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1. Introduction

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.

Conceptions of the nature of RE may be divided in broader sense into those which emphasize RE as a religious activity and those which emphasize it as an educational activity (Hull, 1984). 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). 

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. But the question, how to do it in changing pluralist and multi-faith contemporary context, in the environment of secular school, demands well reasoned answers. Developing RE in Post-Socialist countries needs a special attention and sensitivity. Although there is lots to learn from one’s own history or from colleges in other countries the bases for RE have to rise from wider and deeper analyses. 
Instruction in Religious Education (RE) could officially be resumed in Estonian schools after the Soviet occupation ended in 1991 (Valk, 2000a) Today it is taught in approximately 60 schools, out of more than 600, mostly at the elementary and the upper secondary school level. The development of RE has sparked serious controversies and discussions regarding the necessity, aims, and nature of the subject (Valk, 1999). Sharp debates raised a need for well-grounded concept of contemporary RE to determine what the thing it is we call Religious Education.

2. Outlines of the Contextual Approach

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 college Kalevi Tamminen (1982). 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 RE


1) The historical and cultural background - provides a balanced view of the impact of religions on the historical and cultural development of society. 

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. 

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 (Valk, 2002).

3. Some insights

In the following presentation I’ll concentrate on the influence of the first four aspects to RE and point out several concrete circumstances that have to be taken into consideration in developing a subject.

3.1. The cultural and historical background

Estonia has belonged to the Christian European environment for eight centuries. Thus, Christianity deserves more attention in RE classes than other world religions. At the same time, however, one cannot forget the violent crusade at the beginning of the XIII century, an issue that was strongly emphasised in the discourse on national history, especially by atheistic propaganda during Soviet times. RE must give a balanced view of the role of Christianity in our history. 

The other issue – the extensive atheistic propaganda during the Soviet occupation had a strong influence on people’s mentality (Valk, Lehtsaar, 2003). The following table, presenting the changes in percentage of Church ceremonies in 1933 – 1975, can illustrate this influence.

Table 1

Percentage of Church Ceremonies 

	
	1933
	1957
	1968
	1975

	Child baptisms
	77%
	55.8%
	12.5%
	10.95%

	Weddings
	78%
	29.8%
	2.6%
	2.8%

	Funerals
	96.7%
	64.5%
	46%
	37.4%


Almost all people over 30 years of age have experience of a strongly atheistic education, and their knowledge of religion may include many preconceptions. Many people have no contact with the Church. The Church is not part of their everyday lives, and religion is often seen as being strange and foreign. Caricature, published during the Easter time in the newspaper “Eesti Ekspress”, serves as a good example of this phenomenon of broken traditions (Ernits, 1995).
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Text: Come quickly…here is somebody who tells that he is raised from death…

As a matter not officially accepted in the Soviet period, religion was limited to a person’s private life. The legacy of the former totalitarian regime has made people distrustful and cautious of new “prophets” and ideologies. They wish to find their place in the pluralistic world by themselves. The active and sometimes aggressive work of different new religious movements has led to scepticism among the population about everything connected with religion. Ignorance makes it quite difficult to take one’s bearings in religious matters. This context demands that RE be open to discussion in order to help people rediscover the religious dimension in their lives, and to create the necessary preconditions for reasoned choices leading to the development of their own worldview. 

3. 2. The religious landscape and legislative framework

Today’s religious landscape in Estonia is pluralistic. According to the last census in 2000, 24% of Estonia’s population identified themselves as believers (Census, 2000). The following table gives a general overview about the main religious groups.

Table 2

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

	Lutherans
	152 000

	Orthodox
	144 000

	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- or Earth Believers
	1 000

	Atheists
	69 000

	People without religious affiliation
	382 000

	Total
	1 121 600


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” (Hansen, 2000) 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 3:

Table 3 

Attitudes towards Christianity among the Estonians and the Russians in 1995 and 2000 (Hansen, 2000) 

	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 Lutherans (Liiman, 2001), 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 4

Religious practice among the Estonians and the Russians in Estonia 2000 (Hansen, 2000) 
	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.

Thus, in developing RE there is a need for dialogue and co-operation between different Christian denominations and other religious communities. In such a situation the model of non-confessional RE is more suitable than confessional one. In choosing study objectives and preparing study materials, all religions represented in Estonia must be taken into consideration.  

According to the Constitution there is no state church in Estonia. This is a strong argument for non-confessional RE. At the same time, there are possibilities for positive co-operation between the state and churches in developing RE. 

It can be said that one of the main problems obstructing RE in schools arises from the insufficiency of legal documents and the possibility of interpreting them in different ways. RE is defined as an optional subject. On the one hand schools are obliged to organise RE classes, but on the other hand there are insufficient possibilities to fulfil this law (lack of teachers and free lessons in school timetable etc). Although one can mention a considerable degree of high-level agreement about the necessity of RE in society as a whole, RE is still taught in few schools. 

RE could be the best guarantee of religious freedom in society. This freedom can only be based on “religious literacy”. An optional marginal subject cannot create requirements for this issue. A combination of compulsory and optional RE courses may be the best solution in this area. Here I argue that there should be at least one compulsory RE class at every stage of the educational system. 

3. 3. Attitudes towards and expectations for RE

An interesting dynamic can be observed in this area. On the one hand, various surveys of the general public demonstrate consensus on the necessity of RE - about 80% agree on it (Valk, 2003a, p 241). On the other hand, there have been quite intense discussions on the topic. There appears, nevertheless, to be a common ground – ethics, world religions (incl. Christianity) and most people value the topics of religion and culture (ibid). 

In the query for pupils (Raunio-Hannula, 2002), the respondents were asked to evaluate different topics on a five-point scale (1 - not at all interested, 5 – very interested). Next, they had to evaluate how much attention teachers paid to the same topics in RE lessons. That scale, too, had five grades (1 – not at all, to 5 – very much attention). The results are presented in the following table. 

Table 5 

Top ten of the pupils’ favourite topics in RE 

	Topics 
	Average grade 
	Attention paid in lessons 

	Sexuality, relations between boys and girls, marriage 
	3.9
	2.0

	Love 
	3.9
	2.2

	UFOs and life in the Universe 
	3.8
	1.5

	World religions (Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Chinese and Japanese religions) 
	3.7
	4.1

	Destiny 
	3.7
	2.4

	Life after death 
	3.7
	2.7

	Alcohol and drugs 
	3.7
	2.1

	The soul, spirits and ghosts 
	3.7
	1.9

	Reincarnation 
	3.7
	2.5

	Problems of violence 
	3.6
	2.1


The most unpopular topics among pupils were mission (average grade 2.3/attention paid in lessons 1.6), Christian holidays (2.3/2.4), prayer and praying (2.3/2.4), church history (2.2/2.7), nurture of personal religious life (2.2/1.8), Christian worship (2.1/2.1) and church life (2.0/1.7). The maximum grade given for a specifically Christian topic was 2.8/2.8 for Bible history; the life of Jesus was credited with 2.6/3.0 points. 

Among the topics revealing a remarkable difference between the average grade and that given by teachers, the following ones may be mentioned: End of the World 3.5/2.2; the meaning of life 3.3/2.6; abortion 3.3/1.6 (!); interpersonal relationships and the Christian way of life 3.3/2.3; euthanasia 3.2/1.8; the environment 3.1/1.5; New Age and new religious movements 3.0/1.8. 

Thus, one can witness quite a wide gap between pupils’ expectations and what was really taught in the lessons. It was particularly pathetic to note that several issues of moral education were paid much less attention to by teachers than the students had expected. This fact suggests serious didactical problems and has to be taken into consideration in RE curriculum development, where pupils’ interests must find more reflection. This agreement should be reflected in the content of possible compulsory courses. 

Considering RE teachers’ training, several central issues must be mentioned. Future RE teachers should be able to face critical opinions about their subject. They must be ready to use various active learning methods, develop open discussions, and create connections between learning objectives, pupils’ questions and everyday life. Thus, the high professional skills of RE teachers may be seen as a key to successful RE (Valk, 1998, 2003b).

3. 4. Traditions of RE in Estonia

RE, which had been an integral part of school curricula, encountered the first serious challenges in the late 1910s and early 1920s. The Constitution of the Republic of Estonia stipulated the separation of the state and the church as well as the church and the school. With the formation of a new national school system, heated debates broke out about the place of RE in the school. An inner crisis in the methodology of teaching the subject and strong left-wing influences in first the Asutav Kogu (Constituent Assembly) and then the Riigikogu (Parliament) of Estonia must be mentioned as the background of these debates. Most of the MPs aimed at removing the subject from the school curriculum. After a series of stormy discussions, RE was excluded from primary schools in May 1920. It was preserved in secondary schools as a voluntary subject (Valk, 1997, pp. 22 - 24). 

The decision of the Parliament did not coincide with the will of the people. More than 88,000 signatures were collected by supporters of RE for the annulment of the Primary Schools Act. In the subsequent referendum of 1923 – incidentally, the first referendum in Estonian history – 71.9% voted for the reintroduction of RE (Eesti Statistika, 1923). Thus the subject was again included in the school curricula. However, its status was now different – optional for pupils and teachers but obligatory for schools. In any event, RE required significant reform. 

Great progress in the theory and methodology of RE teaching can be observed between 1920 and 1940. Two persons must be mentioned in connection with the reformed RE, both of whom are theologians: Peeter Põld, the first professor of pedagogy of Estonian descent, and Johan Kõpp. The new approaches took into consideration the psychological peculiarities of pupils and put a stronger emphasis on the child. The aim of RE was to give first-hand knowledge of Christianity and other world religions (particularly at the high secondary school level) and support the pupil’s moral development. The new methodology pursued to build bridges between the subject of RE and the daily life and world of the pupil. 

The nature of RE was subjected to the greatest changes. RE at school was no longer viewed as a “branch of the church”. The reformed RE was defined as a non-confessional subject. J. Kõpp repeatedly defended the viewpoint that RE should not be turned into a tool of indoctrination with the aim of raising church members (Valk, 1997, p. 85). This marks a clear distinction between RE in school and catechisms in church, without, however, precluding co-operation between schools and churches. Many pastors continued to work as RE teachers (especially at the high school level) and were involved in drawing up the curricula and textbooks for RE. 

The following were stated as the aims of RE:

1) RE aims to be a means to support pupils’ moral development into responsible and mature persons.

2) RE is an important factor to insure the continuity of national culture.

3) RE was required to introduce Christianity as a way of living that can shape people’s entire lives, creating the basis for social justice.

4) In interaction with other subjects taught in school, RE aims to enrich pupils’ knowledge and spiritual growth. 

5) It is necessary to introduce outstanding personalities from biblical stories and from church history and world religions as possible examples that can support pupils’ personal growth.

6) The questions of the relationships between religion and science must be openly discussed in RE lessons.

Close attention was paid to the personality of the RE teacher. It was found that s/he should be a Christian, a person with a high degree of sensibility, whose role is to accompany and supportively guide pupils’ development. S/he must be able to find a creative and personal way of teaching (Valk, 2000b, p. 98).

The most significant distinction of the reformed RE was the fact that in the subsequent years the classes of voluntary RE were attended by almost all pupils, among whom the subject enjoyed the average or even higher-than-the-average popularity (Valk, 1997, pp. 120 – 123). 

In Lieu of a Conclusion


On the bases of contextual approach the following may be listed as the aims of RE in nowadays Estonian School:

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) Development 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) Development 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) Development of critical attitudes towards mass culture and consumerism.

6) Development of social and ecological awareness and responsibility.

7) Supporting pupils’ moral development.

8) Development 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. 
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