in all circumstances, it is vital for
OSCE member-states to consider the Toledo Principles in their public schools. In the
first key principle we read: “Teaching about religions and beliefs must be provided in
ways that are fair, accurate and based on sound scholarship. Students should learn
about religions and beliefs in an environment respectful of human rights, fundamental
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freedoms, and civic values* (Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or
Belief, 2007, 16). The Greek textbooks, which are thoroughly acknowledged and
altered so that their contents are non-discriminatory and friendly to a wide range of
young and adult residents, are a good example of this Principle to be respected. Many
textbooks are also available online and some of them accessible to disabled students in
Greece, but also in Romania.

One of the primary outcomes of the Comparative study carried out in Bulgaria
under IRENE project provides that the Orthodox believers hardly understand people
belonging to other confessions. This finding is in contradiction with the Toledo ninth
key principle stating that: “Quality curricula in the area of teaching about religions
and beliefs can only contribute effectively to the educational aims of the Toledo Guiding
Principles if teachers are professionally trained to use the curricula and receive
ongoing training to further develop their knowledge and competencies regarding this
subject matter. Any basic teacher preparation should be framed and developed
according to democratic and human rights principles and include insight into cultural
and religious diversity in society” (Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of
Religion or Belief, 2007, 16). It is difficult to imagine how in such context one could
teach religious tolerance without having knowledge of other traditions and religions, or
even unwilling to meet or indirectly learn about other subcultures and educational
systems.

Religious rights and freedoms are frequently addressed by the religious
communities in Bulgaria both positively and negatively, which has led to different
connotations in theological perspective. From the standpoint of human rights and
freedoms, understanding and respecting local and global cultural diversity is quite a
novel approach to local Bulgarian traditions of good neighborliness. Therefore, the
respect for other’s religious rights as a critical component of a multicultural dialogue is
an important competency that teachers in religion must master to keep up with current
educational practices. It is hard to expect them to effectively teach others if they do not
have a thorough understanding of the diversity in a glocal context, as well as through
the scope of their own education (Criuposa, 2005; Mapunosa-Jlerkocryt, 2016).

Data from the IRENE's study results is encouraging in this regard as it shows
that school subculture variety does matter in some circumstances. The Bulgarian
teachers tend to consider in a positive way their students' religious and non-religious
beliefs while selecting teaching materials and preparing for the class to avoid using
inaccurate or biased material, especially if it promotes negative stereotypes.

Another interesting finding of IRENE‘s study is about the relation between
teachers in religion and their adult students. In some cases, when teachers teach adult
students, it appears difficult to establish a relationship of equity. In these situations,
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teachers-to-students or student-to-student dialogue can easily devolve from moral to
traumatic and discriminative. One can look for an explanation in the church's unspoken
etiquette rules, which are not articulated because faith is supposed to contain them.
Observations reveal that some religious persons are naturally tempted to act superiorly
and hierarchically due to the specific roles they play in the parish or in the monastic
community or due to their own convictions, that they have better competences and
superior knowledge than others.

Following the classic pedagogical philosophy of learning from the very learners
and via good contacts established with the students, training involves the ability to not
only respect, but also to offer voice to others, including for learners of any age. Rather
than focusing on differences, we should concentrate on commonalities in different
cultures, ethnicities, and worldviews, and to understand better how individuals across
the world exercise their freedom of belief and religion.

Teachers’ skills and qualifications

In Bulgaria, the required skills and expertise required to teach about religions or
beliefs differ, depending on whether it is confessional teaching offered by a church
parish or religious community, or comparative religious teaching in public schools. A
degree (bachelor's, master's, doctoral, or university specialization) obtained by an
accredited university is the basic prerequisite for a teacher to work in a public school in
the country. IRENE’s study results show that most of the teachers in religion
(predominantly Orthodox Christians) are sincere believers (comparable to other
Orthodox contexts too) but, nevertheless they prefer to teach about religion in public
schools phenomenologically, without taking their faith into consideration. On the other
hand, the findings from the study show that there is a shortage of qualified staff to teach
religion in public schools because graduates from the theological Faculties in Bulgaria
do not quite enjoy full employment rights. As a result, the subject is frequently taught
by theologically qualified pedagogues or humanitarian specialists who are regular
teachers in other subjects, and for this reason it is more likely that they teach religion
in any manner, which in certain cases may contradicts with the Toledo’s third key
principle, stating that “feaching about religions and beliefs is a major responsibility of
schools, but the manner in which this teaching takes place should not undermine or
ignore the role of families and religious or belief organizations in transmitting values
to successive generations (Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or
Belief, 2007, 16).

One of the educational goals of IRENE project was to develop balanced and
detailed informational, communicational, and technical skills, also through creating of
virtual space to communicate online and to exchange innovative practices in religion
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and dialogue teaching. As our study shows, a major difficulty faced by the teachers is
the lack of expertise in areas where their pupils are significantly more advanced, such
as digital media, information technology, teenage subcultural lifestyles, church ethos,
and so on.

It has become clear from the findings of the Comparative study that most of the
teachers in religion would like to improve their digital competencies, partly because
they did not distinguish well between the informational, communicational, and
technological skills required in their daily life, teaching practices, or confession. For
example, some of the interviewees admit they aren’t confident enough in their abilities
to find appropriate educational materials online and highlighted the need that new
technology and media should be incorporated into their pedagogical or andragogical
communication. Nonetheless, while a few responders have demonstrated excellent
digital communication skills (particularly those who teach also in other disciplines) and
have successfully relocated their parish courses and schooling online since the start of
the COVID-19 pandemic, others simply refused to communicate online, demonstrating
a low level of social engagement in the new digital society.

Finally, those who demonstrated addiction to virtual communication insisted on
catching the moment to establish an online religious education system to overcome
practical barriers that have prevented the development of this digital field for decades.

Another important skill for a teacher in religions or believes is the social
competence. Why should social competencies be prioritized? Because it is one of the
most important components of the educational mediation between educators and
students. The demands of the surroundings of schools, colleges, and church subcultures
are so high that anyone teaching or learning religion in any way would hardly refer to
ethical codes, behaviors, values, or virtues, being socially illiterate.

The acquisition of operating skills in protecting human and religious rights,
intercultural, interconfessional and interreligious communication skills, respecting
other religions and gaining understanding in the church notion of human dignity are
among the top competences identified by IRENE's survey respondents. Why the
development of such skills is so important in teaching religion? First, because they are
more neutral in the realm of education and do not directly involve confessional choice.
Second, teachers are those who must speak the subcultural and age languages of
children and youth; they are taught and called to observe, know, assess, diagnose, alter,
and manage the specific development features of learners to the best of their abilities.
Finally, because teachers are personally accountable for establishing operational
requirements and collaborating with their coworkers, students, and parents. Gaining
such skills requires the development of a system that transforms knowledge into social
skills (I'ropoma, 2002, 304-305), social information into attitudes, and teachers'
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evaluation (I'topoBa, 2002, 534-540) into pedagogical and andragogical
communication skills, interrelation capacities, and cooperative social participation.

Another challenge faced by IRENE's study responders is their limited
knowledge towards migrants and their religious, cultural traditions, values, and ethno-
mentality. If we look back to the soviet era, when all existing denominations were
socially segregated into private sphere, we can better understand the concerns of our
interviewees. Knowledge of other religions, confessional and cultural replication were
similarly limited, resulting in today's misinterpretation of religious heritage as only
material, recreation, or tourist attraction. This is also why local discussions about the
human rights and new traditions sometimes overlook their religious and theological
foundations. In such situations, religious feelings, identities, lifestyles, and worldviews
are negatively affected. Of course, the next logical step would be to emphasize the
importance of developing knowledge and attitudes toward international religious and
cultural traditions, values, ethno-mentality and so on by prioritizing the revitalization
of fundamental confessional values although this may push aside the equally important
pedagogical and andragogical goal of intercultural inquiry, information, and orientation
in comparative and relative religions. Nonetheless, this step could turn into a useful
instrument to help teachers to develop high social competency, an ability to sympathize
with people of all faiths and backgrounds, and to genuinely inspire such cultural views.
This entails not only the development of tolerance and sustaining traditional good
neighborliness, but also the recognition of variety, cohabitation, and pluralism as
existing societal virtues.

Thanks to the EU's Erasmus+ programme, which allowed many teachers and
students to travel and learn about various cultures and religions across Europe,
intercultural perspectives have become well represented and practiced in the field of
education. Furthermore, Bulgarian classrooms have become more and more diverse
over the last decade, and for this reason all the participants in our study were eager to
learn more about others' cultural backgrounds and develop their intercultural
communication skills. If one could witness these experiences, such openness would
enable stronger civic identity and contextualization, including stronger religious
identity, opposed to the natural or imposed acculturation. Indeed, some teachers face
difficulties to develop tolerant attitudes and cultural awareness of diversity in different
worldviews, lifestyles, expressions, and practices, partly due to the lack of adequate
education, notably at the international level. Very often after being introduced to
international human rights literature, they face difficulties in understanding it, because
they need examples to enable them to compare their comprehension with certain
specific cases from personal experience and to test their knowledge into practice.
Therefore, such tolerance and cultural awareness can be also developed by encouraging
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teachers to participate in various educational mobilities and initiatives abroad, allowing
them to interact with people from various cultural and religious backgrounds, or by
enrolling in international programmes in diversity and dialogue education.

As a result of the Comparative study of IRENE project, we have concluded that
the teachers' interest in lifelong learning is very high. Most of our responders were eager
to participate in any free seminar, and mobility, even for a longer period, and to attend
more demanding trainings. All the interviewees supported the idea to join a virtual
space where they can share database, good teaching practices, and teaching materials
etc.

Our project team is closer to the yet polite and optimistic conclusion that some
of the Bulgarian teachers in religion is likely to be unaware of their cultural and
educational demands, particularly in the areas of human rights and social competence.
Theologians need first and foremost encouragement to reach their full potential and
raise awareness of the importance of new skills’ development. And one of the strategies
to achieve that critical local goal is to ensure that they have equitable employment rights
so that they could obtain a real field of practice in which to learn and exchange
expertise, comparable to the international context of the same social realities.

Outcomes and Perspectives

In any country, area, church, or parish where teachers refuse to learn, adapt, and
implement pedagogical and andragogical approaches that are in line with the
contemporary socio-cultural demands, innovations to religious education in diversity
pose a significant challenge. Education in religious pluralism is not an easy task for
adults who are called upon to educate children, youths, other adults, and even the
elderly in human rights. They must first become aware of their rights and freedoms,
and then truly enjoy them until they feel capable of instilling universal human values
in their students. Innovations need proactive teachers who are willing to involve
optimally functional models of educational technologies also in the field of religion that
could be of benefit for the local communities. That would mean at first to involve
researchers reflecting on significant local practices and gathering sufficient data to
produce systematic interdisciplinary didactic and methodological outcomes, testing
them back into innovative practices and in a comprehensive manner, and finally
presenting educational systems to pedagogues and andragogues who are truly willing
to implement them.

Following such teacher-training technologies and working on the development
of actual models and practices, through this paper we outlined the specific educational
objectives of our responders that could result in the elaboration of educational materials
with high quality and, collection of good practices, designed to contribute to the local
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improvement of teaching diversity and pluralism directly and transversally within the
Bulgarian Christian Orthodox context.
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7. Bulgaria: A model for multi-cultural society?, 2002
https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/opinion/bulgaria-a-model-for-
multi-cultural-society.

8. https://www.nsi.bg.
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Religious diversity and multiculturalism in Estonia
PhD Liina Kilemit
The Institute of Theology of the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church

1. Introduction

This article gives a brief overview of religious and cultural diversity in Estonia. To this
end it describes the distribution of Estonia's population between different ethnic and
religious groups and discusses how attitudes towards religion differ between our major
ethnic groups. Some of the challenges and opportunities related to religious and cultural
diversity are also briefly mentioned. It should be noted that, despite the relatively high
degree of ethnic and religious diversity in our society, relations between religious
organizations here, for example, can be regarded as peaceful and rather cooperative.
Thus, the Estonian experience may also be of interest to representatives of other
countries reading this collection. It is also hoped that this comprehensive article will
help to better understand our second article in this book on the study of religious
education.

The data sources used in the article are mainly the census data of the Estonian Statistical
Office and the socio-religious monitoring survey "On Life, Religion and Religious
Life" of the Estonian Council of Churches. Population surveys are carried out every
five years in the framework of the latter monitoring. They have a large sample size and
thus provide extensive information on the religious and ideological views of the local
population. The Estonian Council of Churches as an organization will be discussed in
more detail later in the article. For the time being, it should be mentioned briefly that it
is an independent and voluntary association of Christian churches and congregations,
whose aim is to contribute to the spiritual development of society on the basis of
Christian principles!. It represents the Christian churches in their relations with the State
and contributes to ecumenical cooperation between the different confessions.

2. Ethnic distribution of the Estonian population

According to the last census in 2011, Estonians accounted for 69,72% of the permanent
Estonian population®. This means that nearly 30% of the population is made up of

1 Estonian Council of Churches website. http://www.ekn.ee/english.php, 02.08.2021.
2 Wikipedia. https://et.wikipedia.Org/wiki/Eesti_rahvastik#Rahvuslik_koostis, 02.08.2021.
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representatives of other ethnic groups, the most numerous of which are the Slavic ethnic
groups: Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians. Of these, the largest group is made up of
Russians, who make up 25,2% of the Estonian population.* Other ethnic groups apart
from the Slavs include Finns (0,59%), Tatars (0,15%), Jews (0,15%), Latvians (0,14%),
Lithuanians (0,13%) and Poles (0,13%)2.

The ethnic composition of Estonia changed considerably during the 20th century.
Before World War 11, our country was almost mono-ethnic: 88% of the population were
Estonians®. As a result of the war, escapes, deportations and immigration during the
Soviet occupation, the proportion of Estonians decreased significantly and the
proportion of Slavs immigrants from the east increased. The composition of minorities
also changed: while before World War I1 the main minorities were Russians, Germans
and Swedes, after the war the Germans and Swedes had left and were replaced by Slavic
(mainly Russian) immigrants from the former Soviet Union*. Many former industrial
areas and larger towns still have a high proportion of Russians, and in some towns in
north-east Estonia Estonians are in a large minority.

The openness of the 21st century to Europe, and indeed the rest of the world, is likely
to further diversify the ethnic composition of the Estonian population. There are
currently around 200 nationalities living in Estonia. Admittedly, some of them are
represented by just a few people®. The main minorities have remained the same. These
are mainly Slavs, with a growing proportion of Ukrainians®. However, there is a
growing number of people of Asian and African origin, for example, who have come
here for work or study. In the future, an increase in the proportion of the population of
foreign origin is likely, which will challenge our country to cope with religious and
cultural diversity in the broadest sense. This also applies to churches and the teaching
of religion.

3. Religious distribution of the Estonian population

Estonians have historically been mainly Lutheran. Of the minorities here, however, the
Slavs are mainly Orthodox; the Germans, Finns and Latvians are mainly Lutheran; the

! Ibid.

2 bid.

3 Estonian Statistical Office website, https://vana.stat.ee/60202, 04.08.2021.

4 Tiit, Ene-Margit. Which nationalities live in Estonia? https://www.stat.ee/et/uudised/millised-
rahvused-elavad-eestis, 02.08.2021.

® lbid.
® 1bid.
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Poles and Lithuanians are Catholic; the Tatars are Muslim; and the Jews are Jewish.
Estonians living in certain areas of Estonia, such as Setomaa in the south-eastern corner
of Estonia, the coastal areas of Parnu County and the island of Kihnu, have been
Orthodox. Today, the picture has become more religiously diverse, with the majority
of the population professing no religion. International comparative studies such as the
“European Values Study” have shown that the Estonian population, and Estonians in
particullar, have one of the highest rates of drift away from traditional Christianity in
Europe*.

In the 2000 and 2011 censuses of the Estonian Statistical Office, it was again possible
to ask questions about people's religious self-determination after a break of 66 years?.
This would have been unthinkable in the Soviet-era censuses, as anything to do with
religion was excluded or stigmatized from the public sphere. Although asking only two
questions about people’s religion in a census is inevitably somewhat narrow compared
to sociological surveys of religion, the advantage of censuses is that they are a large-
scale data set, which allows information to be obtained on smaller religious and ethnic
groups not included in the survey sample. This is a major advantage of censuses.

The censuses asked two questions - whether the respondent believed in a particular
religion®, and a second question to specify the religion*. What was the breakdown of
the population by religion in 2000 and 2011, and what was the change over 10 years?
In 2000 29,2% of the Estonian population considered themselves to be of a religion.
Among the remainder, there were those who were indifferent to religion (34,1%),
atheists (6,1%), those who refused to answer the religion question (8%) and those who
could not answer (14,6%) or who simply did not answer this optional question (8%).°

The most widespread religion in 2000 was Lutheranism, professed by 13,6% of the
population. Orthodoxy came second with 12,8% of the population. These were by far
the largest denominations. They were followed by Baptism, Roman Catholicism,

! For more details see e.g. Jaanus, Eva - Liisa; Unt, Marge (2012). Religiousness of Estonians in the
European context. Step down among the people. Articles and discussions on the Spirituality of the
Estonian Population (ed. E. Joks), 213-229.

2 Tiit, Ene-Margit. Attitudes of the Estonian population towards religion. Estonian Church.
http://www.eestikirik.ee/uploads/2013/09/Eesti-elanike-suhtumine-usku.pdf , 26.04.2018

3 It was also possible to choose not to answer the religion question.

4 To specify religion, the first option was to use multiple-choice answers, the second option was to use
a classifier and the third option was to write the text (the name of the religion) in a free field. — The
instructions for the 2011 Census of Population and Housing of the Estonian Statistical Office.
https://www.stat.ee/sites/default/files/2020-

12/2011. aasta_rahva_ja_eluruumide_loendus. metoodika.Web_.pdf. 07.09.2021.

5 Ibid.
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Pentecostalism, Old Believers, Adventism, Methodism and numerous small Christian
denominations, whose members often do not even wish to identify themselves
denominationally, but simply call themselves "Christians”. The largest of the non-
Christian communities were the Jehovah's Witnesses.*

In the 2011 Census, the proportion of people in the population who had a religion was
almost the same: 29,3% of the population (35,1% of those who were willing and able
to answer) said they had a religion. However, the ranking of beliefs had changed.
Orthodoxy had risen to the top of the list (16,1%), while the proportion of Lutherans
had fallen (9,9%). The number of Orthodox had increased among Estonians and non-
Estonians?. The number of most Christian communities in Estonia is unfortunately on
a downward trend. There are, however, some exceptions, such as Orthodoxy, already
mentioned. There is also a positive trend in the number of Christian free and individual
churches. Of the other world religions, Islam is represented in Estonia by one
congregation. However, the congregation here is small, there are few practicing
Muslims®, and they do not feature in the census statistics. Communities practicing
religions of Far Eastern origin are also marginal in terms of statistical weight.

The problem with the census question, however, is that it measures a person's identity
rather than affiliation or actual religious behavior. Since for Estonian Russians
Orthodoxy is associated with their national identity (the link of Estonian identity with
Lutheranism is not expressed in such a direct way), it is likely that many respondents
who are actually not very religiously active or church-affiliated will call Orthodoxy
“their own”.* The same phenomenon is possible with regard to Armenians here and
their church®. In the case of Estonians, on the other hand, the link between national
identity and religion may to a certain extent become apparent when the Pagan
movement “maausk” is referred to as “theirs”: not all the orthodox recorded in the
census may be actively involved in this community.

Thus, certain churches and religious movements are clearly delimited by ethnicity
because of historical traditions: religious Russians (and other Slavic peoples) are most

! Estonian Statistical Office database. https://andmed.stat.ee/et/stat, 05.08.2021.
2 Tiit, Ene-Margit. Attitudes of the Estonian population towards religion. Estonian Church.
http://www.eestikirik.ee/uploads/2013/09/Eesti-elanike-suhtumine-usku.pdf , 26.04.2018

16 Wikipedia. https://et.wikipedia.org/wiki/lslam Eestis. 04.08.2021.

4 Kilemit, Liina (2013). "What do the latest census data reveal about the faith of Estonians?". Online
magazine "Church and Theology". https://kjt.ee/2013/05/mida-naitavad-viimase-rahvaloenduse-
andmed-eestimaalaste-usust/. 05.08.2021.

5 Estonian Statistical Office database. https://andmed.stat.ee/et/stat. 05.08.2021.
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likely to embrace Orthodoxy. Estonians mostly Lutheranism. As already mentioned,
“maausk” is also mainly embraced by Estonians, as the movement presents itself as a
restoration of the traditional ancient Estonian religion. The Armenian and Jewish
congregations are also ethnically defined. However, the other major churches and
congregations in Estonia are multi- ethnic and are not linked to any particular national
identity. Thus, for example, the link between religion and ethnicity does not apply to
so-called newer Christian communities such as Adventists, Methodists and Baptists.
Those who have joined these denominations are more personally connected to these
denominations at the level of individual behavior and attitudes, and for them the census
results reflect the reality better. These churches have a significant number of people of
Russian nationality, so that the work of the congregations is sometimes carried out in
parallel in several languages. The relatively large number of Jehovah's Witness
congregations also have a significant number of Russian-speaking members. The
Roman Catholic Church is, of course, a global church, and its membership in Estonia
is also multi- ethnic.

Speaking of Orthodoxy in Estonia, it should be noted that there are two Orthodox
churches in Estonia - the Estonian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate and
the Estonian Apostolic-Orthodox Church. The former is under the canonical
jurisdiction of the Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia, while the latter is an
autonomous church under the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarch of
Constantinople. The space and focus of this article do not allow us to dwell on the
reasons for the formation of the two churches, but it should be mentioned that the two
churches differ in terms of their ethnic composition: the congregations of the Estonian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate are predominantly Russian-speaking,
while those of the Estonian Apostolic-Orthodox Church are predominantly Estonian-
speaking.

4. Religious beliefs of the Estonian population in the light of sociological studies of
religion.

In order to dwell on the ethnic groups here and their religious and ideological attitudes,
we need to turn to the results of a fairly recent sociological survey on religion conducted
by the Estonian Council of Churches in 20202,

! The survey "On Life, Faith and Religion 2020" was carried out by the research company Eesti
Uuringukeskus OU. The survey was conducted from 25.11.2020 to 31.12.2020. The online survey was
combined with a postal survey (N=1000). The questionnaire and the concept of the survey were prepared
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It has already been mentioned that, according to census data, nearly a third of the
Estonian population believes in some religion. Analyzing the results of the sociological
survey of religions, however, reveals a more accurate picture of people's religious
identities. In the questionnaire they were offered a number of identities from which they
could choose the one that suited them best. In the absence of a preferred identity from
the list, they were able to add one themselves. The results were as follows: 28% of
Estonians consider themselves spiritual but not religious, 24% non-religious, 22%
indifferent to religion, 39% religious, 9% religious or spiritual seekers, 9% atheists and
7% none of the above. Although the number of respondents who explicitly said they
were religious was low for this question, 63% of respondents said they felt close to
Christianity in the next question. According to 2020 data, 22% of the Estonian
population belong to a church or religious movement and 57% have been baptized. At
the same time, only 16% attend church services at least 3-4 times a year.!

Previous research has shown that, for a number of historical and cultural reasons, the
number of people who literally call themselves "believers" is small and may not fully
reflect the number of people who actually associate themselves with Christianity at least
to some extent and perhaps belong to a church. According to surveys carried out by the
Estonian Council of Churches in different years, around 23-25% of respondents
identified themselves as Christians. It is therefore difficult to say unequivocally how
many people in Estonia today can be considered to be directly or indirectly associated
with Christian churches.

31% of respondents feel some affinity with the aforementioned neo-paganism?. Since
a nature-friendly and environmentally friendly attitude is sometimes attributed to
secularism, adherence to this religion probably also intersects with certain ecological
views and does not necessarily imply participation in the respective religious
community. Eastern religions are also of interest to our people. As many as 24% of
respondents feel close to them?,

But how do the religious and ideological attitudes of the largest ethnic groups here —
Estonians and Russians - differ? The results of the "Life, Faith and Religion™ surveys

by the Estonian Council of Churches. The author of this article participated in the preparation of this
survey as part of a team of experts.

! Estonian Council of Churches survey "About Life, Faith, Religious Life 2020”.
http://www.ekn.ee/doc/uudised/EUU2020_esmased_tulemused.pdf. 08.09.2021.

2 |bid.
3 Ibid.
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conducted over the years show that Russians here are generally more Christian than
Estonians: they associate themselves more with the Christian church (especially the
Orthodox Church), are more baptized, attend church more often and have more
Christian religious beliefs than Estonians. They are also more conservative on certain
moral and value issues. Notably, the Estonian Council of Churches has also asked
questions about these aspects in its surveys. There is also a known interest in people's
attitudes towards e.g. euthanasia, abortion, cloning, homosexuality or extramarital
affairs. Estonians, on the other hand, are more open to new spirituality and Eastern
religions, less involved with Christianity and more liberal on the aforementioned life
phenomena and moral issues.*

As you can conclude from the above data, the influence of Christian churches and
congregations in Estonian society is not very strong today. Despite the fact that, after
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the anti-church policy organised by the
occupying power, a “religious boom” briefly emerged in the late 1980s and late 1990s,
when large numbers of people joined churches at one time? it remained temporary and
church and congregation membership began to decline again in the following decades.
Understandably, the de-Christianization of our society has been influenced above all by
more than half a century of repressive anti-church policies by the Soviet occupation
authorities, which resulted in the hostile church losing its social outlets and the
opportunity to preach the gospel. On the other hand, fear of repression led frightened
people to distance themselves from the church and not dare to socialize their children
in the Christian faith. Whole generations grew up with almost no knowledge of
Christianity or with prejudices and misconceptions. Thus, we can say that the Christian
tradition in Estonia was broken at the level of both society and families, and this is one
of the main factors influencing the level off secularization today®. But not only. The
signs of modernization began to take hold here at the same time as in other European
countries, even before the Second World War. Moreover, while it was mentioned earlier
that the greater religiousness of the Russians here is supported by the link between
Orthodoxy and the national identity of the Russians, such a link is not so explicit in the

! Estonian Council of Churches surveys "About Life, Faith, Religious Life” 2010, 2015.

2 With the end of atheist pressure, churches were able to operate freely again, and people's interest in and
desire for churches was high. Many who had previously been afraid to do so were baptized and
confirmed. Among Estonians, mass church membership occurred somewhat earlier than among
Russians. However, the “religious boom” was short-lived. On the one hand, the Christian churches were
unable to adapt so quickly to the changed situation and, on the other hand, what was said in the church.
was apparently distant and incomprehensible to the generations who had been alienated from
Christianity for decades and did not sufficiently appeal to them.

% See e.g., Remmel, A., Altnurme, R. (2018). Religion, State and Atheism. Estonian History of Church
and Religion (ed. R. Altnurme), 210-224.
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case of Estonians. Or if it is, it is expressed in a somewhat different way. The reason
for this is the fact that in the second half of the 19th century, when Estonians began to
develop a national self-awareness and national political and cultural thinking, the clergy
was dominated by Baltic Germans, who constituted the elite of society at that time. The
emerging Estonian nationalism and the elite-controlled church remained on opposite
sides of the social spectrum, which unfortunately led to the Christian church’'s marginal
place in the emerging Estonian self-understanding and national narrative.!
Unfortunately, this still affects our self-understanding today.

5. Challenges and opportunities of religious diversity and multi culturalism in
Estonia today

The interaction between different ethnic and religious groups in today's Estonia can
safely be described as peaceful and rather cooperative. Let me mention here some of
the mechanisms that underpin this.

According to §40 of the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia, everyone has freedom
of conscience, religion and thought. Membership of churches and religious associations
is free. There is no national church. Everyone has the freedom, alone or in association
with others, to perform religious services in public or in private, as long as this does not
harm public order, health or morals.2 The Constitution thus provides the legal basis for
a situation where everyone is free to believe according to their conscience, to proclaim
their faith and puts all religions, regardless of their origin and background, on an equal
footing, unless of course they are a threat to society or individuals.

The Christian churches operating in Estonia, as well as some associations of
congregations, are members of the Estonian Council of Churches, which maintains
theological dialogue between member churches, promotes ecumenical communication,
and is a common communication partner of Christian churches with the state. The
Council of Churches also provides a common platform for the churches in their
outreach work. For example, it covers areas such as media, education, sociology of
religion, chaplaincy, ecumenism, life values and ethics, youth work, community work
and international relations®. Given Estonia's small size, it makes sense to organize large-
scale sociological studies of religion covering, for example, the whole of society on a

! Karo, V. K. (2007). National narratives and religion. Multi-religious Estonia 11: a selection of studies
of religion: special edition of Christianity. (toim L. Altnurme), 13—46 and Vihuri, V. (2012). Estonian
and Christianity through the eyes of clergy. Step down among the people. Articles and reflections on
the spirituality of the Estonian population. (toim E. Joks), 24-48.

27 Constitution of the Republic of Estonia §40, https://pohiseadus.ee/sisu/3511. 05.08.2021.

28 Estonian Council of Churches website, http://www.ekn.ee/sisu.php?lehe id=5. 08.09.2021.
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joint basis, as this is likely to be beyond the capacity of smaller religious communities.
An organization such as the Council of Churches would understandably foster mutual
understanding and cooperation between different religious and ethnic groups (e.g. both
Orthodox churches).

Due to the large proportion of minorities, their integration into Estonian society has
been a major focus of attention throughout the country’s independence. Language
learning is considered to be very important, as it is the knowledge of the Estonian
language that is the "key" to integration into the local society. It enables people to be
involved in what is happening in society and offers the most diverse opportunities for
participation. It is also important to note that knowledge of the language enables, among
other things, participation in the local information space, which gives an understanding
of the aspirations and values of our country and people. It is at times of crisis in society
that integration deficiencies are felt most acutely. This was the case during the Covid-
19 pandemic crisis, when information about the restriction and vaccination measures
reached Russian-speaking people, who, because of their lack of language skills, prefer
to follow only Russian media channels and were therefore excluded from the
operational flow of information essential to the crisis.

It was mentioned earlier that our largest churches - the Lutheran Church and the
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate - are largely mono-ethnic by historical
tradition. The situation is different, however, for the so-called newer Christian churches
and congregations (in particular, e.g. evangelical or charismatic individual
congregations and associations of
congregations). While in the rest of society there is often talk of a certain risk of ethnic
segregation (Russian-language schools, cultural institutions, work collectives, a certain
geographical and spatial isolation which creates a situation in which people of different
nationalities do not meet each other very often), the religious organization’s mentioned
above provide a platform for different nationalities to act together. Christians moving
here from other parts of the world are also often inclined to join these congregations.

Political scientist Alar Kilp argues in his 2007 article "Faith as a promoter of
integration” that religious organizations, both churches and sects, have the potential to
act as integrators and creators of social capital if they are sufficiently open. In Estonia,
for example, Jehovah's Witnesses, Pentecostals and Free Churches, which include both
Estonians and non-Estonians, have been remarkably successful in this respect. These
congregations consider religious conversion to be more important than communal
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affiliation and include people of different nationalities. However, the larger churches,
especially of course the Lutheran and Orthodox churches, which are more closely
linked to national traditions, tend to remain on different sides of society. The Baptist
Union unites both Russian- and Estonian-language congregations, but relations
between them are said to be weak. The average respondent, however, sees potential for
unification in the larger churches.! From the point of view of this article, this is an
important observation, which certainly deserves further discussion and attention.

The sociologists Roots, Lilleoja, Beilmann observed on the basis of the data of the 2015
Integration Monitoring Survey that the trust of people of other ethnicities in almost all
Estonian social institutions is lower than that of Estonians, with the exception of local
governments, which are trusted to the same extent as Estonians, and the church, which
is trusted much more?. Although it is likely that by "church” people of other
nationalities were referring primarily to the Orthodox Church, the survey results are
also noteworthy in the light of the general level of secularization in Estonian society.
The church is an authority whose opinion is listened to for this group of society, and
this knowledge may prove important in moments of crisis in society when it is
necessary to address people outside the Estonian- speaking information space. The
author of this article also believes that this research deserves more attention and
discussion in the future.

In the 2015 sociological survey of religions, the Estonian Council of Churches was
interested in the extent to which the Estonian population supports the participation and
role of Christian churches in certain social issues. It was found that, in general, the
majority of respondents are equally positive about the social role of the church today?®.
However, some non-Estonians expressed the fear that involving only one church, the
Lutheran Church, would lead to a greater national polarization of society and further
divisions within society. Thus, in those cases where Russians did not support the
involvement of the church in the affairs of society, it was still a question of integration
rather than an anti-church attitude. They simply want to be more involved. Secondly,
in the case of non-Estonians, it is striking that the (Orthodox) church is expected to
maintain a certain distance, to keep out of society, to concentrate on its own mission
and goals, and even in this case, the attitude against church involvement is not a

L Kilp, Alar (2007) "Faith as a promoter of integration” - Eesti Pievaleht. 28.09.18.

2 Ave Roots, Laur Lilleoja, Mai Beilmann (2016) "Networked society as a missiology Opportunity.
Descriptive part" - Where are you going, Mariana? Quo vadis Terra Mariana. Ed. E. Joks. Estonian
Council of Churches. 321-336.

3 Unfortunately, this role is still rather modest.
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rejection of the church.?
6. To sum up

This article gave a brief overview of Estonia's ethnic and religious divisions, their
background, and discussed very briefly the challenges of religious diversity and
multiculturalism in Estonia today.

Estonian society is for historical reasons quite secularized and the role of Christian
churches in society is not great. However, the credibility of churches as social
institutions is considerable. This gives churches a platform to have a say in the affairs
of society. Sociological surveys of religion show that although the vast majority of the
Estonian population do not consider themselves to be religious, the attitude towards the
church and its activities in society is generally positive.

Our largest churches, such as the Lutheran and Orthodox churches, are traditionally
national churches, meaning that they are predominantly of one nationality. In contrast,
newer Christian denominations, federations of congregations and smaller individual
congregations are often quite multi-ethnic, providing an excellent platform for
interaction between different ethnic groups, which contributes to a more cohesive
society.

The relative authority and trustworthiness of churches in society, and the cultural and
ethnic diversity of some denominations, represent potential as binders and reconcilers
of society, which should be harnessed more for the benefit of society as a whole.

! Kilemit, Liina (2018) "Estonians and non-Estonians expectations of the social role of churches in
Estonia - two different visions?". Online magazine “Church and Theology”.
https://kjt.ee/2018/09/eestlaste-ja-mitte-eestlaste-ootused-kirikute-sotsiaalsele-rollile-eestis-kas-kaks-
erinevat-nagemust/. 05.08.2021.
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Christian Schools in Estonia
Triin Kéipp, PhD

This article consists of three parts: first, a description of Estonian society from the
perspective of a value paradigm; second, an overview of Christian schools and their
role in Estonia and; third, an explanation of the concept of spiritual education, which is
used as a synonym to ‘Christian values education’ in the Estonian context. The article
is based on my doctoral thesis, “Christian Values Education in Christian Schools and
the Role of the Christian Schools in Estonian Society in the 215 Century”.

Estonian society and values

It can be said about the Estonian state that it is a democratic society that can be
characterised through several value characteristics. The World Values Survey places
Estonia among secular-rational countries®, while the local survey “Self. World. Media”
confirms that Estonians prioritise physical well-being and a safe environment?. Both
surveys lead to the conclusion that, while the role of self-expression as an important
value is slowly increasing in Estonian society, the scale is still heavily weighted towards
survival values.

However, democracy is not something that lends itself to an unambiguous definition.
To gain a better understanding of the stance of the Estonian state towards democracy, |
examined the Constitution which, while being a foundational document of statehood,
is also a compromise between different and occasionally conflicting values. For
instance, in his presentation “Values in the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia”?,
Hent Kalmo has observed the difficulty of reducing the Constitution to individual
values. If at all, it can only be done in the preamble, which states that the Estonian state
is founded on liberty, justice and the rule of law, but it becomes evident in a broader

perspective that the Constitution is a document promoting a number of different values,

! World Values Survey ,,Findings and insights“, http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp

Accessed on 14 May 2019.

2 Peeter Vihalemm ja Anu Masso, ,,‘Mina. Maailm. Meedia’ metoodikast®, Eesti iihiskond kiirenevas
ajas. Uuringu ,, Mina. Maailm. Meedia.** 2002—2014 tulemused. (Tartu: Tartu Ulikooli kirjastus, 2017),
96-97.

3 On 28 November 2014 at the joint conference “Rahva tahe — seadustega kujundatav vdi viljendatav?”
of the University of Tartu Centre for Ethics and the Office of the Chancellor of Justice. The presentation
can be viewed on-demand at https://www.uttv.ee/naita?id=21168.
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and often also a compromise that can defend multiple conflicting values. As an
example, Kalmo uses the debates about the Registered Partnership Act, which seems to
protect the seemingly conflicting values of the so-called ‘traditional’ family and the
inviolability of everyone’s family life, irrespective of its form (referring to §§ 26 and
27 of the Constitution)®.

It is a clear illustration of the value paradox that is inherent in democracy, i.e., a genuine
possibility to support a wide range of different values. This is also reflected in the field
of education. Schools and society are very closely connected and an understanding of
the values of a society can be used to form assumptions about the values promoted at
schools, or it can provide grounds for individual schools to choose the values that
facilitate movement in a desired direction. As the question of whether schools exert a
greater influence on society or are more likely to be influenced by society can never be
fully answered, it is best seen as a process of continual interaction.

In order to understand democracy in the 21% century in particular, 1 would like to
highlight two further important aspects: (1) power relations between majorities and
minorities, and (2) a-culture.

The question of majorities and minorities can be examined at the level of groups or
individuals, with both having links to the school context. In education, there are many
discussions about providing equal content in a situation where students have different
individual needs, which always leads to the question about ensuring a fair approach that
would cater for the development needs of each and every student. The Estonian school
network is based on the principle of providing all residents of the country with equal
access to education. Most schools are managed by local municipalities, but there are
also some state schools (state upper secondary schools) that belong to the administrative
area of the Ministry of Education. Private schools can supplement education with
certain ideological or pedagogical aspects (e.g., Christian worldview, Waldorf
education) and offer subjects that cannot be taught at a public school (e.g.,
denominational religious education)?. As a result, the format of a private school is the
only way to establish a Christian/denominational school in Estonia. There were 58
private schools with different orientations in Estonia in the school year 2021/22, which
accounted for 11% of all Estonian schools (517 general education schools)®.

! Hent Kalmo, ,,Viirtustest Eesti Vabariigi pohiseaduses (joint conference “Rahva tahe — seadustega
kujundatav vdi véljendatav?” of the University of Tartu Centre for Ethics and the Office of the Chancellor
of Justice, Tallinn, 28 November 2014), https://www.eetika.ee/et/28-november-2014.

2 §1(7,8) of the national curriculum for basic schools; §11(5) of the Private Schools Act.

8 Statistics website of the Ministry of Education and Research, www.haridussilm.ee, accessed on 21

October 2020.
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In the context of Christian schools, it is important to note that, according to the
population and housing census of 2011, self-reported Christians constitute 28% of the
population® and 19% of the people would describe themselves as religious according to
the “Life, Religion and Religious Life 2020” survey?. In statistical terms, they
obviously constitute a minority.

The term ‘a-culture’ was coined by Jo Cairnsilt in reference to the 21 century
multicultural democratic societies where diverse cultures coexist, but there is no single
intrinsic culture governing the state — it cannot be said that all groups of people share
the exact same values and rely on similar basic principles. There is no ‘common
consciousness’®. Sanjay Seth takes a step further, speculating whether it would make
more sense to describe a liberal society as a collection of individuals who choose their
own culture in that society, but notes that such a solution would disregard the role of
culture in forming an individual as a whole and, therefore, is probably inaccurate®.

The complexity of the situation has been summarised by Andrew Wright who writes
that, “Given the plurality of choices and options before us, it is increasingly difficult to
make sense of a diverse and complex world. This has led, perhaps inevitably, to the
collapse of a single shared high culture and its fragmentation into a diverse range of
popular cultures™®. Without going into an assessment of high culture vs. popular culture,
it is important to note that the absence of a set cultural belief leads to fragmentation of
society.

Both issues are important in the context of Christian education, as Christians and
Christian schools constitute a minority in Estonia and, in an a-cultural society, it is
particularly relevant to ask who is responsible for establishing the values of a specific
interest group. As the content of school education lays the foundation for entire society
and the value spheres of school and society cannot be too different in their essence, it
is important to examine the decisions made by schools in this respect, and the
opportunities they have.

! Statistikaamet ,,Rahva ja eluruumide loendus 2011, https://www.stat.ee/rel2011. Accessed on 20
September 2017.

2 http://www.ekn.ee/doc/uudised/EUU2020_esmased_tulemused.pdf

3 Cairns, Jo; Faith Schools and Society; Continuud International Publishing Group; New York, USA,
2009, 34

4 Sanjay Seth, ,Liberalism and the Politics of (Multi)Culture: Or, Plurality Is Not Difference®,
Postcolonial Studies 4, nr 1 (aprill 2001), 7071, https://doi.org/10.1080/13688790120046889.

> Andrew Wright, Religion, education, and post-modernity (London; New York: RoutledgeFalmer,
2004), 3.
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If we accept the argument that one of the greatest educational crises of the present is
related to the fact that the school is no longer linked to a particular community and its
system of values!, we can come to a conclusion that a-culture is simultaneously a
problem and an opportunity. It is a problem, because our values can be quite different
from each other, and we need to learn how to live side by side with people who have
different values. Conversely, a-culture can create a sense of uprootedness or lack of
grip due to the absence of a shared social framework about things that need to be valued
the most. However, with regard to the majority-minority question, it also creates an
opportunity to give more liberty to minorities, enabling them to rely on their own
worldview, which should indeed be encouraged in a liberal democracy. There is a
strong link to the school network because, very generally, the school system tends to
be shaped by the majority and the option of greater differentiation (more consideration
for minorities) is currently provided by private education. In the context of Christian
education, Christianity as a worldview can be seen as providing a kind of fulcrum and
a more specific set of values, even though things are not black and white within
Christianity, either, as | observed before.

The survey “Life, Religion, and Religious Life 2015 provides an important insight into
the image of Christian schools and religious education in general in Estonian society.
It must be admitted that Christian schools are still a rather novel phenomenon and need
to become a more established part of the educational landscape. | hope that subsequent
surveys will add more material for comparison to see whether there is an increase in
awareness over the years. The fear of brainwashing is still present in society and,
curiously, Christian schools are also seen as institutions imposing a stricter discipline.
However, the prevalent observation is lack of information, which is reflected both, in
the answers where respondents outright admit to their ignorance and in semi-mythical
opinions about brainwashing and such. This, in turn, corresponds to Estonia’s
placement in the secular corner that appears from the World Values Survey. It would
be very important to repeat the survey after a considerable number of classes have
finished their studies (for many schools, 2022 is the year when their first students
complete the curriculum), which would mean that a greater portion of society will have
had some kind of experience with Christian schools. In addition, a repeat survey would

! Hargreaves, Changing teachers, changing times, 58. , The decline of the Judaeo-Christian tradition is
the prime purpose underpinning schooling and teaching in a context of greater religios, cultural and
ethnic diversity penetrating questions about the moral purposes of education. One of the greatest
educational crises of the postmodern age is the collapse of the common school: a school tied to the
community and having a clear sense of the social and moral values it should instil.”
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indicate if and to what extent Estonia has shifted from survival towards self-expression
on the world values scale, and how this has affected the value content of education.

This is the general picture of values in Estonia where Christian schools with their values
form a part of the whole.

Christian schools in Estonia

There are in total 12 Christian private schools in Estonia, with the majority of them
offering basic education, but increasingly moving towards becoming upper secondary
schools. In the school year 2021/2022, these schools have a total of 2,571 students,
including 265 children going to the kindergartens at the schools®. Denominational
Christian education is only possible in private schools; religious education as an
elective subject can be taught in general education, but it is available only in some
schools. Consequently, only a minor part of Estonian society has access to Christian
education, and it is important to ask: What is the role of the minority Christian schools,
how do Christian schools prepare children for living and coping in an a-cultural or
multicultural liberal society, and whether and how development of a child’s identity is
connected to raising them as a citizen in a liberal society??

The question of necessity of Christian schools in the context of liberal democracy tends
to produce two diverging opinions:

- Christian schools should not exist, because such separation is not consistent
with liberal values.

- Christian schools are essential, as they are the only way to ensure that people
with different worldviews have an opportunity to educate their children
accordingly.

This difference of opinions is largely caused by the different ways liberal values are
interpreted. As we have seen before, it is difficult to provide an unambiguous definition
of liberalism. I describe liberal democracy primarily as a mode of governance that is
obviously based on values but at the same time does not require a fundamental
philosophical solution but rather, tends to lead to an a-cultural solution. In addition, as
our Constitution declares that we have freedom of religion and freedom of thought in
our state’, we cannot expect everyone here to have a single, universally applicable
worldview. Instead, liberal democracy should ensure the existence of several

L http://www kristlik.edu.ee/kool/ Accessed on 04.02.2022.
2 Baker, Swimming against the tide, 11.
3 §40 of the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia.
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educational institutions with different worldviews and thus, the argument that Christian
schools are not consistent with liberal values is contradicting itself.

For the first opinion, the issue is about separation — there is a fear that children in
Christian schools are raised in a ‘bubble’, lacking contact with ‘real life’. In this context,
‘real life’ is understood as a world where people come into contact with different
cultures on a daily basis and live alongside them. If all children of Christian families
are brought to study in Christian schools, it means that (a) they have no opportunity to
study and live alongside children who have different worldviews and, (b) others have
no opportunity to learn about the Christian worldview. Furthermore, in conversations |
have encountered the fear that a Christian school cultivates monocultural children who
will be in a vulnerable position as adults and can potentially have a destructive impact
on society.

The main argument of the proponents of the second opinion is based on the freedom of
consciousness, religion and thought that stems from human rights® and as indicated
above, parents have the prerogative to make decisions about their children’s education?.
If a parent prefers their child to be raised in a value sphere that is similar both at home
and at school, they need to have a real choice and access to schools that define
themselves through worldviews. At present, this is ensured primarily through private
schools in Estonia®.

In my relevant study, | examined the issue more specifically from four perspectives and
tried to assemble a broader picture. I asked, “What is the role of Christian schools in
the 21°% century Estonia

o according to school leaders;
o inrelation to the results of the survey “Life, Religion, and Religious Life
2015”;
o inrelation to values appreciated in Estonia;
o 1in comparison with other countries?”
According to Christian school leaders, Christian schools are important in our society to
provide Christian families with an option of aligning the values at home and at school

1§40 of the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia.

2 §37 of the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia.

3 For example, the principles of the Union of Estonian Christian Private Schools,
http://www.kristlik.edu.ee/new/mtu/. Accessed on 4 October 2017. In this context, it is also important to
differentiate between worldview schools and the values formulated by the schools. Estonian schools are
required to have a development plan, which sets out the values of the school; consequently, all schools
have drafted a statement of their values, but private schools tend to identify themselves more directly as
worldview-based schools.
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where the child spends the largest part of the day, and of filling the gap in a situation
where parents would like their child to receive religious education but cannot provide
it on their own due to a lack of experience. In both cases, acquiring respective
vocabulary and the courage and liberty to use that vocabulary plays an important role.
However, the target group is not limited to children from Christian families; alignment
of values is often seen from a broader perspective. The background here is a social gap,
a period when Christian values were not spoken of, which has created a deficit of basic
knowledge on religion.

The results of the survey “Life, Religion, and Religious Life 2015” reveal a cautious
attitude towards Christian schools. Slightly less than half of the respondents were
supportive or rather supportive of Christian schools, and nearly half of them were
Christians. Every fifth respondent would have been prepared to send their child to a
Christian school and 2/3 of those respondents were Christians.

Spiritual education, knowledge of God, information about Christianity, the Bible and
religious customs, engagement with moral and ethical topics were identified as the main
strengths of Christian schools. Conversely, those who preferred to avoid Christian
schools did not want religious topics to be imposed on their children, did not live in a
Christian family, or simply did not consider it necessary and had limited knowledge
about the schools.

How does this fit with the general value appreciation in Estonia? The first answer is
given by the aforementioned survey “Life, Religion, and Religious Life 2015” (EUU
2015) where respondents were hesitant about the necessity of Christian schools.
Slightly less than half of the respondents thought that they are necessary, which makes
sense if we consider our position on the Inglehart-Welzel world values map. Our clear
placement in the secular-rationalist and survival sector indicates that religious choices
are not a priority in our society, with only 18.8% of respondents saying that religiosity
is an important trait to be cultivated in children. This background helps to understand
the slight scepticism about Christian schools or the lack of awareness of their
importance that is reflected in the results of EUU 2015. Sometimes, Christian schools
are regarded through a lens of vicar Christianity — the attitude towards them is positive,
but people still prefer to choose a different educational institution for their own
children.

In an a-cultural or multicultural society, there are two options for education: either
create differentiated schools for all cultural groups or try to support mingling of
cultures. The first position emphasises alignment of values at home and at school, while
the second prioritises the experience of functioning in a multicultural society. This issue
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is currently not particularly high on the Estonian public agenda but, based on the
experience of other countries, potential problems can be associated with both,
segregation in Christian schools (with Christians assembling together and not
encountering representatives of other worldviews) and absence of Christians from
municipal schools (non-Christian children do not meet their Christian peers). This issue
should be acknowledged but considering the marginal role of Christian schools at this
moment, it need not be over-emphasised. It is also important to consider that, in addition
to children from Christian families, Christian schools include students from a diverse
range of family backgrounds. The other aspect of this question is development of a
child’s identity in the form of an integrated self-image, which is easier when the child
acquires firm roots, supported by the alignment of values at home and at school. In an
a-cultural society, this approach supports a more concrete ‘rooting’ of children. On the
scale of poor and strong position of religious schools, developed by Johan de Jong and
Ger Snik!, Estonian Christian schools can be classified as moderate religious schools.
The schools are based on a particular religious tradition, but also provide broader
knowledge of other religions and different religious approaches, which supports
students’ future coping in a multicultural environment.

In conclusion, it can be said that Christian schools play a multi-faceted role in Estonia
and different stakeholders can have diverging perspectives in this regard. In general,
their existence increases the options available to parents in choosing an education path
for their children. For many families, Christian schools fill a social gap, as they on their
own would not be able to provide their children with religious education. Being a full
and equal part of the Estonian school network according to the applicable Private
Schools Act, Christian schools can also serve as a kind of lab, testing different
approaches to the provision of education. According to EUU 2015, providing
knowledge about religion was seen as the main strength of Christian schools but
unfortunately, this question was no longer included in the new survey and there is no
corresponding information for 2020. It could be argued, somewhat controversially, that
Christian schools in the Estonian context can often be more multi-cultural than they are
in other countries, because they emphasise questions of values education and identity
and provide children in a safe environment with religious vocabulary, which they can
then use to express and share their religious beliefs with their peers, whereas such
opportunity is usually not available in municipal schools. In a society that can be

! Jong, Johan De, ja Ger Snik. ,,Why Should States Fund Denominational Schools ?“ Journal of
Philosophy of Education 36, nr 4 (2002): 573-87.
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described through the keywords of ‘liberal democracy’ and ‘a-culture’, Christian
education is one possible approach among others.

Spiritual education

In the context of Christian schools, the term ‘spiritual education’ is sometimes used
instead of or alongside the concept of ‘values education’. This term is not used only in
the narrow Christian (school) context, but it has gained a wider use!. This expression
cannot be found in the Estonian Thesaurus, which seems to indicate that it is a relatively
recent term. At the same time, the ideas of educating and caring for one’s spirit have
been present for a long time, including in one of Estonian core texts, the novel “Spring”
by Oskar Luts.

Christian schools use the term ‘spiritual education’ as an important concept related to
values education, often as a synonym to Christian values education. While religious
education plays an important role in spiritual education, it is not exclusively limited to
this domain. For instance, the Development Plan of St. Peter’s Lutheran School of Tartu
states:

“Christian values education or spiritual education: St. Peter’s School provides spiritual
education that:

— is based on Christian ethics and human values and establishes the foundation for the
development of socially responsible individuals who respect the principles of civil
society;

— presents Christian culture, the Lutheran tradition, Estonian cultural heritage and the
history of the historic St. Peter’s school.”

The Development Plan of Kaarli School specifies:
“We strive towards spiritual growth — fulfilment of internal spiritual education.”

Therefore, based on the perspective of Christian schools, | would propose the following
definition of spiritual education: Spiritual education means everything that is additional

1 For instance, on the website of Petrone Print https://petroneprint.ee/lasteraamatud/sari-mis-opetab-
ajalugu-ja-annab-hingeharidust/ and in Virumaa Teataja
https://virumaateataja.postimees.ee/2266931/kultuur-rektor-tostab-kilbile-hingehariduse.

2 Tartu Luterliku Peetri Kooli arengukava 2016-2019 http://www.luterlik.edu.ee/wp-
content/uploads/2016/03/TLPK-arengukava 2016-2019-1.pdf.

8 Kaarli kooli arengukava 2016-2019, https://www.kaarlikool.ee/wp-
content/uploads/2017/10/KAARLI-KOOLI-ARENGUKAVA-2016-2019.pdf.
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to knowledge at school, including engagement with students’ beliefs and values, and
answering their questions about being human and about acting in this God-created
world.

The English term ‘spiritual education’ is used as the closest equivalent to the Estonian
term ‘hingeharidus’. However, it is important to note that the concept of spirituality can
be understood differently in different cultures, and it should be approached with certain
reservation. For instance, Canadian researcher Joyce E. Bellous writes about inclusive
spiritual education as something that helps us establish connections with each other and
with the world. According to her, the purpose of spiritual education is to equip people
with tools of spiritual self-expression through word, emotions, symbols and action.*

Another issue pertains to the question whether spiritual education is necessarily linked
to a religious denomination or can it be ‘religiously neutral’. An important debate in
this issue took place in the 1990ies in the United Kingdom, where spiritual education
has been identified as an important goal of education®. In this context, | would like to
illustrate the diverging approaches to spiritual education by summarising the trains of
thought developed by some authors, namely Nigel Blake, David Carr, and Jeff Lewis.

David Carr is primarily interested in the meaning of the word ‘spiritual’, which does
not lend itself to a clear solution, because it is indeed a highly complex concept. In
particular, he emphasises its connection with the transcendent and argues that spiritual
education should be limited to specific subjects, it cannot be something universal or
holistic.® Thus, Carr would permit spiritual education at schools, but only as one of the
subjects among others, not as something general.

Nigel Blake draws a rather strong dividing line between spiritual education and other
kinds of education, arguing that spirituality and school education can never go hand in
hand, because they are based on conflicting ideas and spirituality should always be
linked to specific religious beliefs. It belongs to the teaching and traditions of churches
and monasteries, which are not appropriate in the context of public schools.* On the
one hand, these two positions can be regarded as similar: spiritual education must be
kept separate; it is comparable to a differentiation between sacred and profane. On the
other hand, they are very different in terms of their views about spiritual education

! Joyce E. Bellous, ,,An Inclusive Spiritual Education®, International Journal of Children’s Spirituality
24, nr 4 (2. oktoober 2019), 389-400, https://doi.org/10.1080/1364436X.2019.1675603.

2 Elise Nemliher, ,,Spirituaalsuse arengu toetamine koolis — Eesti ja Inglismaa dppekavade sisuanaliiiis
ja vordlus* (Magistritdo, Tartu, Tartu Ulikool, 2017), 11-13.

% David Carr, ,,Towards a Distinctive Conception of Spiritual Education®, Oxford Review of Education
21(1) (1995), 83-98.

4 Nigel Blake, ,,Against Spiritual Education®, Oxford Review of Education 22(4) (1996), 443-456.
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having a place in schools or not. Similarly, Pike argues that all problems associated
with Christian education can be reduced to the question of whether the world can be
divided into private and public spheres, with religion being located exclusively in the
private sphere.

The third position is represented by Jeff Lewis, whose argument is based on the holistic
dimension of spiritual education. According to him, spirituality should not be
understood as a separate category, but rather as a characteristic or a phenomenon. He
summarises his views with the idea that spiritual education should not be limited to the
domain of religious education, morals or arts. Instead, it is something that encompasses
every student as a whole and supports their academic and social progress and is
therefore essential or even inevitable in the context of education.?

Lewis’ idea is quite similar to the approach of Christian schools that is also based on a
holistic view of the human being. In the case of the arguments by Carr and Blake, it is
important to see both the need for clarity of thought as well as the risk of getting
entangled in merely one aspect of the concept. The Estonian term ‘hingeharidus’ has
not yet undergone such a specific discussion to facilitate questions about where, by
whom and how can or should the spirit be educated or whether ‘education’ is even the
most appropriate word in this context. In my opinion, society perceives it mainly as a
concept that treats the human being as a whole and provides one possible answer to the
question about other purposes of education beyond the provision of theoretical
knowledge. At the start of the chapter, | wrote about the interconnection between
education and upbringing; similarly, spiritual education broadens the perspective on
education by supplementing provision of knowledge with another dimension —
engagement with beliefs and values of students. The particular fit of this concept in the
Estonian cultural sphere is an interesting research question in its own right, which
would deserve a broad survey and would be well suited as a topic for the next round of
“Life, Religion, and Religious Life”.

It could be said in conclusion that a spiritual education approach has been closely linked
to the targets of basic schools and upper secondary schools® in focusing on both
education and upbringing of students — both reflect a holistic view of students. In my

! Mark A. Pike, ,,The Challenge of Christian Schooling in a Secular Society*, Journal of Research on
Christian Education 13, nr 2 (september 2004): 149-66, https://doi.org/10.1080/10656210409484967.
2 Jeff Lewis, ,,Spiritual Education as the Cultivation of Qualities of the Heart and Mind. A Reply to Blake
and Carr®, Oxford Review of Education 26(2) (2000), 362—383.

3 §3 of the national curriculum for basic schools and §3 of the national curriculum for upper secondary

schools.
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opinion, Estonia has adopted a holistic concept of spiritual education based on the
Pauline idea of caring equally for the human spirit, soul and body (1 Thess. 5:23).

How is spiritual education related to Christian values education? Are they synonymous
or is Christian values education a broader concept, with spiritual education being only
one possible methodology?

As | observed above, from the perspective of Christian schools, spiritual education
means something that is additional to knowledge at school, including engagement with
children’s beliefs and values, and answering their questions about being human and
about acting in this God-created world. In this context, it is important to see the
similarities and differences between spiritual education and character-building. On the
one hand, the approaches are rather similar — there are no methods that can be applied
in a uniform manner and the goal is rather a holistic view of the human being. On the
other hand, the names itself highlight the differences in emphasis — spiritual education
and character-building. Compared to the concept of character, the concept of spirit has
a more timeless character in both the Estonian language and the Christian perspective.
Therefore, the concept of spiritual education is a better fit for Christian education, but
it does not mean that it cannot include aspects of character-building. Spiritual
education, as | have defined it in this study, is integrating in its essence and is likely to
facilitate application or combination of all the different methods of values education.
Consequently, it cannot be seen as the one and only approach to practicing values
education; rather, it resembles the notion of integrational ethical education suggested
by Berkowitz and Bier.

It also important to define the central value of spiritual education. If obedience is the
central value in inculcation, self-awareness in values clarification, fairness in the
cognitive approach, and care in character-building®, then what is the central value of
spiritual education? Based on my definition, a propose that there are two values:
integrity and balance. Looking at the central values of different approaches in values
education and studying them in the context of Christian ethics, the conclusion seems to
confirm what | wrote above, namely that values clarification is the furthest from
Christian values education, inculcation is mostly based on the Old Testament paradigm
of the Ten Commandments, the underlying fairness of the cognitive approach can be
viewed from the perspective of the Ten Commandments as well as Pauline theology,
and care as the foundational element of character-building is most visible in the context

! Schihalejev ja Jung, ,,Erinevad viirtuskasvatuslikud lihenemised*, 20.
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of the Sermon on the Mount. Integrity and balance as the characteristic features of
spiritual education bring the aforementioned values together and supplement them with
a transcendental dimension (spirit, soul and body). Therefore, | believe that spiritual
education is a very suitable approach for Christian values education and they are often
used as synonyms in the context of Estonian Christian schools, even though, in a
broader perspective, Christian values education can also include other possible
approaches.

Conclusion

Estonia is a liberal democracy where religion plays a relatively marginal role in society
as a whole. However, the relative importance of Christian schools is gradually
increasing and they are seen as necessary for society due to a low level of general
religious literacy. The concept of spiritual education is frequently used and it means
everything that is additional to knowledge at school, including engagement with
students’ beliefs and values, and answering their questions about being human and
about acting in this God-created world.
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Religious Education in Estonian General Education Schools
Silja Hirm
The Institute of Theology of the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church

There are multiple models of religious education in Europe, depending on the country.
In all cases, their roots go back to the respective local history of religion and education.
This article discusses religious education® in general education schools, financed by
Estonian municipalities and the central government. It presents a brief overview of its
development in the past 30 years, the national subject syllabi, and problems associated
with religiously unbiased teaching. The discussion also covers potential prospects of
religious education in Estonia.

Religious education from restoration of independence until 2010

Provision of education on religion was restarted shortly before restoration of Estonia’s
independence?. Many schools introduced a new optional subject of religious education,
which was back then usually named as usuopetus. Typically for the curricula of that
period, they did not include descriptions of optional subjects. While schools had access
to advisory subject syllabi of religious education, the content of the subject was mostly
unregulated and variable between schools. The intention was to continue with religious
education from the point where it had been interrupted with the occupation of 1940.
While Estonian religious education of the 1930s was focused on Christianity, the subject
syllabi of that period already included information on other religions.

In the early 2000s, Pille Valk created the concept of religious education for Estonian
schools and a contextual model for development of a subject syllabus, which enabled
answering questions about the nature, general principles, objectives, contents and
organisation of religious education (Valk 2002: 47-52; Valk 2010: 531-532). The
concept was developed in the light of the post-Communist context and laid the
foundations for modernisation and harmonisation of religious education. The emphasis
shifted from Christianity-influenced religious education to non-confessional religious
studies.

! There is a distinction in Estonian terminology and legislation between ‘confessional religious

education’ (usuopetus; teaching primarily one religion) and ‘non-confessional religious studies’
(usundiopetus; presenting different religions, based on a pluralist approach; the term is used since 2010
in the national curricula to refer to the subject that covers different religions). In addition, the umbrella
term ‘religious education’ (religioonidpetus; teaching one or several religions at school) is used to cover
both confessional and non-confessional forms of study.

2 For a more extensive study of religious education in Estonia, see Schihalejev 2014.
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Harmonisation of religious education practice was further supported by training of
religious education teachers. The first teachers of religion in Estonia after restoration of
independence were trained in the early 1990s in Finland. Then, programs for teachers
of religion were opened at the theological faculty of the University of Tartu, re-
established in 1991, and at private schools of theology. In the latter, the training of
teachers remained a temporary occurrence (Schihalejev 2014: 92-94).

Nevertheless, for many years, there were intense debates in the media about the
content and relevance of religious education. The different parties had rather diverse
underlying concepts about the nature of religious education (Altnurme 2006: 87-88).
Some were afraid that it would be confessional religious education and the issue of
teachers’ religious bias was mentioned as well. The predominant public opinion was that
if the subject is taught by Christian clergy or Christian teachers, they will attempt to
convert children to Christianity (Valk 1999). However, a study by Valk about the
attitudes and expectations of students, teachers and school principals in relation to
religious education, conducted in the early 2000s, indicated a widespread consensus
among teachers about suitability of the model of non-confessional religious studies for
Estonian schools (Valk 2003; 2018).

Subject syllabi of religious education in 2010/2011

The Estonian education standard is established with national curricula based on a
tradition that goes back an entire century. A division between basic schools and upper
secondary schools was introduced in 2010 and new national curricula were adopted, to
be used by schools for developing their own curricula. For the first time, the national
curricula also included a description of religious education as an optional subject. The
respective subject syllabi are based on the model of contextual approach, created by
Valk, and were developed from her subject syllabi. The subject syllabus of religious
studies for basic schools specifies three courses: “Customs, Stories and Values” in the
first stage, “Values and Choices” in the second stage, and “One World, Different
Religions™ in the third stage of study (National Curriculum for Basic Schools 2011).
The syllabus for upper secondary schools includes two 35-hour courses: “Humanity
and Religion” and “The Religious Landscape of Estonia” (National Curriculum for
Upper Secondary Schools 2011). They can be supplemented with other, more
comprehensive courses.

The general description of the subject in the syllabus for both basic schools and
upper secondary schools specifies that the subject provides an introduction to different
religions without advertising any particular religion. The goal is to improve
understanding of the role of religion in society, culture and individual lives. The general
principles of the subject syllabi specify that:
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1) the underlying principle is recognition of freedom of religion and thought;

2) students are not expected to accept any particular worldview as a norm;

3) students are not guided towards acceptance of a particular religion;

4) the learning about different religions and worldviews is based on a ‘“balanced
scientific approach”;

5) the subject cannot be viewed as advertising “any particular church, congregation
or other religions association” (National Curriculum for Basic Schools 2011;
National Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools 2011).

The learning contents of the curricula for basic schools and upper secondary schools
are expected to form an integrated whole. For instance, the focus of the basic school 3™
stage course “One World, Different Religions” is on learning about the major religions
of the world. The course covers their origins, major figures, rituals and cultural output,
as well as the main viewpoints of their teaching and ethical doctrine. At least five major
religions are studied in greater detail (National Curriculum for Basic Schools 2011).
This course provides basic knowledge about world religions and serves as an
introduction for the courses described in the subject syllabi for upper secondary schools.

Based on a model of classifying the types of religious education as confessional and
non-confessional (see, e.g., Cush 2011; Schreiner 2011), the described general
principles, learning objectives and contents indicate that the subject syllabi in question
represent non-confessional religious education. The non-confessional model of
religious education is also evident from the legal organisation of the subject. Estonian
legislation does not grant any religion the right to control religious education in public
schools (Kiviorg 2013: 94). Legal organisation of religious studies is within the
jurisdiction of the Estonian government through national curricula. There is a difference
in religious education between state and municipal schools on the one hand and private
schools on the other hand. From 2010, confessional religious education can be provided
only in private schools® on a voluntary basis for students (Private Schools Act 2010).

Religious education in Estonia has one distinctive feature compared to the
organisation of religious education in other European countries. The standard practice
is that confessional religious education is provided as an optional subject by different
religious communities, whereas non-confessional religious education are provided by
the schools and the government as a mandatory subject (Schreiner 2007: 11-12). While
the Estonian model is similarly based on non-confessional religious education provided
by the government, it is an optional subject (cf. Schihalejev 2015: 98—-101).

Teaching of religious education in the past decade

! The specific courses of religious education can be offered under different titles in private
schools as well as in municipal and state schools.
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As religious studies are an optional subject, it has been difficult to obtain an overview
of the number of schools where it has been provided over the years (Harm, Schihalejev
2019: 92). For instance, the title of the subject can differ from the one specified in
legislation. The adoption of the new curricula in 2010, when the subject was named as
‘religious studies’ created clarity at the legislative level. However, as these curricula were
implemented on a gradual basis, the titles of the subject have not been harmonised across
schools. In addition, schools can offer their own optional courses, in which case a school
can use, for various reasons, another title for the subject that deals with different
religions. It is also possible that a school offers religious studies as an optional subject,
but there is a minimum number of students who need to be registered for the course in
order for it to be taught in a particular school year. Some schools only offer certain
elective subjects every second or third year?.

Even though there is no comprehensive overview of the number of schools where
religious studies are taught in any given school year, or the titles used for this subject, it
is notable that religious studies are more likely to be offered in upper secondary schools
than in basic schools. According to the Estonian Education Information System, religious
studies were taught in 2018 under different titles in 15-16 schools at the first, second and
third stages of study, but in 43 schools at the upper secondary stage. In addition, surveys
conducted among teachers indicate that there have been more than ten schools every year
that have provided religious studies, without it being reflected in the Estonian Education
Information System (Hé&rm, Schihalejev 2019: 92-95). The above observations alone
should make it clear that there is a great variability between schools in the organisation
of religious studies and in the emphasis of learning objectives. For this reason, Olga
Schihalejev has described the Estonian case as a “natural laboratory” for studying the
effects of the different models of religious education (Schihalejev 2013: 75). In particular,
the diversity of religious education in Estonia is something that might attract international
interest.

The 2010 National Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools reserves a significant
portion of the course load for optional subjects. However, there have been few studies
on the optional subjects that are actually taught. Nevertheless, the available data
indicate that there are some challenges®. Sometimes, teachers lack any support in the
form of subject syllabi, textbooks or learning resources, for instance. In this respect, the
situation with religious studies is relatively good compared to some of the other optional

! The diversity of the titles of the subject can be a reflection of the diversity of learning objectives
and contents.
2 All these options are reflected in the Estonian Education Information System, which is the man
source of information on the state, municipal and private schools that offer courses on religion.
8 For more details, see Hiarm 2021: 80-104.
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subjects. There are, finally, national curricula that present a shared understanding of the
general principles of religious studies for schools and society at large. There are original
textbooks or Estonian translations of learning resources for different stages of study.
However, achieving the learning outcomes can pose a challenge in religious studies as
an optional subject due to students’ lower motivation compared to mandatory subjects.

In case of optional subjects, there can be a discrepancy between the professional
autonomy of teachers and the available professional support. While teachers of
religious studies as an optional subject have greater professional autonomy compared
to teachers of core subjects, especially those where sate examinations are required, this
comes with an expectation of a high level of professionalism. However, teachers can
lack resources required for high professional standards simply because it is not a core
subject. For instance, they may not have the time for attending refresher training or
acquiring the required professional qualifications.

Teacher training for religious education and the ambiguous situation of teachers of
religion

In Estonia, both basic school and upper secondary school teachers are required to
have a master’s degree or equivalent qualification, plus completed professional training
as a teacher. However, teachers of optional subjects in upper secondary schools are only
required to have higher education (Direktori, Oppealajuhataja, dpetajate... 2013, § 3 (1)
and (2)).

The specialist training in religious education can be completed in the master’s
program of Religious Studies and Theology at the University of Tartu where future
teachers can receive training in religion and pedagogics, as well as the professional
qualification of a teacher of religious studies. School of Theology and Religious Studies
at the University of Tarty also offers refresher training in religious education. For
instance, working teachers have an opportunity to acquire the professional qualification
of'ateacher of religious studies in a retraining program. Most of the teachers of religious
studies who are currently working at Estonian schools have completed their training in
religion and/or religious education during the past 30 years at the University of Tartu
or private schools of theology. However, some of them have no formal training in the
specialty.

Freathy, Parker, Schweitzer and Simojoki have developed a threefold framework for
researching professionalisation of religious education teachers (Freathy et al. 2016).
Observation of Estonian teachers of religion in this framework reveals that they are in
an ambiguous situation. The first level of this framework is the institutional structure
of RE teacher training, including official curricula, which is available at the University
of Tartu. However, the qualification requirements for teachers of optional courses have
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been lowered in recent years — it is sufficient if they have higher education, irrespective
of specialisation.

Ambiguities also appear at the second level of professional self-organisation and
professional politics. Whereas previous subject syllabi were of an advisory nature,
religious studies have been described as an optional subject in the curricula of 2010. It
is particularly important because national curricula are the foundation of the education
standard in Estonia. At the same time, religious studies being an optional subject has
consequences for the entire organisational side and status of the subject. The
professional association of RE teachers, which was once an active organisation, does
no longer exist. However, there is a website for religious education (Usundidpetus
2022). It reveals that there is a Pille Valk Scholarship, and people can join a mailing list
of teachers of religious education as well as a Facebook community. Students can
participate in subject competitions on religious studies (Usundidpetuse oliimpiaad 2022).

The third level of the professionalisation framework of RE teachers refers to
professional knowledge. The most prominent ambiguity in this respect pertains to the
fact that there are teachers whose professional knowledge is not based on academic
training. However, different levels of academic training and refresher training play a
key role for teachers in the acquisition and maintenance of professional skills.

Unbiased teaching of religious studies

The prevalent concept of religious studies in Estonian municipal and state upper
secondary schools is based on the model of non-confessional religious studies, which
present different religions and should be taught in an unbiased manner. Adherence to
this principle is assumed even if the subject is taught under a different title. But what
does religiously unbiased and impartial teaching mean for teachers? Interviews with
teachers of religious studies’ revealed the need to refrain from disparaging different
religions and their representatives, and to create a tolerant atmosphere in the classroom.
According to teachers, it was also important that teachers do not advertise their own
views or opinions. Furthermore, the interviewed teachers highlighted students’ beliefs
about religion, emphasising the need to cultivate a tolerant attitude. The respondents
stated that a religious bias can take both negative and positive forms.

Discussing religiously unbiased teaching, teachers also mentioned the topic of
tolerance. While they noted that students tend to become more tolerant as they grow

! The author of the article interviewed 22 teachers of religious studies at the upper secondary
stage in 2015 and 2016 to analyse their professional choices in the framework of the national subject
syllabus. Half of the interviewees had formal training in religious education. Inductive content analysis
was used as the method for analysing the interviews. On the study, see Hirm 2021.
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older, they also found that schools have still a lot to do in this field (cf. Schihalejev et
al. 2020: 376).

Most of the students attending the classes of religious studies come from secular
backgrounds. They have had no past experiences with institutional religion, or their
experiences have been negative. A particularly strong bias is noticeable in relation to
distinctive religious groups, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses. The same class can also
include a few religious students. According to teachers, intolerance occurs among both
secular and religious youngsters. Consequently, on the background of discussing
religion in as neutral manner as possible, it is important for teachers to know how to act
in a situation where some students are biased towards or tend to make fun of different
religions or their representatives. In addition, preventing students from disparaging
their peers who have fundamentalist or clearly different beliefs can pose a challenge for
teachers. At the same time, teachers are aware that they, too, can unintentionally offend
such students.

A previous study has indicated that students who have taken religious studies tend
to be more tolerant than others on religious issues (Schihalejev 2009). Similarly, the
interviewees noted that students’ tolerance tends to increase in the course of religious
studies. This seems to indicate that teachers focus on cultivating tolerance, as
emphasised in the national subject syllabi, throughout the educational processes.

In Estonia, the predominant concept of unbiased religious studies seems to be based
on the idea that teachers should not guide students, openly or implicitly, towards
accepting the religious beliefs and worldview of the teacher. According to the
interviewees, the most prevalent fear is that the teacher of religious studies starts to
advertise Christianity. In some respects, this fear can be justified, because the Estonian
situation is unique in that non-confessional religious studies are often taught by clergy
members from different Christian denominations. They have studied Christian
theology, often at some (private) higher educational institution where the main focus is
on training congregation workers. Thus, comparative religious studies can form only a
small part of their training. Furthermore, only a part of the theologically trained teachers
has also training in religious education.

On the one hand, biased teaching is associated with institutional religion and inviting
students to join a particular religious community. For instance, it is relatively easy to
see if a teacher prefers the dogmas of a particular denomination when discussing
Christianity. Such a crude induction of students to religion was condemned by all
teachers. On the other hand, bias can be more concealed and appear in ways that are
harder to notice even in oneself. Some of the interviewees were aware of this possibility.
For instance, a teacher can promote a particular form of Christian devotion or non-
Christian religious practices, influencing students in this way. However, the interviews
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also revealed that biased teaching can take the form of presenting a one-sided picture
of a religion. For instance, teachers can spend more time on topics that are personally
important for them or present their individual views on religion as something shared by
everyone. This can leave students with the impression that no other views on religion
exist or there are no other ways of discussing a particular religion. All these are potential
deviations from unbiased teaching, which teachers may not be aware of as such.

It is difficult to assess, based on the interviews, how teachers manage to achieve
unbiased teaching in practice. Nevertheless, the interviews indicated that, even though
teachers consider it right to be unbiased and would like to be avoid bias when presenting
the subject, they sometimes lack the required skills. Studies of novice teachers have
shown that reflection on personal beliefs and on professional practice supports
development of adequate skills and attitudes for unbiased teaching (Jackson,
Everington 2017: 9). Therefore, unintentionally biased teaching could be prevented by
developing self-reflection skills during training and in teacher education. Implied
religious bias in teaching could be reduced, for instance, by demonstrating the diversity
of the religious world in religious studies through study visits to sanctums of different
religions and Christian denominations. Similarly, a diverse selection of textbooks, study
resources and videos would help offset any potential bias. Teachers are looking for ways
of preventing biased teaching, but they would benefit from relevant support. These
issues should be covered at a practical level in teacher education, training and
development of methodological resources.

Future prospects
The future shape of religious studies in Estonia will depend on the choices made in general
education and the development trends of religious education in Europe. Broadly speaking,
there are four possible avenues of development for religious studies in Estonia: religious
studies remain an optional subject; they become a mandatory subject; they are removed
from the curriculum; or there is a transition to the model of confessional religious
education.

The first option was briefly presented above!l. The second, mandatory religious
studies, is improbable in the near future, because it is likely to be met with strong public
opposition. However, it might be feasible in a longer term. It may be possible that the
public opinion will become more favourable towards mandatory religious studies,

! On potential future developments associated with professionality of teachers, see Hirm 2021:
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resulting in a political willingness to implement it. According to the survey “Life,
Religion, and Religious Life” (2020) by the Estonian Council of Churches, 62% of
Estonian respondents supported religious studies as a mandatory school subject
presenting different world religions. According to the current requirements, converting
it into a mandatory subject would mean that teachers would need to have respective
professional qualifications. Such a development would raise the status of religious
studies in the eyes of school leadership, students and parents. It would also guarantee
training of professional teachers.

The third option, disappearance of religious studies, is unlikely because several
issues associated with religion have become topical in society. However, it is possible
that religious studies are integrated into another subject, such as civics. But in this case,
the prerequisite would be providing training to civics teachers, because they lack the
knowledge and skills of discussing religious topics.

The expansion of the model of confessional religious education from private schools
to state and municipal schools would require a legislative amendment as a starting
point. Implementing confessional religious education in those schools would be
difficult, because only a small minority of young people has joined an official religion
and the study groups at the upper secondary level would include a couple of students at
best.

The schools that would like to offer religious studies but are unable to find suitable
teachers (or cannot provide sufficient workload, etc.) could benefit from centrally
developed and implemented online courses in religious studies®. Another conceivable
option would be a mixture of contact lessons and online classes, for instance, combining
online lessons with study visits.

It 1s likely that the future of religious studies in Estonia is strongly linked to
preservation and development of teacher education and training in religious education.
Irrespective of the model of religious education that will become dominant in the future,
the quality of teaching at the school level depends on the knowledge and skills of RE
teachers.

! For instance, an online course (Inimene ja religioon 2022) is offered by the Youth Academy of
the University of Tartu.
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The Significance of Religious Education in Finnish Upper and Lower
Secondary Schools

ISMO PELLIKKA, TIMO TOSSAVAINEN AND ANTTI JUVONEN

University of Eastern Finland, Department of Applied Educational Science and Teacher
Education

Summary

This article examines the differences between girls and boys in their liking, interest in
and perception of the importance and usefulness of studying religion. The study is part
of a large international multi-disciplinary research project on motivation. A total of
1,654 respondents from primary school grades 5-9 and upper secondary school were
involved. The data was collected using an internet-based questionnaire based on Eccles
and Wigfield's expectancy-value theory. Based on our data, there is not much difference
between girls and boys as students of religion; larger differences in different aspects of
motivation are related to grade level than to gender. Religion is perceived as more
interesting and useful in upper secondary school than in upper secondary school and
is also more popular in upper secondary school. However, religion is somewhat more
important for girls than for boys. Girls' perception of their goodness as students of
religion also varies more between grades than boys. The effect size for the observed
differences ranged from small to medium.

Keywords

Motivation to study, relevance of teaching, religion.

Introduction

Many studies have shown that motivation to study has a direct link to academic
performance. Students' motivation to study a subject is based on perceptions of its
interest, importance, usefulness and the willingness to make an effort to achieve their
goals, and beliefs about success are also part of their motivational structure. (e.g.
Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).
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In this article, we examine the motivation of 5th-9th graders and upper secondary
school students to study primarily Evangelical Lutheran religion.

The main problem in the study of the Evangelical Lutheran religion has therefore been
identified as the fact that the relevance of teaching is not always achieved. (Kallioniemi
2007, 48.) The study of the Evangelical-Lutheran religion is relevant when it provides
the learner with materials for the construction of his or her own identity and when it is
linked to the development of his or her whole personality.

According to Hannele Niemi, the high quality of the academic content alone does not
make studying religion meaningful. Learning is also influenced by how important and
meaningful studying is considered, and whether studying can even create new
perspectives for the learner to experience their own life as meaningful and meaningful.
This, affective relevance, includes the learner's attachment to and positive attitude
towards studying and learning (Niemi 1991, 13-15).

Given the scope of the topic, we will limit ourselves to the following research
questions:

1. What are the differences between girls and boys in terms of liking the study
of religion, interest in the subject and perceiving it as important and useful ?

2. Do girls and boys feel equally good at learning it?

Our study is part of a large international research project that investigated the
motivation of primary and secondary school students in most subjects taught in school
(McPherson & O'Neill, 2010). The main focus of the project was on the study of
motivation to study music in relation to other school subjects, but the data are also
suitable for independent analysis of motivation to study other subjects. The results
reported in this article are new.

IRENE Innovative Religious Education
NEtwork: educating to the religious diversity
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Theoretical framework

The form used to collect the survey data is based on Eccles and Wigfield's expectancy-
value theory (e.g., Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), according to which
motivation to study is formed by an individual's expectations of success and the values
he or she places on his or her success.

According to the expectancy-value theory, personal task evaluations can be divided into
four parts: 1) the importance of success in the task for oneself, i.e. importance,
attainment value, 2) the intrinsic motivation value, i.e. interest value, 3) the value
related to the achievement of future goals, i.e. usefulness, utility value,

Due to the structure of our data from the McPherson and O'Neill international study,
our theoretical framework is therefore different from that used by Niemi (1991), but
affective relevance can nevertheless be interpreted as covering the first three of the
above values, namely achievement, interest and utility.

Research methodology and data

Our research data was originally collected for a larger international study, which
conducted a subject-specific motivation survey of over 24 000 participants in 2007-
2008. It was conducted in eight countries (Brazil, China, Hong Kong, Israel, Korea,
Mexico, Finland, Israel, Mexico and the United States. The total number of Finnish
respondents was 1654.

In practice, the data was collected using a questionnaire on the Internet. A link to the
questionnaire was sent by e-mail to all schools in Finland whose e-mail address was
available. Responses were received from 29 localities in all parts of Finland. The
sample can therefore be considered as a stratified sample. Based on the total number of
responses and the geographical distribution of the locations, the sample can be
considered to be a fairly comprehensive reflection of Finnish schoolchildren's ideas.

In total, the questionnaire contained 36 questions for each subject. Respondents gave
their opinion on these statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 = "I don't like at all", 2
="1 like quite a bit", 3 ="Neutral”, 4 = "I like quite a lot", 5 = "I like very much™). In
addition, confidence in success was asked on an 11-point percentage scale.
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All aspects of motivation were measured using several Likert-scale questions. The
Cronbach's alpha coefficients describing the congruence of the answers related to the
same motivation domain were above 0.8 in all cases we examined (the maximum, i.e.
the figure describing complete congruence, is 1), so the internal consistency of the
measure can be considered quite high.

Results

As previous studies suggest, religion is not among the most popular subjects. If all
subjects were equally popular, on a scale of 1 to 9 (1 = most popular and 9 = least
popular), the average for each subject should be exactly 5. In the present data, the
average for religion is 6.51, which is the worst average of all the subjects included. The
most popular subject is physical education (3.61).

Figure 1 shows the mean scores of girls' and boys' responses at different grade levels
when asked about their preference for studying religion on a five-point scale.
Noteworthy features of the graph are the sharp decline in religious observance at the
transition to secondary school and the fact that for girls, observance starts to increase
between the eighth and ninth grades, while for boys it is only at the end of primary
school. In high school, girls' retention varies more than boys'. The magnitude of the
significance (2 - 0, 059effect size) of the differences in grade point averages is now

medium.
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Figure 1: Preference for studying religion at different grade levels (“luokka-aste™)
(n=1648). X-axis = grade level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper
secondary school. Y-axis = Preference for studying religion at different grade levels.
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Figure 2: Girls' and boys' interest in religion at school and outside school (n=1651). X-
axis = grade level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary
school. Y-axis=Level of girls" and boys" interest in religion at school and outside
school.
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Figure 2 shows the level of interest in religion in and out of school. The results are again
broken down by gender and grade level. It shows no significant difference in practice
between girls and boys; for both groups, interest in the subject declines quite sharply at
the point of transition to secondary school, but for girls it rises again about a year earlier
than for boys. On the other hand, boys' interest is more stable than girls' at upper
secondary school age.

If the mean of the two variables, liking and interest in the subject, are combined into a
common summary variable, a highly statistically significant difference is found
between primary school (2.59) and upper secondary school (3.04) (t(1650)=7.87,
p<0.001); the effect size associated with the difference in means is now medium (
d=0,42).

Figure 3 summarises how important girls and boys perceive religion to be. The variable
shown is a sum variable of three separate Likert scales.
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Figure 3: Perceived importance of religion at different grade levels (n=1652). X-axis
= grade level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary school.
Y-axis=Perceived importance of religion at different grade levels.
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In the boys' experience, religion is still important at the end of primary school, but not
afterwards. The difference between the mean (3.14) and the mean (2.71) of the primary
classes is highly statistically significant (t(709)=5.01; p<0.001). Girls' perceptions of
the importance of the subject fluctuate slightly more, but in upper secondary school,
and especially at the end, they see it as at least as important as in fifth grade.

Figure 4: Perception of the usefulness of religion at different grade levels (n=1641).
X-axis = grade level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary
school. Y-axis=Perception of the usefulness on religion at different grade levels.
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Figure 4 summarises the responses to the four Likert-scale utility statements into a
single summary variable. It shows that girls' and boys' perceptions of the usefulness of
religion follow a very similar pattern to the previous graphs: at the onset of puberty,
negative criticism of the subject increases and girls in the upper grades perceive the
usefulness of the subject a year earlier.

Our second research question was related to students' perceptions of ability. Figure 5
summarises the sum of two Likert-scale variables describing this.

This variable also reflects the onset of puberty and the slightly higher fluctuation in
girls' perceptions. However, the effect size for girls remains quite small (/#* =0,028).

If girls and boys are considered without regard to grade level, the mean for girls (3.33)
is statistically significantly higher than the mean for boys (3.21) (t(1647)=2.92;
p<0.01). This difference is explained in particular by differences in the completion rates
of primary and upper secondary school. However, there is no significant difference
between primary school pupils and upper secondary school pupils in this respect.

Figure 5: Girls' and boys' perceptions of their own goodness as students of religion
(n=1652). X-axis = grade level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper
secondary school. Y-axis=Girls" and boys’ perceptions of their own goodness as
students of religion.
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Gorls

Finally, we analysed the girls' and boys' answers to two questions on scales (1-5 and 0-
100%) to measure how confident they were about their success in religious studies. The
responses were very similar to those above.

Reflection

How do girls and boys differ as students of religion? Although we found some
statistically significant differences, even highly significant ones, due to the large size
of the data, in practice the differences between girls and boys are more moderate, as the
effect size of the results was generally medium at most. In fact, this alone can be
considered a significant result, as large real differences in motivation to study have been
found between girls and boys in mathematics, for example (e.g. Kupari, 2007).

In this study, the more significant differences are related to the age of the students. High
school students are more interested in religion and like it more than elementary school
students (Figure 2).
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The effect of confirmation school may be one explanation for the increase in religious
observance after grade 8. According to a study by Kati Niemeld (2002), attending
confessional school changes young people's attitudes towards Christianity in a more
positive way. There is a clear positive effect of attending confessional school on
attitudes towards Christianity. However, this change of attitude may not be very long-
lasting. (Niemeld, 2002, 183-184).

As an explanation model for Figures 1, 2 and 4, more pragmatically oriented content
can also be provided for upper secondary school. The objectives of high school
religious education emphasise the development of thinking skills; students should be
able to assess the cultural implications of religions and issues related to religions, and
master the debating skills associated with these abilities. Part of the aim is to help
students grow as human beings. In addition, pupils should master ways of acquiring
religious knowledge and be able to critically evaluate religious knowledge. secondary
education are more capable of processing such issues

It is obvious that the content of upper secondary school curricula corresponds better
than that of upper secondary school both to the pupils' readiness to study at least religion
and to their need to find relevant content for building their own identity (on this
problematic see Niemi 1991, 84-86). The emphasis on morality, ethics and the relations
between different belief systems and cultures in the content of religion appears to
respond to pupils' need for independent and personal reflection.

Overall, our results raise the question: is there something to be done about the
temporary drop in motivation to study experienced in the upper grades? Would it be
possible to link religious education in schools more strongly to the everyday
experiences of young people?
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Teaching of Minorities' Own Religion — an Orthodox Perspective

Risto Aikonen

School of Applied Education Science and Teacher Education
University of Eastern Finland, Joensuu Campus

Abstract

Religious education, its place in the school system of society, the teaching objectives
and the content of the curricula oriented towards achieving them vary between
European school systems. This variability is further enhanced by the model of religious
education and the legal status of the different religions in each country. As a result,
minority faiths face challenges in terms of how pupils are taught their own religion in
school as part of their educational curriculum. On the other hand, it is also important
that members of minority faiths are not forced to participate in the teaching of a religion
other than their own. It is therefore important that the school's world view education
curriculum takes account of religious and world view diversity in a way that respects
diversity, considering UN’s the Rights of the Child. Similarly, religious education must
consider equal freedom of religion in practice. Properly interpreted, it notices the right
to be toughed about one’s own religion and not just the right not to be toughed religion
topics in an educational setting. In Finland, religious education is provided in
accordance with the pupil's religious denomination.

Keywords: religious diversity, minorities, orthodox religious education, teacher
training, confessional education, comparative religious education, pedagogy, religions
and beliefs, multiculturalism, education in diversity, tolerance, human rights, church
communities.

Introduction

This article is a part of the ERASMUS+ funded project called Innovative Religious
Education Network: educating to the religious diversity (IRENE). It briefly analyses
the current religions in Finland, which mainly form the basis of religious education in
the school environment. It also examines the legal basis for the teaching of different
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religions and beliefs in schools and educational contexts in general, and its
implementation. It also examines the development of religious education curricula
within the Finnish school system, in particular how the curriculum of the Orthodox
religion has changed along with other curriculum developments. A central part of
teaching one's own religion is its pedagogical implementation, considering the
pedagogical principles within the subject. Also, the paper focuses on introducing the
implementation of religious education in Finland and some results on the opinions of
parents, guardians and teachers on the current religious education curriculum. Recent
research findings on the Finnish model of religious education are presented to
demonstrate the importance of minority religions' own religious education. The
outcomes state the diversity should include pluralism and the consideration of religious
diversity also in school religious education to demonstrate in practice the value and
meaning of equality in educational settings and life.

Religious landscape in Finland

Finland, as all Scandinavian countries, is a protestant country. For the moment most of
the population of 5, 4 million people belong to the Evangelical Lutheran Church (67.0
%). The amount is slightly decreasing. The Orthodox Church has about 60.000
members (1.0 % of the population) and the number is slightly decreasing due both
because of an ageing population and low baptism rates. In fact, the Orthodox population
is unofficially larger because immigrants from Russia do not register as members of
Orthodox parishes.! The Roman Catholic Church has about 15,000 members. Protestant
denominations such as example Baptists, Methodists, the Salvation Army and
Adventists have a total number of members that remains under 1% of the Finland’s
population. In addition, the number of Jews is about 2.000. In Finland, almost one in
three people are registered in the population register or their religion is unknown.? As
well, every 4th person of the population is not signed up to any religious organisation.
3

It is significant that due to immigrants and refugees the number of Muslims is
increasing. At the end of 2017, it was estimated that there were about 70.000-75.000
Muslims, who are mainly staying in Southern-Finland. (There are no official statistical

1 According the latest (21.3.2021) statistical information the Russian speakers are more than 80 000.
2 Suomen virallinen tilasto 21.3.2021.
3 http://www.stat.fi/tup/suoluk/suoluk_vaesto.html#vaestorakenne.
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numbers of Muslims in Finland, because most of the Muslims are not signed up to an
Islamic community). Nowadays it is very characteristic that for different reasons people
are resigning themselves from the membership of the Lutheran church. That happens
so that each year ca. 2 % are opting out of the membership of the that denomination.

The guidelines for religious education in Finland

In Finland the main way to get religious education (RE) is compulsory education in
public schools. In general, there are not private schools, but there are 16 Christian
schools providing basic education in different parts of Finland, and two of them also
have a secondary school.! The churches maintain so called “Sunday schools”, but the
participation is on voluntary basis and nowadays they are not very popular. In
vocational education there is no actual instruction in Religious Education.

Religious education is a compulsory subject in both comprehensive schools (7-16
years) and in senior/upper secondary schools (16-18/19 years).? It is organized
according to the major denomination of the pupils in a municipal area. In practice, this
means Evangelical Lutheran religion. However, as a subject, it is called “school’s
general religious education”, not a Lutheran one. In the Finnish context most pupils
take part in Lutheran RE. This is due to fact that school’s general RE is open for
everyone with some exceptions. Thus, more than 90 % of the pupils at Finnish schools
follow these lessons. This means that more than 20% of the Finnish young people
follow this education not being as members of the Lutheran Church based on their
parents’ /guardians’ request.

The status of Orthodox religious education (ORE) is different from that of other
religious minorities. If there are at least three pupils belonging to the Orthodox Church
in the area of the education provider, they must automatically be taught their own
religion. Parents don’t have to request it. The rule therefore does not refer to a single
school in the municipality, but to the municipality as a whole, i.e. the education
provider. The provider may also be a private school, which is subject to the same rule.
Parents or guardians of other minorities are advised to request RE instruction for their
children if the condition of the minimum of three pupils is fulfilled. The condition for
applying is that the person must belong to a religious denomination registered in

! https://kristillinenkoulu.fi/koulut/ (retrieved 7.12.2021)
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Finland.! The ORE also has students who are not members of the Finnish Orthodox
Church but are joining to those groups because of their cultural background. The same
happens also with Islamic RE. All the pupils in Islamic RE at schools are not members
of the Islamic registered communities. The non-members are not included to the rule of
three pupils. Taken together, these and the high number of Lutheran religious education
pupils indicate that religious education is not necessarily linked to membership of a
church or religious community.

Since 1985 there is organized a separate lesson for the pupils who are not members of
any religious denomination. The lesson is called Life Stance Education (LSE) or World
View Education (Ethics) to encourage pupils in creating their own worldview.? The
lesson is not available for those who have their own religious education. This means,
for example, that members of the Lutheran Church who have their own religious
education cannot attend this lesson. Orthodox pupils who do not have their own
religious education can choose it or the general religious education of the school, if
their parents consider it an alternative.

The number of lessons in religious education and Life Stance education is calculated as
the number of weekly lessons per year. For grades 1-9, the total number of weekly
lessons per year is 10.3 This is the minimum, but the municipality may choose to offer
more. They are allocated to each grade as follows. Grades 1 and 2 have two lessons per
week. Over the school year, this makes a total of 76 hours in theory. Grades 3 to 6 have
five hours. The municipality can decide which grade has two lessons per week. Usually
it is in grade 4. Grades 7-9 have one lesson per week. In theory, one hour per week
means 38 hours per school year. Lessons for each religion are taught in religion-specific
teaching groups by qualified teachers. In grades 1-6, religious education is taught by a
primary school teacher alongside other subjects, and in grades 7-9 and upper secondary
school by a subject teacher (theologian).

In vocational education RE or ethics are not included in the curricula. In pre-primary
education (children at the age 6 years) there is no RE as an independent subject. As a
part of the contents of the curriculum the instruction is dealing with different world
views including religions and none. Children are supposed to become acquainted with
their own and other worldviews and religions represented in the group of children or in

! Perusopetuslaki 1998/628 § 13 (6.6.2003/454)

2 https://et-opetus.fi/ (retrieved 7.12.2021)
3 Valtioneuvoston asetus perusopetuslaissa tarkoitetun opetuksen valtakunnallisista tavoitteista ja
perusopetuksen tuntijaosta 422/2012.
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their surroundings. The customs and traditions connected to them will be introduced.
Non-religion is discussed alongside world views. *

In early childhood education and care (children under 5 years) the worldview education
primarily focuses on examining together the religions and other worldviews present in
the group of children. The goal is to promote mutual respect and understanding of
varying worldviews as well as to support the development of the children’s cultural
identities and worldviews. The children are familiarised with different worldviews and
related traditions. Natural opportunities for examining worldviews is a part of this.?

Since 2003, according to the Law of Basic Education (section 13) “the instruction of
religion is arranged in conformity with the religious community of the pupils as
instruction of the religion to which the pupil belongs in accordance with separate
syllabi”.® As a result, the National Board of Education has so far developed curricula
for 10 religions, including Christian and other religions. In the first phase in 2014, they
covered the Evangelical Lutheran, Orthodox and Roman Catholic religions. Non-
Christian religions included Islam and Judaism. In 2020, the Board of Education
approved curricula for Adventist, Baha'i, Buddhist, Pentecostal and Krishna religions.
The previous curriculum in 2004 had curricula for 13 religions.* Churches are not
directly involved in curricula issues or in compiling the Religious Education curricula
or textbooks. The group usually includes religious education teachers and other experts
in religious education (representatives of religious denominations) from different
school levels and is chaired by a representative of the Finnish National Board of
Education. The state is neutral towards religions and churches.

Over the past decade, Finland has seen a more or less one-sided debate on the RE model,
which in some terms denigrates the rights of minorities to their own religious education.
Especially it has accelerated since 2019, when ministry of education proposed that the
Life Stance Education should be opened to all as an alternative of RE. Another proposal
has also been put forward to replace the current model of teaching religion and LSE
with a common subject for all pupils, which would introduce them to the world's
religions, regardless of their own beliefs.> As will be presented later in this paper with

! Opetushallitus 2016, 34-35.

2 Opetushallitus 2019, 45.

3 Perusopetuslaki 1998/628 § 13 (6.6.2003/454)
4 Opetushallitus 2004.

5 Aikonen 2021a.
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some research results concerning the debate on the model, the first proposal would be
good as it leaves room for an own RE, but the second proposal is unacceptable.

The advocates for a one lesson of “worldviews” are arguing that children in the
classroom should have more opportunities for dialogue with people from different
religions, both Christian and non-Christian. At schools, the RE aims to educate pupils
in accordance to their own religion to value and respect their own heritage.
Nevertheless, own RE is not one-sided or closed to the reality of the field of religions
and worldviews. The 2014 curriculum clearly defines among the tasks of RE as follows:
“Pupils get acquainted with the traditions related to religions and worldviews in
Finland as well as religions and worldviews elsewhere in the world. The subject
promotes an understanding of the relationship between religion and culture as well as
multiliteracy related to religions and worldviews. The instruction provides versatile
information about religions and helps the pupils understand religion-related
discussions. "t This clearly states that in the comprehensive education there in no need
for the one and same content-based religion lesson for all pupils. Needless to say, but
LTE targets are not similar across religions and beliefs.

Curricula development for Orthodox religious education

At the end of the 1960°s and beginning of the1970"s two big educational renewals took
place in Finland. Despite the renewals of the curriculum for comprehensive education
in the 1980s the role and nature of the RE in schools faced quite few changes. Still the
RE was confessional and church centred but the church were not directly involved in
curricula issues or in compiling the Religious Education curricula or textbooks.

In Finland, the first religion curriculum for compulsory education was introduced in
1925, and the next one was published in 1952. They did not include curriculum for
Orthodox RE. The first came out as a result of the reform of compulsory education in
1970.2 The curricula for the Orthodox RE in primary and secondary schools (1970,
1977, 1985, 1994) have all had an almost identical teaching objective, with the aim of
"raising active parishioners".® Teaching has partly strived to indoctrinate the student
into the religion being taught - to learn the religion.* As those previous curricula show,
religious education was confessional in nature. The curriculum for comprehensive

! Opetushallitus 2014, 140.
2 Aikonen 2015.
3 Aikonen 2015.
4 Grimmitt 1987.
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education in 1994 brought a radical change to the meaning and philosophy of curricula
in RE. It was not that much normative as the previous ones and gave a lot of space to
schools to make their own curricula for RE. Compared to the previous curricula there
was first time ever both general and common objectives for different religions. These
formed the basis for the development of religion-specific curricula with its own
confessional contents and learning objectives.® This was the first step to change RE to
examine religions outside of itself and on a general level even though teaching was
based on a confession.

The 2004 curriculum introduced a major change in religious education in basic
education and in general upper secondary education. Teaching could no longer be
confessional. Education changed from ‘“confessional religious education” into
“religious education in accordance to one’s own religion”. First time ever there was
given to all religions, Christian and none, the general and shared objectives and
contents. The pupils are encouraged in personal reflection on ethical questions. RE
instruction supports the pupils’ self-knowledge, self-appreciation and to help them
build and evaluate his/her identity and worldview. The objectives of Orthodox religious
education stated that "the central aim is to strengthen and maintain the Orthodox
identity of the pupil”. 2 The aim was to support the pupil's own identity in religion - to
learn about religion.®

The 2014 curriculum was revised in terms of structure and content. It included broad
general objectives common to the five religions (Lutheran, Orthodox, Catholic, Jewish
and Islamic)* and three common content areas. These form the basis for the
development of religion-specific curricula.’> The organization of education remains
based on the teaching of the pupil's own religion and is not confessional. The subject's
mission continues to state that " The instruction provides the pupil with elements for
building and evaluating his or her identity as well as personal view of life and
worldview". ® The curricula for primary education in all grades should cover three key

1 Opetushallitus 1994, 89.

2 Opetushallitus 2004, 209.

3 Grimmitt 1987.

4 Religions included in 2014 Curriculum. In 2020, the National Board of education approved curricula
for Adventist religion, Bahd’i religion, Buddhist religion, Pentecostal religion and Krishna religion.

5 Opetushallitus 2014, 21.

& Opetushallitus 2014, 134,246,404.
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content areas. Those are the relationship with one's own religion (C1), the world of
religions (C2) and the good life (C3). !

The teaching objectives at general level are no longer exclusively focused on religion
to be taught but are broader and more varied in content than in the past. While the
emphasis is partly on supporting pupils' growth - learning about religion, the 2014
curriculum also strongly emphasises the importance of religion and the broadening of
religious understanding - learning about religion.?

The teaching of religions is based on the general tasks, objectives and contents (TOC)
common to all religious education subjects. For each religion, a specific syllabus has
been drawn up for the religion to be taught, based on the three content areas mentioned
above. In the case of the Orthodox religion, the detailed curriculum descriptions follow
the core content areas of the religion.® These are the doctrinal and other characteristics
of the Orthodox Church, ecclesiastical life and the tradition of the celebration of the
liturgical year, ecclesiastical art, holy people and their teachings, the contents of the
Bible, ethics, the history of the Church and the world religions.*

Compared to previous objectives and content, the teaching will consider the culturally
diverse Orthodoxy. In addition, a more detailed look at religions and their customs in
Europe and on other continents, as well as an examination of the characteristics of
Christian and non-Christian religions. Due to the changing nature of the curriculum, the
content and quantity of some of the subjects taught in the home religion has been
reduced. The focus has been shifted from the historical analysis of the Church to
contemporary religiosity, considering the global and local development of one's own
religion.®

On the Pedagogical Elements of the Orthodox Religious Education
Heterogenous teaching groups

In schools, the teaching of minority religions is usually perceived as taking place in
small groups. This definition has applied to all religions until the entry into force of the
new Basic Education Act on 1 January 2003. Since then, small group teaching in the

! Opetushallitus 2014, 136,151,4009.

2 Grimmitt 1987.

3 More specific introduction of these, see Aikonen 2019.
4 Opetushallitus 2014, 136,151,409.

® Aikonen 2019.
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traditional sense can no longer be used for the Orthodox religion. This is because the
education provider (the municipality) can now combine basic education classes 1-9 in
the same teaching group. For all minority religions the situation is the same, but the
groups have not grown in the same proportion as in the case of Orthodox teaching.

Fortunately, teaching groups from grades 1 to 9 are not implemented as such, but groups
can include pupils from both primary and secondary schools. Thus, almost without
exception, the Orthodox religion is taught in integrated groups. The teacher often has
two or even four curricula to teach in the same lesson in these joined teaching groups.
The student population is in many respects heterogeneous. Pupils come from different
grades and have different levels of learning ability. In addition, there are immigrants
who attend classes on the basis of their cultural background. However, they have not
previously studied Orthodox religion at all. There are also teaching groups of which
80% are made up of immigrants with poor language skills.

The teacher's pedagogical solutions in a heterogeneous small group focus on
differentiation, harmonisation and periodisation, as well as long-term planning and
didactic alternation between these. One practical solution is to have the elder pupils
work quietly with each other and to work in a teacher-centred way with the younger
pupils, changing these settings at some point during the lesson. Usually the lessons
begin and end with common issues to all group. Providing opportunities for discussion
is central to the development of religious thinking and issues related to religion in
primary education.

The Pedagogical Orientation for Orthodox RE

The core nature of Finnish Religious Education is with both teach and learn about a
religion and from a religion (cf. Hull 2002, Ziebertz and Reigel 2009). In the case of
minority religions, there is also a slight tendency to teach/learn the religion in terms of
a traditional and spiritual heritage the religion in question.!

In a lesson to practice a religion is not allowed. Orthodox pedagogy does not have a
problem dealing with the question as to what kind of activities “are allowed or what are
not” during a lesson. This is due to fact that in most cases the teaching content is related

1 Aikonen 2005, 223-224.
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or has a connection to prayers and hymns that can be used to explain and illustrate the
Orthodox doctrine and teaching contents. This pedagogical approach puts the contents
into the context of the Church’s practices and tradition. That pedagogy can be called
“confessional pedagogy”.

This is how Orthodox Religious Education has been implemented in schools and
basically one’s own religion in practice, supports the Orthodox Religious Education
pedagogy and its good practice. In instruction, the use of church hymns, prayers, the
sign of a cross and icons, for example, must be pedagogically justified. If we apply the
way of teaching in accordance with “one’s own religion,” a consequence will be the
use of the religion’s own pedagogy. This also supports the holistic approach of
Religious Educatio