PAGE  
1

CHURCHES AND EUROPEAN INTEGRATION –

CHALLENGE FOR RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

IN POST-SOCIALIST CONTEXT**

Dr. Theol. Pille Valk

Faculty of Theology, University of Tartu

Introduction

Religious Education (RE) could be seen as one of the links between Church and society. There has been a long period in European history when church and school developed hand in hand and RE formed a main core of learning. One of the general aims of the education was to indoctrinate pupils into Christian faith. For centuries the Church ran the absolute majority of schools. It is not a case any more. Although the role of the church schools has not disappeared also in nowadays, secular schools dominate the educational landscape in most European countries. Also the context of education has changed tremendously - instead of quite homogeneous Christian environment we face increasing cultural and religious diversity. These changes are a challenge for RE, demanding re-thinking it’s aims and bases.

Following article will deal with the problems of developing RE in post-socialist context. Estonia as one of the most secularised countries among new members of the European Union, serves here as a good example for analyses. 

1. General overview – RE in Europe

In examining developments in RE in Europe during recent decades, one can observe a great variety of different models of and approaches to the subject. Among this diversity some unity can be found by looking at one of the general aims of RE in nowadays pluralistic and multi-faith world - RE has been seen as a sphere in which dialogue and understanding may be developed between different worldviews, and fundamentalism, discrimination and intolerance may be resisted. Such attitude corresponds to the position of the Council of Europe, stated in the recommendations ‘On religious tolerance in a democratic society’ (1202) and ‘Religion and Democracy’ (1396).

Looking at the conceptions of RE, they could be divided in broader sense into those that emphasize RE as a religious activity and those that emphasize it as an educational activity1. The former is the traditional view, connected with the confessional model of RE, often run by the churches or religious communities. Traditionally, it was the nature of RE to speak from faith to faith (learning religion). Following the principle of religious freedom and caring in mind that all pupils have to gain the main knowledge about religions, confessional RE has often an alternative subject, founded on neutral bases (Ethics, Philosophy etc). 

If RE is understood as an educational activity, its nature (i.e. its essential characteristics and purpose) will be different. The change in the nature of the subject could be expressed by claiming that the subject must be justified on educational grounds rather than on theological grounds. Mainly this approach is connected with the non-confessional model of RE (learning about religion, learning from religion). In this point it is important to note that non-confessional RE does not lose its role as a mean of building bridges between Church and society. It has also to be mentioned that both models have capacity of being mediators between the Church and society.

Following table gives an overview about the models of RE in EU2:

Table 1. Models of RE in EU countries

	
	Status of RE

C – compulsory

O – optional

RE/A – compulsory choice between RE and alternative
	Responsibilities

R – religious authorities

S – state

C – cooperation between state and religious authorities
	Remarks

	Confessional RE

	Alsace & Lorraine in France
	C
	R
	System is similar to Germany

	Austria
	C
	C
	All registered religious communities can teach RE

	Belgium
	RE/A
	R
	52% of catholic schools

	Cyprus
	C
	R
	Greek-orthodox RE

	Czech Rep.
	O
	R
	Very few pupils attend RE

	Finland
	RE/A
	C
	Rising variety of RE curricula

	Germany
	RE/A
	C
	Exception: Berlin, Brandenburg, Bremen where non-conf. RE is introduced

	Greece
	C
	R
	Mainly Greek-orthodox RE

	Hungary
	C/O
	R
	Compulsory in church schools (1/3); in public schools optional in extracurricular time

	Ireland
	C
	R
	Domination of catholic schools

	Italy
	RE/A
	R
	Mainly roman-catholic RE

	Latvia
	RE/A
	C
	New curricula since 2004/5

	Lithuania
	RE/A
	R
	Mainly catholic RE

	Luxembourg
	RE/A
	
	Only catholic RE

	Malta
	C
	R
	Only catholic RE

	Netherlands
	C/- 
	R
	Compulsory in Church schools (2/3 of schools)

	Poland
	RE/A
	R
	Most pupils attend catholic RE

	Portugal
	RE/A
	
	

	Slovakia
	RE/A
	R
	Registered churches can teach RE. RE is taught in 1.-4th form + 2 years is secondary school.

	Spain
	RE/A
	R
	Only roman-catholic RE

	Non-confessional RE

	Denmark
	C
	S
	No RE in 7th or 8th form due confirmation classes

	England & Wales
	C
	C
	Multi-religious RE

	Estonia
	O
	C
	

	Slovenia
	O
	S
	In 7th, 8th and 9th form

	Sweden
	C
	S
	

	No RE

	France
	RE only in church schools. Debates about introducing a new subject “Religion and culture” into curricula


Before adding some comments about the developments of RE in post-socialist new member states of EU, let us take a look at the data, reflecting the religious landscape in these countries. 

Table 2. Religious landscapes in post-socialist countries

	
	Catholics %
	Orthodox %
	Protestants %
	Non religious %
	Remarks

	Estonia 3
	0,5
	13
	14
	34
	? 30%

	Latvia 4
	20
	23
	22
	28
	

	Lithuania 5
	79
	4,1
	0,5
	9,5 
	

	Poland 6
	95
	
	
	3
	58% of citizens participate in religious ceremonies once per week (2001) 7

	Hungary8
	55
	3
	18
	15
	15% religiously active people

	Czech Republic9
	39
	2
	4,1
	40
	5% active Catholics; protestants less10

	Slovenia 11
	58
	2,3
	1
	10
	? 23%

	Slovakia 12
	69
	4
	7
	12
	83% of practicing believers (1998)


Although the data, presented in the table above is not complete, it is possible to indicate that three countries among new member states of EU – Czech Republic, Estonia and Latvia differ strikingly from others due remarkable non-religious group. The influence of religious landscape could be identified also in the developments of RE. Probably it is not a surprise that most of pupils participate in catholic RE classes in Poland. The situation is quite similar also in Lithuania. The position of church related schools in Hungary provides better possibilities to improve the level of religious literacy in society. But the role of optional confessional RE in Czech Republic remains marginal 13. Latvian RE has also not been a wide spread subject in schools up today. Probably the new curriculum, which came into use in September 2004, improves the situation. But to the situation in Estonia, with all its complexity I would like to turn more attention.

2. Estonian case

2.1. Some background

Today’s religious landscape in Estonia is pluralistic. According to the last census in 2000, 28% of Estonian population identified themselves as believers14. The following table gives a general overview about the main religious groups.

Table 3

Religious landscape in today’s Estonia (persons aged 15 and elder)

	Lutherans
	152 000 (14%)

	Orthodox
	144 000 (13%)

	Baptists
	6 000

	Roman-Catholics
	6 000

	Jehovah Witnesses
	4 000

	Pentecostals
	2 600

	Old Believers
	2 500

	Adventists
	1 500

	Muslims
	1 400

	Taara- and Earth Believers
	1 000

	Atheists
	69 000 (6%)

	People without religious affiliation
	382 000 (34%)

	?
	343 000 (31%)

	Total
	1 121 600


As it is seen from the data, presented above, there is quite a big group in the society (almost 1/3), about whom information is missing. Thus, the outcomes of the census need to be complemented by the results of other researches.

Different sociological studies paint a picture of the attitudes of the Estonians towards issues related to religion and faith. In this area, it is difficult to draw final conclusions due to the lack of a representative, broad-sample study. Rather, all the conclusions on religious attitudes are attempts to form a mosaic picture out of scattered pieces. 

One of the most debated and referenced study on the subject is a query called “Of Life, Faith and Faith Life”15 held by the Estonian Council of Churches, the Estonian Bible Society and the Estonian Evangelisation Alliance in 1995 and 2000 (2,910 and 1,092 respondents, respectively). It appears from the query that the percentage of the official membership of Christian churches does not necessarily reflect people’s attitude towards Christianity, namely, that the share of those favourably disposed towards Christianity is greater than the share of those registered as members of a particular church. The question, “Regardless of whether you have joined a church or not, do you consider yourself…” received the responses presented in Table 4:

Table 4. Attitudes towards Christianity among the Estonians and the Russians in 1995 and 2000 (%)16 
	Regardless of whether you have joined a church or not, do you consider yourself … 
	Estonians
	Russians

	
	1995
	2000
	1995
	2000

	a convinced Christian
	9
	11
	25
	35

	well disposed to Christianity
	51
	47
	50
	44

	indifferent to Christianity
	32
	32
	22
	19

	well disposed to atheism
	6
	8
	2
	1.2

	a convinced atheist
	2
	2.2
	1
	1.4


Thus, more than a half of the respondents claimed to be believers or well disposed towards Christianity. The phenomenon of ‘believing without belonging’ seems to be the case with many Estonians. The findings from Harri Heino’s query (conducted in 1992 and 1998), according to which 40% of the Estonians considered themselves Lutherans17, support the statement. If we compare this percentage with the number of people connected officially with the EELC (204,602 in 1992 and 174,349 in 1998), we see that the difference is not inconsiderable. Many people seem to view formal connection with the church as part of national identity. The considerably higher rate of Christians among the Russians could be interpreted in a similar way – the Orthodox Church might play a notable role in the identity of this minority group. 

However, a favourable disposition towards Christianity does not necessarily coincide with Christian activity. From the query “Of Life, Faith and Faith Life” for 2000, the following characteristics of religious practice can be set forth. 

Table 5. Religious practice among the Estonians and the Russians in Estonia 200018 
	Statements about religious practice 


	Estonians
	Russians

	I never go to church
	32%
	43%

	I go to church once or twice a year
	49%
	33%

	I go to church every week
	3%
	5%

	I never pray
	45%
	34%

	I pray every day
	16%
	30%

	I never read the Bible
	41%
	44%

	I read the Bible every day
	3%
	4%


Considering the relatively broad backing for Christianity on the one hand and the small official church membership and low activity in religious practice on the other, it appears that many people have not translated their religious attitudes into action.

2.2. Hot topic

RE has been one of the most debated topics in education during the last decade in Estonia. Actually, tradition of controversy about RE has even longer history in Estonia.  Teaching of RE in public schools was an object of heated discussions also in the early 1920es, in the framework of building up the national school system of the newborn independent state. At first, Estonian Parliament excluded the subject from school curricula. But this decision did not correspond to the will of people. The problem was brought to the first referendum in Estonian history (February, 1923) where 72% voted for the RE to be taught in schools again. It was the beginning of non-confessional optional RE in Estonian school19. Although RE was an optional subject, almost all pupils participated in the classes of RE, until the subject was banned in 1940 by the authorities of Soviet occupation. Following 50 years of the Soviet rule were shaped by strong and wide atheistic ideology, experienced by two generation of Estonians20. Teaching of RE became possible again after collapse of the Soviet Union when Estonia restored it’s independence in August 1991. According to the Estonian legislation non-confessional RE is an optional subject. Concerning RE, year 2003 brought several important news into development of the subject – a new concept of RE, based on the contextual theology and socio-constructivist theory of learning was presented21 and a new syllabus with teaching-learning materials was worked out. These events, when introduced by media, awaked a new wave of debates. If comparing the former debates about RE with the latest ones, Internet as a new medium for discussions has to be mentioned. Several Internet portals offer possibilities for debates on different issues, religious topics among the others. 

What is the picture of religion, one could find in Internet discussions? How this picture corresponds to the outcomes of some empirical studies, where respondents have been asked about their attitudes regarding religion. And at last but not least – is it possible to point on some ways to change one’s very critical and sceptical attitudes towards religion on the bases of empirical research?
2.2.1 Religion in DELFI
DELFI 22, probably one of the most popular Internet portals in Estonia, started with the special rubric of columns to awoke discussions on actual daily topics, in February 2000. Columns on religious topics are published weekly. Everybody is free to send comments on the column no identification is needed. As a result, absolute majority of comments are anonymous. Following table gives an overview about the amount of comments given to the DELFI columns during the last 1,5 years (2003 – June 2004). Data is collected from the archive of the portal. Table 6 presents number of columns on religious and all other topics, means and medians of the numbers (N) of comments given to the columns, minimum and maximum numbers of comments and standard deviations (Sd) for the whole sample for both groups.

Table 6. Comments on DELFI columns January 2003 – June 2004 

	Topics
	N
	Mean
	Median
	min / max
	Sd

	Religious topics
	75
	2318
	2239
	537 / 8165
	990

	All other topics
	541
	118
	78
	2 / 976
	94


Looking at this data, it is obvious that the religious themes are the absolute most popular to discuss in DELFI. Comparing the means of the numbers of the comments, given to the religious topics with the all other ones, the difference is about 20 times (!). Constant high attention to religious topics is also evident by the fact that the mean (2318) and median (2239) of this variable are quite closed. The maximum number of comments was written to the column “Evolution or Creation” (published on the 19.07.2003). 

Reading the comments on religious themes, one can recognise that remarkable majority of comments are critical, sometimes even desecrative towards religion. 

To give a concrete example I would like to present a closer look at one of the columns and comments to it, to get some insight, what is going on in such debates? 

For the analyses I chose a column “Ministry of Education gets in a flurry in vain”, written in 21.04.2003 by T. Haug, journalists form the radio “Free Europe”23. This concrete article was chosen because of following reasons:

1) It dealt directly with the question of RE;

2) It was written as a reaction on the first interview of the new minister of Education prof. T. Maimets, where he declared that compulsory RE would be a shame for Estonia.

On the contrary to the minister, T. Haug supports RE in school. His arguments bring forward necessity of religious literacy in a today’s multireligious world and important role of Christianity, especially of the Lutheran Church, in Estonian history and cultural heritage. He also points on the issue, that Christmas and Easter are public Holydays in Estonia and thus, school is obliged to educate pupils also in religious questions.

This article got 537 comments from 172 commentators during the next 4 days. It is interesting to note that only three persons used their names to subscribe the comments, all others used pseudonyms. It means that actually it is impossible to identify the real range of the participants in Internet discussions (at least without the admission to the information about e-mail addresses or servers where the messages have come from). Other striking outcome concerned the number of comments written by different participants: three persons wrote 34% of comments. The most productive commentator HK, who always subscribes his comments with full name, wrote 88 comments (18% of all comments). If to raise the rate of comments to 53% from all, the number of authors behind them will be 10. It means that the debates in Internet portal could actually be the “conversations” between few people (?”experts”), commented and interrupted by much less active participants. 

Comments themselves were analysed on the following way:

Firstly the comments were divided into larger groups: 

1) Generally positive attitudes towards religion and RE, marked with “+”; 

2) Generally negative attitudes towards religion and RE, marked with “-“

3) Neutral or non-relevant comments from the viewpoint of the attitudes towards religion and RE that were left aside.

Second step of the analyses took a closer look upon two first groups. Comments, dealing directly with the question of RE by presenting concrete arguments pro or contra the subject, were picked out. Results of the analyses are presented in the following table:

Table 7. Content of the comments

+ = Positive attitude towards religion and RE

· = Negative attitude towards religion and RE

? = Neutral on non-relevant comments

+C = positive arguments, connected with the topic of the article

-C = negative arguments, connected to the topic of the article

	Comments
	N
	%

	+
	110
	
	20
	

	                        +C
	
	48
	
	9

	-
	217
	
	40
	

	                         -C
	
	97
	
	18

	?
	210
	
	40
	

	Total
	537
	145
	100
	27


Looking at the data, presented in the table, one can point on the following:

1) Comments with the negative attitude towards religion and RE prevail strongly in this series of comments;

2) Remarkable number of comments is not connected to the topic of the column. 

3) Only about a half of comments, both negative and positive one’s are connected to the topic of the discussion and present arguments.

4) Possibility to write comments anonymously seems to favour tendencies towards rough self-expression, especially by the people critical towards Christianity. Because of such circumstances DELFI is sometimes called a ”public toilet wall”. 
Reading the comments in DELFI, a question could be raised – how representative are these attitudes for Estonian society?

If comparing the latest debates about religion in Internet portals with the former ones, one can mention significant similarities in arguments24. Main critical statements could be grouped into following series:

1) Religion and violence: The spread of Christianity is strongly connected with violence (crusades, inquisition, which-trials etc). History of Christianity is soaked through with violence. In words Christians preach love and goodness, but the ways to reach it are violent.

2) Religion and Science are in antagonism. Christianity is full of contradictions. Religion obstructs the development of science.

3) Religion and legislation: RE is violation of human rights. Church tries to increase its membership unfairly by using RE. 

4) Religion and morality: Christianity creates hypocrisy. Religion has nothing to do with morality

5) Religion and personal life: Religion is the way to escape from the real life - it is opium of people. It is only for weak people. Religion obstructs free development of human. The Church prohibits doubts and nonconformity.

It is interesting to note that all these statements belonged to the truisms of atheistic propaganda, widely promoted during the years of Soviet occupation. 

2.3. Attitudes towards religion in different studies

Next I would like to turn to the attitudes towards religion and RE in different groups of society by presenting the outcomes of three studies. In all of them the list of similar statements about religion and RE was used. The list of statements was composed in 2001 on the bases of the analyses of discussions about RE in Estonian media and might be called a scale of religious prejudges25. All questionnaires were completed anonymously.

Study 1

157 teachers from 11 Estonian schools completed a questionnaire in 200126. The questionnaire included 28 statements about religion and RE Schools were chosen according to the following principles: 

· To cover different parts of Estonia. The sample of schools contained schools in larger cities (Tartu, Tallinn, Pärnu and Viljandi) as well as in rural areas (Ahja, Pärni-Jaagupi, Turba);

· To present different school types. Nine of schools were upper secondary schools, two were basic schools;

· To present both, schools with and without RE. Seven schools in the sample had and four did not have RE classes. 

Study 2

is a part of wider research in the schools where RE is taught on the bases of the new concept of RE27. These schools participate in the so-called Pilot Project of RE. For the current presentation I took 102 anonymously completed questionnaires by students from three schools. The questionnaires included 28 statements about religion and RE, similar to the statements, used in the questionnaire to teachers. First school, where questionnaires were completed by 51 students, has a longer and well-known high-level tradition of teaching of RE. The second school began with RE classes only in this year. 30 questionnaires came from this school. The third school is a rural upper secondary school, where RE is taught for three last years. 21 completed questionnaires came from this school. 

Study 3

was carried out among students of humanities in Tartu University in 2004. Students were asked to complete questionnaires before and after the course about Christianity. The first round of research contained 23 statements, the second one 28 statements about the topic. The first round of research brought 276 responses, the second one 322. 190 respondents from the second round of research fulfilled the questionnaires also during the first round. 

In all the questionnaires similar scale range was used: 1= agree strongly; 2= agree; 3= uncertain; 4= disagree; 5= disagree strongly. 
The data were analysed by the STATISTICA package, using the descriptive statistics, frequencies and differences significance-test routine. 

2.3.1. Results

Table 8 presents the mean scores on the 5-point scale and standard deviations for the statements about religion and RE by teachers, upper secondary school students and university students before and after studies on Christianity. 

Table 8. Mean scale scores and standard deviations for statements about religion and RE by teachers, upper secondary school students and university students before and after studies of Christianity

	Statements
	Teachers

N=157
	Upper secondary school students

N= 102
	Univeristy students before studies

N= 276
	University students after studies
N= 324

	
	Mean
	Sd
	Mean
	Sd
	Mean
	Sd
	Mean
	Sd

	1. Religion has been used as means to coerce working people into obedience by oligarchy
	2,71
	1,20
	2,46
	0,99
	2,51
	1,17
	2,56
	1,22

	2. History of Christianity is soaked through with violence *
	2,67
	1,10
	2,51
	0,98
	2,16
	1,01
	2,49
	1,13

	3. Christianity is violently forced upon Estonians through ages
	2,89
	1,32
	2,59
	1,07
	2,77
	1,21
	2,89
	1,19

	4. The spread of Christianity has always been connected with violence
	3,07
	1,10
	2,75
	1,0
	3,2
	1,23
	3,19
	1,22

	5. RE is another form of ideological brainwashing
	3,95
	0,98
	4,21
	0,98
	
	
	4,24
	1,01

	6. Religion gives completed answers to all questions
	3,76
	0,95
	3,8
	1,1
	4,14
	1,22
	3,93
	1,11

	7. Religion obstructs the development of Science *
	3,87
	0,88
	3,46
	0,96
	3,42
	1,27
	3,89
	1,1

	8. Science liberates people from religious trammels*
	3,24
	0,92
	3,22
	1,03
	3,11
	1,16
	3,51
	1,07

	9. RE breaks the formation of the scientific thinking
	3,76
	1,03
	3,38
	1,05
	
	
	3,9
	1,1

	10. Positions of Christianity clash with contemporary science.*
	3,15
	1,02
	2,73
	0,91
	2,64
	1,17
	3,06
	1,2

	11. One can’t take Christianity seriously because of many contradictions in it
	3,38
	0,95
	2,99
	1,0
	3,46
	1,04
	3,57
	0,99

	12. Introduction RE into school violates the principle of religious freedom 
	3,8
	1,12
	4,07
	1,16
	
	
	3,96
	1,12

	13. Religious literacy is an important guarantee of religious freedom
	2,03
	0,95
	1,89
	0,94
	1,9
	1,12
	1,72
	0,96

	14. All religions have to be treated equally in RE.
	1,87
	1,09
	1,49
	0,83
	
	
	1,54
	0,95

	15. Church tries to increase its membership by using RE 
	3,28
	1,01
	3,45
	1,18
	
	
	3,49
	1,19

	16. Religion makes people hypocritical 
	3,64
	0,99
	3,41
	1,11
	3,63
	1,09
	3,65
	1,18

	17. Religion helps to make right moral choices 
	2,31
	1,03
	2,5
	0,98
	2,46
	1,14
	2,28
	1,02

	18. Believers are morally better people than others *
	3,04
	1,06
	3,92
	1,1
	3,94
	1,2
	3,52
	1,19

	19. Every human being believes into something*
	2,43
	1,03
	1,63
	0,96
	2,16
	1,13
	1,5
	0,95

	20. Faith helps to overcome difficulties and disappointments 
	2,28
	1,04
	2,28
	0,95
	1,93
	0,95
	2,05
	0,98

	21. Religion is a way to escape from the real life 
	3,69
	1,19
	3,58
	1,06
	3,61
	1,26
	3,61
	1,15

	22. Religious canons demand unconditional obedience *
	3,23
	0,96
	2,98
	0,87
	2,78
	1,12
	3,11
	1,05

	23. The Church banes nonconformity 
	3,41
	0,97
	3,13
	0,99
	2,95
	1,31
	3,21
	1,21

	24. By its nature, Christianity is foreign to Estonians 
	3,52
	1,08
	2,9
	0,99
	3,28
	1,15
	3,34
	1,13

	25. Religion obstructs free development of a human *
	3,62
	1,0
	3,5
	1,08
	3,23
	1,22
	3,75
	1,08

	26. Knowledge about religions is necessary to understand the world’s cultural heritage 
	1,71
	1,03
	2,2
	1,06
	1,66
	0,93
	1,62
	0,995

	27. Religion helps to deal with ultimate questions
	2,61
	0,99
	2,6
	0,94
	2,34
	1,18
	2,3
	1,1

	28. RE defends pupils form extremist religious groups
	2,17
	1,03
	3,09
	1,06
	
	
	2,83
	1,05


* - Statistically remarkable changes in the attitudes before and after the studies in Christianity

2.3.2. Discussion

Religion and violence

Three statements about the violent role of religion “Religion has been used as means to coerce working people into obedience by oligarchy”, “History of Christianity is soaked through with violence” and  “Christianity is violently forced upon Estonians through ages” got all means under 3 by all respondent groups. Although there is lots of truth in these statements such agreement could also be interpreted as an influence of paradigm of religion one can recognize in Estonian textbooks of History where religions, especially Christianity are represented in mostly negative way28.  Violent baptism of Estonians during the crusade in the beginning of the 13th century, as one of the cornerstones of popular history, emphasised by literature and fixed by Soviet atheistic ideology is still very much alive. Mean (2,75) for the statement “The spread of Christianity has always been connected with violence” by upper secondary school students could reflect on the same circumstances. 

In the same time the statement “RE is another form of ideological brainwashing” with the highest means by all respondents (3.95; 4,21; 4,24) points delightedly on the issue that they don’t blame RE to be in favour of mental violence.

Religion and science

Treatment of the relationships between religion and science as antagonistic ones was characteristic to the Soviet ideology. Mean scores of the statements “Religion gives completed answers to all questions”, “Religion obstructs the development of Science”, “Science liberates people from religious trammels” and “RE breaks the formation of the scientific thinking” identify that most of respondents tend not to agree with such statements. There was more agreement with the statements “Positions of Christianity clash with contemporary science” and “One can’t take Christianity seriously because of many contradictions in it” among upper secondary school students and university students before their studies in Christianity. 

Religion and legislation

Four statements in questionnaires dealt with the legislative problems. Remarkable high means for the statement “Introduction RE into schools violates the principle of religious freedom” (3,8 by teachers, 4,07 by secondary school students and 3,96 by university students after their studies in Christianity) testify that students who have experienced RE don’t see such problem. 

Statements “Religious literacy is an important guarantee of religious freedom” and “All religions have to be treated equally in RE” scored the lowest means pointing on the quite wide spread consciousness about necessity to follow the principles of religious freedom in society and in RE classes in particular. It is also worth of mention that respondents mostly didn’t see RE as a tool of rising church membership as it is seen from the means scored for the statement “Church tries to increase its membership by using RE” (3,28 by teachers, 3,45 by secondary school students and 3,49 by university students after studies in Christianity). 

Religion and morality

Three statements belonged to this group. Most of respondents agreed that religion does not make people hypocritical (means 3,64 by teachers, 3,41 by secondary school students and 3,63 and 3,65 by university students). Means for the statement “Religion helps to make right moral choices” were 2,31 by teachers, 2,5 by secondary school students and 2,46 and 2,28 by university students. An interesting difference occurred in the means for the statement “Believers are morally better people than others” by teachers and students. Teachers (mean 3,04) seemed to be much more optimistic about it than students (means 3,92 by secondary school students and 3,94 by university students before their studies in Christianity). The difference was statistically significant (p=.0000). Here the reference could be made to the wider study among teachers, where the serious concern of teachers about the moral education, or even more, about the absence of it was clearly pointed on29. 

Also remarkable difference came out if comparing the means by university students before and after the course about Christianity (3,94 and 3,52). The difference is statistically significant (p<,0002). 

Religion and personal life

Two positive and five negative statements from the questionnaire dealt with this issue. It was quite agreed, “Every human being believes into something”. Hereby one can mention that secondary school students’ mean (1,63) was significantly lower than the teachers’ one (2,43) (p=,0000). Remarkable difference occurred also in the answers given by university students before (2,16) and after (1,5) their studies in Christianity (p=,0000). 

Statement “Faith helps to overcome difficulties and disappointments” scored following means: 2,28 by teachers and secondary school students, and 1,93 and 2,05 by university students accordingly before and after studies in Christianity. The background of these results needs some future investigation for interpretation. Are the figures low because of the influence of the truism of atheistic propaganda (religion is for the week people) or is there some positive personal ground in these statements, is the question, one can’t answer here. 

Negative statements “Religion is a way to escape from the real life”, “Religious canons demand unconditional obedience”, “The Church banes nonconformity” and “By its nature, Christianity is foreign to Estonians” scored quite high means, pointing on the disagreement, by teachers (accordingly 3,69; 3,23; 3,41 and 3,52). Secondary school students were more suspicious towards religious canons (mean 2,98) and Christianity, being foreign to Estonians (mean 2,9). The last score was also statistically significantly different from the teachers’ mean (p=,0000). Once again I would like to raise here a question about the way Christianity is presented in our textbooks of History. 

Looking at the means scored by university students, one significant change is seen, if looking at the means for the statement about religious canons. Before the studies in Christianity the scored mean was 2,78, after studies 2,49. Once again we can point on the statistically significant difference (p<0002). 

Statement “Religion obstructs free development of a human” scored means 3,62 by teachers and 3,5 by pupils. Interesting difference occurred in the evaluation by students before and after their studies in Christianity (from 3,23 to 3,75). Difference is statistically significant (p=.0000).

Religious knowledge

Statement “Knowledge about religions is necessary to understand the world’s cultural heritage” scored remarkable low score, especially by teachers (1,71) and university students (1,66 before and 1,62 after studies). Mean of secondary school students - 2,2 is statistically significantly different (p=,0000) from others. The reasons for such difference need future investigation.

Certain agreement was identified with the statement “Religion helps to deal with ultimate questions” (means 2,6 by teachers and secondary school students and 2,3 by university students). Slightly lower mean of university students could indicate that these questions are more important to elder students.

It is interesting to note that teachers agree much more with the statement “RE defends pupils from extremist religious groups” (mean 2,17) than young people. The difference with pupils is statistically significant (p=,0000). Probably it is obvious that young people are more self-confidence in this point.

Summing up

Drawing some conclusions from discussion above following could be said: 

1. In comparison with the critical debates in Internet, one can see that the wider chart of attitudes regarding religion is more positive, colourful and balanced than this in the Internet. 

2. If comparing the attitudes towards religion and RE of university students before and after the studies in Christianity, in eight cases it is possible to point on the positive influence of studies upon one’s attitudes regarding religion. 


The rate of disagreement rose about the following statements:

1) History of Christianity is soaked through with violence;

2) Religious canons demand unconditional obedience;

3) Religion obstructs the development of Science;

4) Religion obstructs free development of people;

5) Science liberates people from religious trammels.

6) Positions of Christianity clash with contemporary Science


The rate of agreement rose about the following statements:

7) Every human being believes into something;

8) Believers are morally better people than others.

3. Last not least – there seems to be a certain degree of agreement about necessity of RE in school curricula: 75% of university students and 78% of teachers agreed on it. The rate of agreement is similar to some other wider studies on this question. For example in the broad survey ”Concerning life, belief and religious life in Estonia”, carried out in 2000, 88% of respondents supported RE in schools29. 

3. Contextual approach to RE

To be meaningful, RE must be targeted. It has to address people’s specific needs and expectations, deal with pupils’ questions and problems and take into consideration the particular society in which it is taught. This constitutes the context of the instruction. Thus, I argue that context should be an important ingredient of RE. In developing the concept of the contextuality of RE, I draw on the ideas presented by Finnish scolar Kalevi Tamminen30. The term ‘context’ here refers to the social and cultural environment in which RE is conducted. For analytical purposes, it is possible to distinguish between different aspects of this context. 


Figure 1

Model for contextual approach to determine the bases for RE31

1) The historical and cultural background - provides a balanced view of the impact of religions on the historical and cultural development of society. From the viewpoint of Church history and post-socialist context it might mean rediscovering the role of the Church in history and culture. Special attention has to be paid to the way Church is presented in school textbooks and public history. 

2) The religious landscape and legislative framework - charts the role and influence of various denominations and religions represented in society; legislation related to religious issues must also be taken into consideration. 

3) Attitudes towards and expectations fro RE - acknowledges peoples’ expectations, fears, prejudices, etc. After long period of atheistic propaganda it could be a case that religion is somehow a “missing file” in people’s thinking. In wider sense this aspect tries to look for the ways answer the question what is the picture of Church we face in society. 

4) The traditions of RE in a particular country - helps to learn from positive and, especially, from negative experiences. 

5) The developments in and experiences of RE in other countries - emphasises the importance of creative contemplation of the experiences of others. 

6) RE, the national curriculum and the challenges that education must face in today’s world - acknowledges the benchmarks and common aims of education in general and RE in particular. 

The outcomes of the analyses of the various aspects help to identify the emphasis of and the main problems related to RE and choose suitable teaching methods. Thus is created the research-based foundation for the concept of RE. 

In Lieu of a Conclusion

On the bases of contextual approach the following may be listed as the targets of RE:

1) Provision of knowledge about different religions, worldviews and cultures is a means towards religious literacy that in turn offers a key to understanding cultural heritage.

2) Developing of an open identity, i.e. that pupils know their own culture and also get to know others, so as to create the bases for mutual understanding and tolerance.

3) Developing of religious literacy as a precondition to dialogue in order to help overcome national and religious conflicts.

4) Acknowledgement and evaluation of spiritual values.

5) Developing of critical attitudes towards mass culture and consumerism.

6) Developing of social and ecological awareness and responsibility.

7) Supporting pupils’ moral development.

8) Developing of the skills necessary for acknowledged and responsible choices and developing one’s own worldview. 

Developing RE in contemporary pluralistic European society is an interesting and demanding challenge. Contextual concept of RE worked out for Estonian schools could be one of the examples how this ‘little subject with great aims’ can contribute its part for educating young generation of Europeans who know the bridges between the Church and society. As well this approach can serve as a tool in re-thinking RE in nowadays context.
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