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Religious leaders of South Africa, especially those of the President’s
National Religious Leaders Forum, and the Standing Advisory
Committee on Religion and Education,
MECs for Education
Invited Guests and Dignitaries
Ladies and Gentlemen

The coming of democracy in 1994 in our country was the signal for South Africans to begin the process of healing and to live at peace with each other. We celebrated our diversity by pulling together to give meaning to our newfound freedoms and the principles which gave rise to our Constitution and its Bill of Rights.

The founding principles of our new democracy, our Constitution’s call for respect for the dignity of all, must surely persuade us that respect for the different religious beliefs espoused by our people is an essential ingredient of our human rights and values programme.

For too long religion was used as a mechanism of exclusion, and a great deal that was done within the apartheid system was done in the name of religion. As Padraig Pearse said of education under Ireland’s colonial masters: “Our education system was designed by our masters in order to make us smooth and willing slaves. It … succeeded so well that we no longer realise we are slaves”. The same was true of the old policy of Christian National Education. So now we have been developing an educational framework to suit our nation in all its glorious diversity.

In many countries, the practice still exists, by which a state designated religion dominates the education system. We have lived through this, and reject it. In other countries, including the United States, the separation of church and state is so severe as to deny the obvious interaction between growing up, being educated, and the formation of beliefs and values. We have decided to adopt a co-operative model, with the state and church in harmony, existing separately in our specific spheres, and working collectively in shared spheres of interest, like education.

We have chosen this approach as we are not a secular nation: the Preamble to the Constitution implores God to Bless Africa, and our inspiring national anthem opens with the words “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika”.

And so we gather today to mark a very important moment in the life of our schools and our nation, as we launch the Policy on Religion and Education. In doing so we declare to the nation, and to the world, that we have put behind us the days of religious intolerance in education, of sanctified repression and abuse in our schools, and we intend to work towards seeing religion as a tool of freedom. We are convinced that this policy, in its guiding principles, sets the tone for a healthy relationship between religion and education that will be good for education, good for religion, and good for our schools in a democratic society. 

Yet there were those who declared that we needed to do nothing. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” they were reported in the media. I found this to be a vulgar and trivial approach to such a profound matter as spirituality. Even many of my colleagues and friends advised me that religion was a topic that was best left alone as it can only create controversy. In giving serious consideration to what they had advised, the words of William Ross were brought to my attention: “Why not spend some time in determining what is worthwhile and then go after that?” But we had received increasing numbers of representations and complaints from people from all walks of life and religious persuasions about problems with the manner in which religion was being treated within the education system and how the previous arrangements had broken down. So, I decided not to follow this advice and to tackle the issue with due regard to the religious nature of our society and with sensitivity to the different beliefs of our young citizens. No child today should feel ashamed or excluded because his or her beliefs are not those of the majority in a school.

We have met some controversy along the way, but we have also seen the creative and constructive contributions of many people of good will in working out this policy which enabled us to arrive at a unanimous agreement within the Council of Education Ministers in which, I might add, a number of different religious and political persuasions are represented, as is also the case with the uniquely South African body, the Standing Advisary Committee on Religion and Education. As a result, our new Policy on Religion and Education shows that religion can be handled respectfully, with integrity, and within in the framework of tolerance and human rights enshrined in our Constitution.

The Policy sets out guidelines for Religion Education, which is defined as teaching and learning about religion, religions, and religious diversity in South Africa and the world. The policy establishes a framework for schools in regard to voluntary Religious Instruction outside of the formal school curriculum, and for Religious Observances during school hours. It also provides clarity about its application in public and independent schools, as well as in public schools on private property, to ensure that there is no misunderstanding about what elements of the policy apply in the latter two instances.

The policy is the product of a long process of debate and consultation, going back to the National Education Policy Investigation process of 1991. Throughout this process we have held fast to the values of our Constitution, values of citizenship, human rights, equality, freedom of conscience, and freedom from discrimination in our approach to religion in our schools. 

To promote a particular religion, or a prescribed set of religions, or a particular religious perspective, would place our learners, who come from diverse religious, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds, at risk of discrimination and prejudice. This is something, given our torrid past, that we are anxious to avoid. 

Whilst the policy protects learners from discrimination it also enables them to engage with religion — as a rich heritage, as a source of moral reflection, and as a resource for spiritual formation — in ways that are consistent with the educational aims and objectives of an integrated school curriculum. In this way, teaching and learning about religion and religions will form part of the curriculum, to provide learners with the skills they will need to contribute to our diverse and changing society.

This is in keeping with international developments in the field of religion and education. Under the auspices of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, the United Nations convened a conference on religion in school education in Madrid during November 2001 that affirmed our policy’s distinction between the teaching of religion, which is the responsibility of the home, family, and religious community, and teaching about religion and religions, which is the responsibility of the school.

In the school, as the UN Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Religion or Belief put it, education about religion “should be conceived as a tool to transmit knowledge and values pertaining to all religious trends, in an inclusive way, so that individuals realise their being part of the same community and learn to create their own identity in harmony with identities different from their own.” Such teaching about religion, he concluded, “radically differs from catechism or theology, defined as the formal study of the nature of God and of the foundations of religious belief, and contributes to the wider framework of education as defined in international standards.”

So, our policy accords with international developments and standards. But our policy is also an innovative South African solution. Our new policy for Religion Education is an exciting and distinctively South African response to an educational challenge faced by our society. The very term, “Religion Education,” can be located in our history of conflict and reconciliation, since the term was originally proposed and developed by the exiled South African academic, Basil Moore. 

During the early 1970s, Basil Moore was actively involved with the social, cultural, and intellectual ferment of Black Consciousness, editing the first collection of essays in South African Black Theology—Black Theology: The South African Voice. Placed under a banning order in 1972, he went into exile in London. Basil Moore was convinced of the educational potential of Religious Studies, based on the approach to the study of religion, religions, and religious diversity pioneered by Professor Vivian Smart who believed that it cultivated informed empathy for religion, and a positive impartiality among religions, and served as a way of teaching and learning about identity and difference. 

Our educational policy recognises the difference between religious, theological, or confessional interests, and the educational objectives of Religion Education. While respecting religious interests and valuing religious contributions to our country, the policy charts a course for our schools to make their own, distinctive contribution to teaching and learning about religion in ways that will celebrate our diversity and affirm our national unity.

As a component of the Life Orientation Learning Area, Religion Education is designed to enable learners “to demonstrate an understanding of and commitment to constitutional rights and responsibilities, and to show an understanding of diverse cultures and religions.” In accordance with the National Curriculum Statement there are age-appropriate outcomes for each Grade, beginning with a knowledge of one’s own religion in Grade R. These outcomes will be assessed, and have been appended to the policy itself, to dispel some of the myths that have been perpetuated about a perceived threat to organised religion. 

As we move from policy to implementation, teachers will need to be empowered in the classroom with the necessary tools to make teaching and learning about religion work. In terms of learning and teaching materials, we have made a good start. For example, when learners in Grade 4 develop their ability to discuss significant places in a variety of religions, they can work with their teachers through the wonderful text, Sacred Places, which explores sacred sites of indigenous, Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Jewish, and Buddhist communities in South Africa.

Likewise, in Grade 5, as they learn to discuss festivals and customs of a variety of religions, they can work through the South African text, Festivals and Celebrations. As these examples suggest, resources for teaching and learning about religion are available that will enable teachers and learners to explore the world of religion together in an educationally sound but also exciting adventure of discovery.

All support materials will be developed in a participative and inclusive manner – ensuring that the various religious organisations through the Standing Advisory Committee on Religion and Education attest to their accuracy and education experts confirm their appropriateness. In the same way, we have invited the religious organisations among others to assist in the development of suitable materials for teacher training purposes, which can be made available to Universities and Technikons, as they train our new teachers.

Religion Education is a dynamic, participatory, and enabling enterprise, designed to activate minds instead of stuffing them with information. Departing from the dogmatic religious instruction of the past, which tried to advance particular religious interests, but so often actually resulted in alienating young people from religion, Religion Education is committed to a free, open inquiry into crucial questions of meaning and value in human life.

Identified as an important part of the Values in Education Initiative, which was published two years ago and which is now established in the Department as a core element in our work, our policy for religion in education is committed to putting learners in touch with sources of values in religious and other belief systems. Learners will be able to learn about themselves and others by exploring the diverse religious heritage of their country and of the wider world.

Yes – it is true – we have embarked upon serious change, but we have no enemies except ignorance and the prejudice which often results from this. We seek only to make things better, certainly for those who have felt the hurt of religious intolerance, even through a subtle, implied non-acceptance or recognition. These are painful events for a child, that give rise to the kind of hatred and violence that is being experienced around the world. By celebrating our diversity and affirming our unity, the policy on Religion Education restates our commitment to the ongoing work of building a South Africa for all South Africans.

So we seek in the policy to encourage the revitalisation of religion into our schools, for the value that it adds to any education. We welcome the equitable use of guest facilitators for religion education classes. Specific religious instruction should, we believe, take place outside of official school hours. We encourage schools to make their facilities available to religious organisations which subscribe to the values of the Constitution on an equitable basis without discriminating against any recognised religions.

We have also clarified the matter of religious observances which take place during the school day. These may take various forms, including voluntary gatherings of pupils and teachers, the use of dress or practices that are required as a form of observance, such as fasting, and of course during school assemblies.

School assemblies have been a long-standing tradition in many but not all of our schools and they are not compulsory. They may form an integral part of school activity. Assembly is not necessarily to be seen as an occasion for religious expression, but if such an expression does take place it should acknowledge and reflect the multi-religious nature of South African society in an appropriate manner.

We have encouraged the observance of religion at schools, but have emphasised the provisions of the Constitution and the South African Schools Act, that this be voluntary and equitable, and in accordance with rules made by the authorities.

We are providing School Governing Bodies with a framework in which to operate and we encourage them to make arrangements which are sensitive to the religious diversity of our land, and to be generous in accommodating this diversity. We do not prescribe any particular approach. Of course we would not accept one which would be discriminatory in effect, or cause embarrassment or distress to any person. But I am sure we will all agree that this should not happen, and I have no doubt that a parent who may feel that their religious interests have not been accommodated, will welcome the support of this policy in approaching the school to ask for assistance.

I am enormously encouraged by the response of the churches and by the active cooperation of leaders and holders of all religious beliefs and views in debating the issues and helping us to design our new policy. Dr Coenie Burger, Moderator of the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk, has gone further as he indicated only yesterday that churches are eager to get involved in the solution to the country’s problems – among them HIV/AIDS, crime and poverty. This is truly exciting.

Opportunities exist only when we choose to see them. Many of us in the past were trapped within the rigid confines of traditional ways of thinking; limited by concepts that developed simply on the basis of unchallengeable assumptions that they were right. Today, we are challenged to stretch our imaginations, to reach out to others, and to be part of a caring nation. I sincerely believe that our policy on Religion and Education presents us with an array of opportunities that we will seize with commitment and enterprise.

I thank you.
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