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MANFRED L. PIRNER

10 Freedom of Religion and Belief in Religious
Schools? Toward a Multi-perspective Theory

Abstract

In the recent disputes about religious schools in varions western countries,
duubn J.'I.B."-"'.'. I:h'.:l'l I.'B.i;h'.d. B.‘:H:rl.l[ "A"I'.ICI'I'IEL' Sllfl'ln SCI'IGDJ.F arc B.b.l.t oo meﬂ‘tﬂ
the human right of freedom of religion and belief, and contribute to the
COATUTION E;md in an ever more pluralistic sociery. The anthor advances five
theses to mark basic elements of a multi-perspective theory of religious
schools thar tries to take plu.m]:i:am and the freedom of religion and belief
scriously. These theses deal with phi]nﬁnphi::]l. socio-cthical, educarional
and legal perspectives, and lead 1o a theological perspective chat mainly
relies on the concepts of representation and translation. On this under-
standing, iz is argued thar religious schools represent a pedagogy thar goes
beyond the uniform and monolithie rationalicy that used to demand strice
neutrality in public education. Moreover, transparency with regard ro
educational norms, and an emphasis on a communitarian perspective com-
plementing universalistic principles, are the serengths of religious schools.
In order to develop these serengths, Christian schools need to draw upon
a public theology that is able to cranslate the language of the Christlan
faich into secular and educacional rationalities, while still representing ic
as a potential that can never be fully realized.
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Introduction

In various countries, religious sehools have had an ambivalent image over
recent years. On the one hand, religious schools seem to be very popular, In
Germany, for example, over the past twenty years, a considerable number of
Protestant private schools have been founded; ar present — in the year 2011 -
rwo new private Protestant high schools are being planned in Munich alone.
In Britain in 2008, the first Hindu religious school was opened (Pigort,
1:.1:.‘-8]- Ointhe other hand, r:l'tgmui schools have been in:msingl}r called
into question. In these controversial disputes the human right of freedom
of religion and belief has played a decisive role. Is it compatible with the
right of freedom thar religious schools require their reachers, and at least
a subsrantial part of their student-body, to belong to a specific religion?
One concrere example of this debare in Britain, onc that made it to the
Supreme Court in 2009, was the case of a Jewish boy who was rejected by
the Orthodox Jewish JFS school in London on the ground of being not
Jewish enough (Romain, 2009}, The Court ruled that this was discrimina-
tory. In May 2010, a somewthar similar case happened in Germany when a
17-year-old student was abour to be expelled from a Cacholic high school
in Illertissen, Bavaria, because she had left the Catholic Church. After a
fervent public discussion the schoal allowed her to stay on and finish her
exam (merkur-online, ron10).

Apart from the legal problems involved, such cases easily trigger ques-
tions about whether or not religious schools are still the right schools
to educate young people in an ever more pluralistic society. In 2008, for
example, Britiain's biggest teacher union, the National Union of Teachers,
debated a call to abolish all religious schools. Its major argument was thar
education which was segregated on the basis of faith, ethnicity, or social
class undermined community cohesion (Daily Mail, 2008). Critical ques-
tions have also been raised by a qualitative study among graduares of an
evangelical Christian school, showing that some of them felt they had
not been properly prepared to face the pluralism in society (ap Sidn et
al,, 2007).

Freedomn of Religion and Belisf in Religious Schools? 1ég

These examples illustrate that the issuc of freedom of religion and belief
in religious schools has t be seen in the wider frame of asking whether
religious schools — and which kinds of religious schools — are still able
to promote the development of the individual student and the common
good of society in a pluralistic context. In the following, T will suggest,
in the form of theses, five basic elements for a theory of religious schoals
that tries to take the pluralistic context and the human right of freedom
of religion and belief seriously.

Thesis 1

The first thesis proposes that from a philosophical perspective, reli-
gious schools are based on the insight thar rationality is not uniform bur
diverse.

Typically, in the English-speaking context, the philosopher Paul Hirst
in the 19705 rejected the notion of “Christian education’ as a ‘coneradiction
in terms’ (Hirst, 1972, 1974: 81). Education, he argued, is a rational, eritical
process that can never presuppose a specific ideological truth. Obviously,
Hirst for his part implicicly presupposed an incontestable universality
and uniformiry of rationaliry. He was not able, or willing, to see ar that
time that his own concepe of rationality — and consequently his concept
of education — was one that had its own axiomaric presuppositions, being
predominandy informed by western enlightenment though. Interestingly,
Hirst later distanced himself from this form of ‘hard rationalism’ as he
adopred more recent developments in philosophical thinking {Hirst, 1993;
see also Astley, 1994: 41E)." Perhaps the most striking aspect of this is thar
in almost all major eurrents of philosophy during the twentieth century,
the idea of 2 uniform, universal cacionalicy has been increasingly cricicized.

1 lowe thanks wo Jeff Astley for drawing my attention to Hirse's further development.
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It is a merit of the assertions by postmodernists in the 19805 and 19905 that
a case was made for different rarionalities and a broadening of the con-
cepr of rationality itself. According to the Austrian-German philosopher
Wolfgang Welsch, rationaliry can be defined as follows.

. We speak of ratiomality whenever people follow a specific set of principles which
determine the realm of their validicy, identify cheir ohjectives, define the aims to
be achieved, the methods ro be followed, and the criteria to be applied. 2, These
principles must be coherent wich cne another in order 1o allow coherent usage. 5.
“Therefare, 1o be rational simply means m follow the rules suggested by these princi-
ples. I doing chis, we are rational in the sense of the respective version of ragonalicy.
(Welsch. 1e98: 7).

Within such a framewaork, cultural realms such as aestheric discourse,
mythical discourse, and also religious discourse are no longer perceived as
irrational or non-rational bur as having their own rationality, or — to put
it in the words of analytical philosophy - as having their own language
games with their own grammars. This implies that there are different legiri-
mate ways of looking at — and rtrying to make sense of — the world, and
that each of them is a specific way of accessing the world, rooted in a spe-
cific rationality, and informed by a cerrain social and cultural contexr. As
German philosopher Juesgen Habermas purs it: “There is no pure reason [...]
Reason is of its nature always an incarnate reason imbedded in complexes
of communicative action and in structures of the lifeworld [Lebenswelt]”
(Habermas, 1987: 374).

For education, these insights make it seem problemaric to try to build
public educarion exclusively on the foundation of a uniform, universal
rationality. Instead, they strengthen the view thar public education from
diverse perspectives, drawing on diverse rarionalities, is legitimate and makes
good sense. Thus, a religious perspective on education and educational
theory today is likely to gain plausibility more easily than in the 19705
For scholarship. the philosophical development particularly resulted in
relativizing the ideal of ‘objectivity’ increasingly valuing the obligation to
be explicit abour the rescarcher’s subjectivity, his or her perspectives, pre-
suppositions and research interests. Similarly, schools and reachers should
make explicit from which presuppositions their pedagogies are guided, thus
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supporting students and their parents in eritically assessing the education
they are offered. Religious schools doing so, it seems, will be cransparent
as r:ga.rr.:]s their educational norms and objectives, and in this way will
contribuze to the studenes’ freedom of religion and belief.

(Of course, we cannot neglece the question of how a commaon ground
for communication and cohesion in an increasingly pluralistic and global
society can be sustained when we give up the idea of a uniform and uni-
versal rationality. In the face of plural forms of radonality, or ar least a
“variety of its voices’ (Habermas, 1992}, dynamic concepts of, for instance,
a ‘communicative rationality’ {Habermas, 1984) or a ‘transversal reason’
(Welsch, 1995, 1998) seem helpful ro cheoretically address the tension
between the obligation to respect different rationalities, on the one hand,
and the necessity to enable communication and understanding across them
on the other. Such a dynamic concept of reason also scems best to account
for the fact chat in the lifeworld ('Lebenswelt’) manifold transversal link-
ings have already taken place and are continuously going on.

For religious schools, as long as they are part of public educarion, these
deliberations imply a two-fold challenge. First, religious schools are chal-
lenged to clarify and communicate how their specifie religious perspective
on { public) education (connected with their religious rationalicy) comes
about, 2nd how it relates to more general ~ as well as other specific - views
of education (in the sense of a rransversal rationality). Second, the question
is raised of how diverse rationalities find cheir place in religious schools
and how the tension berween autonomy and transversality is modelled. In
concrete, this refers to the school subjects, or leaming domains, the question
of how these can be respected in their own right, but also be connecred,
in the sense of a rransversal rationality, and a mulddimensional notion
of education. For both tasks, a theory of religious schoals needs to rely
on processes of theological self-clarification, which will be the content of
thesis five below. Bur before thar it scems advisable to address the issue of
religions schools from more general socio-ethical, pedagogical and legal

[prerspectives,
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Thesis 2

The second chesis proposes that from a socio-ethical perspective, religious
schools can be seen as emphasizing a communitarian perspective as a legiti-
mate and meaningful complement to liberal universalism.

While in the context of postmedern philosophical discourse the idea
of a uniform and universal rationality has been challenged by pointing
to diverse rationalities, in the context of the pracrical-philosophical or
socio-cthical discourse it has been challenged by a broadened concept of
rationaliry represented prominently by communitarianism. In the dispute
berween communitarians and universal liberals since John Rawls' clas-
sic book A Theory of Justice (Rawls, 1a71), several arguments have been
exchanged which are of importance for educational issues. Communitarians
— probably the most prominent of them ar present being Canadian philo-
sopher Charles Taylor - criticized the individualism of classical liberal
theory for an ‘atomistic’ view of man and pointed out that ‘man is a social
animal’ { Taylor, 1985: 190) whose identity necessarily depends on his social
relations, on personal commitments, and on communities. Whereas liberal-
ism emphasizes the importance of abstrace norms which can be reflectively
endorsed by virtually all people in the world, communitatianism underlines
the importance of personal social experiences for the development of values
within the individual. As a conclusion of his widely read book The Genesis
of Filwes, Hans Joas has b}r—and—largc supported such a communitarian
approach by pointing out that values are generated by experience — either
by special, extraordinary experiences or by continuous experiences over 2
longer time ( Joas, 2001).

It is clear that, according to the communitarian view, concrete, par-
ticular communities in which shared meanings can be experienced and
communicated become substantial for an individuals identity and moraliry
alike. While liberalism accentuates the individual's cognitive act of cholee
in moral issues, communitatianism argues that acts of choosing are only
possible in a social context of shared meaning and shared practice in which
the individual already finds himself and which guides his choosing. OFf
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course it suggests itsell that religious communities may serve especially
well to constiture such contexes of shared meaning, This is why the com-
munitarian concept, and especially Charles Taylor’s thoughts, have been
widely and gratefully adopred in theological discourse.

In general, the realization seems to have spread thar democratic western
societies cannot be buile and sustained on the basis of the rather abstract
and theoretical norms of human rights and constitutional values alone,
but that they need ‘dense” or “thick” forms of underpinning, substantiac-
ing and motivaring these norms and values in muldple contexts of social
experiences and social pracrice (Schoberth, z002: 261). It can be szen in
this light that John Rawls, in his book Palitical Liberalism (Rawls, 1993),
has addressed some of the communitarian cricique, and reduces the scope
of his idea of justice to a political framework chat would allow citizens
with conflicting - religious or non-religious — worldviews to find an "over-
]:ippjng consensus’ in major Pq:n-|i|:h:a] issues with the ]'Ldp of 2 commaon
secular language of “public reason’ It is interesting to see how Rawls in his
lare essays has increasingly appreciared comprehensive worldviews such as
those entertained by religious communiries as a *viral social basis’ of rea-
sonable political coneeptions, ‘giving them enduring strength and vigor®
(Rawls, 1999: 592). However, Rawls also emphasizes that this only goes
for ‘rational’ worldviews and religious communities that remain open 10
public reason and integrate basic democratic norms so as to not become
sectarian and secluded.

Building on this insight, that both approaches, liberalism and com-
munitarianism, are important and complement cach other, I suggest
understanding state schools and religious schools as placing their empha-
ses differently. Because they are more pluralistic inside, state schools have
a stronger emphasis on liberal universalistic principles and ideas -~ but
yet will try to create a school ethos thar can be experienced as a context
of shared meaning in the school community. Because they can refer to a
specific religious basis, religious schoals can place a2 stronger emphasis on
pmicula.rj_ﬂic communicarian principles and ideas, and on Creating a con-
text of shared meaning. However, chey will also correlate their religious
perspective with the more abstract and universal prim:iplc: of g:n:ra]
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democratic values and human righes - including the right of freedom of
religion and belief.

With reference to Christian schools, this means thar abstrace demo-
cratic and human righes and values may be underpinned, substantiated
and motivated — but of course also specified, modified or even criticized
- by Christian narratives, ritnals and social interactions, For instance,
the value of "human dignity” will be brought mgtr]ltr with the Judea-
Christian narrative of God creating man and woman in his image, with
acts of blessing or baptism and with the social interaction of loving your
neighbour as yourself because he or she, too, is God's child. In this process
of ‘value generalization’ {Parsons, 1971: 1—3; see also Joas, 2008), and the
specification of universal values, are two sides of the same coin, as will
become even clearer below.

Thesis 3

The third thesis proposes that from an educational perspective, religious
schools are based on the insight that education in general and school in
particular are inevitably based on worldview-related premises and therefore
can never be neutral.

It has been one major insight of the approaches of ‘critical education’
in the 1970 that “there is no such thing as a neutral educational process’
(Shaull, 2007 [orig. 1970]: 34: see also Astey, 1994: 91). Neutrality in the
strict sense does not work in education, becanse there is no education witch-
out an implicit - or explicit - concept of what it means to be human, and

what this world is all about. In other mrds,ptdagng}ris necessarily based
on 'indissoluble ideological and religious premises’ (Nipkow, 1998: 108),
and theories of education cannor exist ‘apart from an ideological and reli-
gious pluralism’ (Diressler, 2006: 60). Iris in linc with this insight that John
I'Anson in his recent arricle in the British Journal of Religious Education
argued against neutralicy in R.di.gin;:us Educartion and recommended ro
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develop a ‘pedagogy — after neucralicy’ (I'Anson, 2o10). Just as he traces the
biases concerning religion in British conceprs of Religious Educarion, one
might as well uncover the "hidden curriculum’” in our schools in general in
order to critically question the notion of 2 school char claims to be ‘neutral’
concerning rdiginl.u orworldview relaced aspects. On the one hand, recent
educational research, especially in the German contexr, has shown that edu-
cartional theories and scientific approaches sl carry much of an implicie
‘suppressed heritage” of the western Christian tradicion with it {Oelkers,
rooy; LZicherrz & Schmidr, 2o06; Hofmann, 1oe6), On the other hand,
emancipation processes, both of the academie discipline of educational
science and of public schools in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
seem to have led 1o rather secularistic rendencies in public school educa-
tion, The analyses presented by a number of scholars in a recent German
book on the relatonship berween religious education and other school
subjects (Pirner & Schulte, 2010) reveal that, in several of these subjects,
religious aspects of the curriculum topics are improperly neglecred or mis-
represented. For instance, one of the standard school textbook series for
reaching English at German high schools comprising about 1,200 pages
deals with religion only on three-quarters of a page, which is rypical of
other school textbooks for English, too, and corresponds with the neglect
of religion on the level of teacher training (Hollm & Pirner, xo10: 75). In
other subjects, such as political educarion and history, religions rend ro
be rcpr:scntnd almost ::du.iim:l].r in 4 negartive, dismrﬁng WY 25 SOuUrces
of conflict, tension and war. The problem here is not only thar religious
issies are mleCme.nt:d L various Sd'l.l:rcr] Sul:ljﬂli itis il.l.'il:l I'J'Ii.l; 'I:I:i.d'fltli
textbook authors and academics do wor realize or even deny that they have
an a-religions or anti-religious artitude which influences their pedagogi-
cal theories, their teaching marerials and their classroom teaching, From
the US-American conrext, similar findings have been reported by Warren
Mord (1995). In 2 comprehensive investigation of school rextbooks for his-
tory, natural sciences and economical education from elementary school
to college, he found char religion was consistently marginalized. Nord
speculates thar the secular views of pedagogues as well as textbook autheors
may be one explanation for this resule, another may be the impression that
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religion is 2 highly controversial topic from which authors and publishers
tend to shy away.

From these arguments and findings, it seems advisable to demand
more attention o normative questions in educational discourse and school
research. In this light, religious schooling offers a special opportunity in
thar the schools can be more explicit in this respect. They do not, and need
not, precend o be ‘neweral. They can avoid some of the normarive weak-
nesses and theoretical inconsistencies of a secular pedagogy and school
system built on the ideal of ‘neurrality’. Religious schools can and should
be places where normative issues are openly discussed and chus are pre-
vented from implicidy and secredy influencing students in the form of a
‘hidden curriculum’ This again will contribute to the students' freedom of
religion and belief. But is such an educational concept of religious schools
compatible with the religiously neutral secular scate that is in charge of

]:ruhlic educatien? This is a question thar hcl-:mgs in the Icgal context and
will be addressed in the next thesis.

Thesis 4

The fourth thesis proposes that from a legal perspective, religious schools
can refer to the fact that the concepr of 'neutralicy of the state’ leaves room
for the integration of worldview-related values and for various forms of
cooperation berween state and religious communities.

The ideal of the 'religiows neutrality of the state” has been hotly debared
in a2 number of western countries over recent years. Often these discussions
have had ro do with religion-related conflicts in the area of public-school
education, such as crucifixes in classrooms, Muslim reachers wearing head-
searves, of the reference to God in the American ‘Pledge of Alliance’ that
is recited at many American public schools in their daily morning ritual.
In the following, [ will concentrate on the German context with some
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sideways-glances at the siruation in the USA, a country with a sericrer con-
stirutional and legal separation of religion and state than Germany or Britain.

As German law professor Srefan Huster poines out, one imporcant
distincrion made in social-philosophical and juridical discourse is thar
berween the stare’s nencrality concerning justifications and nevcrality con-
cerning e¢ffects. The former implies chat actions of the state must not be
justified by referring to the truth, or higher quality, of a religious faith or
wotldview. The state must not identdfy with or privilege a certain religion or
worldview {Huster, 2004: 6-8), However, even very neutral-looking stace
legislation may in effect come in conflice with cereain religious beliefs. For
instance, sports educaton and education about sexuality az public schools
are guided by educational goals which seem in no way biased by religious
or worldview beliefs. Yer, conservative Muslims may have problems and
regard this kind of education as incompatible with their religious values.
Thus the state can only guarantee neutrality concerning justification and
not neutrality concerning cffects. It is not possible to establish a public
order that will suit all religious and worldview groups to the same extent.
However, all these groups may legicimately engage in the political dispute
abour the further development of public order — and they may promote
the awareness that the state’s neutralicy is not as newrral as it appears bur
is, of course, based wpon cerrain worldview and value raditions.

This is a point thar has been prominent and convested in the American
context as well. The discussion here concentrates on the ‘Establishment
Clause” of the First Amendment to the USA Constitution {'Congress
shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion ... Amendment
I, 1791}, It has been argued by some that, in gffecs, constitutional liberal-
ism has turned ‘militanty secular’ (Fish, zo07; see Amesbury, 2009: 204),
excluding religion from the public sphere, or talerating only a ‘domest-
cated religion” { Hauerwas, 1991: 70} = especially in the context of public
education,

Another distinction can illuminate che problem even more cleardy: the
distinction between positive and negative neutralicy of the state. Within
the legal framework of religious neutrality, the state may subscribe to a
strict and complete separation of state and religion, to a “wall of separa-
tion' in the sense of laicité and thus enforce an exclusion of religion from

o,
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the public sphere (= negasive neurralicy). Or the state may aim at benevo-
lently integraring the diverse religious and worldview groups into public
institutions and thus seck co-operation with them (= positive neutrality).
American Ethics professor Richard Amesbury speaks of two models of
state neutralicy: on the one hand 'strice separationism’ and on the other
hand an inclusive model, ‘according to which all religions are afforded an
equal opportuniry to participare in the public sphere’ (Amesbury, 1009
2o5). USA Law scholar Michael McConnell calls the former view the
secular state” model and the lacter the “religiously pluralistic state’ model
{Amesbury, 2009: 205). The German Constitution (the ‘Grundgesetz’ GG)
—which does not explicitly mention the principle of religious newtralicy of
the state — clearly Favours the latter concept, although it leaves scope for
political dispure and democratic decisions to determine which way o go
i Huster, 2004: 19; Weth, 1997: 4244.). This has been repeatedly underlined
by the German Constitutional Court in several of its decisions on school-
relared issues. For instance, in their decision on the dispute abour crucifixes
in Bavarian classrooms - which the court criticized ~ the constitutional
judges offered a general explication about the relationship of the state and
religious or worldview related aspects. It reads:

[ Thee stane 2 not obliged] in fulfillment of it educational duty, as given by the basic
I!lghl! o education laid dowen in Art. 7.0 GG, to renoance -mm]:-]r:l:rJ.]r any references
v relagions or world views. Even a state that comprehensively guarantees the freedom
of religion and belief and thus commits itself v religious and ideological neuerality
cannot serip off all culraeally wanembceed and historically roored moral belicts and
artieudes on which the cohesion of seciery reses and on which the Fulfillment of it
own duties depends. The Christian falth and the Christlan churches - however their
heritage may be judged voday — have in this respect bad an ourstanding impace. The
stave cannot be indifferent ro thess intellectaal wradivions, experiences of meaning
and codes of conducr. ‘This goes in particular for the school, in which primarily
the culrural foundstions of seciery are handed down and renewed, Moreover, the
state, which abliges parents to send cheir children into a public school, bs allowed
to take regard of those parents whe wish for a religiously Informed educadon, The
Grundgeserz [the German Constimrion] has scknowledged this by allowing for
state-run worldview or confessional schools (in Are 75, hfpmviding For R.-l:.l@ms.
Edwcation tobean md.in.i::,rﬂun] II.II:IjEI:I: (A 7,3} anad furchermore b}' |:n1."in5m|;|m
for active practice nfrdig:inm beeliefs [.]. [H-l.l.nduu:rﬁmmpgel:i.&r [ Constinational
Coure], 1995, manslabon: M. ')
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In this passage the judges base cheir arguments mainly on fee pillars,
which are both significant for religious schools. The first pillar, which
becomes relevant toward the end of the texx, is the positive disnension of the
right of freedom of veligion and belief used by those parents who wish for a
religionsly informed education. Religions schools as well as (confessional)
Religious Education ar all public schools can be perceived as a consequence
of this basic human right. It reaches its limits when it infringes on its
negative dimension, the right of not being forced, obliged or unwillingly
subjected vo religious practice or influences. It is in correspondence to this
negative dimension of the right of freedom of religion and beliet that the
court ruled char a Bavarian state regulation demanding of public schools o
have crucifizes on the walls in every classroom was unconstitutional. And
it is also in line with this dimension that students can be exempred from
confessional Religious Education at German public schools. In 2 number
of court decisions as well as in scholarly dispute it has been emphasized char
in principle the negative and positive freedom of religion and belicf have
to be balanced, and schools have to seek a way of enabling such a balance
{see also de Wall, 2006). For the USA context, the counterpart or ‘com-
panion’ of the Establishment Clause is the "Free Exercise Clause, which
in the second part of the first sentence in the First Amendment provides
thatr Congress shall make no law “prohibiting the free exercise” of religion.
In consequence, Amesbury sees the public debate in the USA arrive ar a
conclusion similar to the above advanced view of balancing positive and
negarive freedom of religion: ‘Neutrality cannot be achieved by excluding
religious values in favor of secularist values. It is achieved only when all
such points of view are afforded a hearing’ {Amesbury, 2009: 206).

The second pillar of argumentarion is the distincrion between, as it
were, cultt and culture, hevween Christianity a5 a nﬁgi:;'r:z and C&mﬁﬂnf{y
as & exlenral force, It is remarkable how positively the contribution of
Christianity to the foundations of the modern democraric state and to
its public educarion is valued here by the courc. However, according to
the court’s explicarion, this does not mean that the seare idenrifies with
Christianity as # refigion; it can only acknowledge char state and society
rest on the cultural heritage rooted in Christian traditions. Legal expertand
theologian Rudolf Weth aptly argues that icis not the specifically Christian
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characreristics that are in view here, but exactly those aspects of Christianicy
that have been generalized and have found wide approval beyond the bor-
ders of the Christian churches. Such aspects can be categorized under the
notion of "Civil Christdanity” (‘gesellschaftliches Christentum’: Rissler,
1986} or, even wider, of 'Civil Religion' (Bellah, 1967). Of course, whar is
considered to belong to the realm of "Civil Christianity’ or "Civil Religion’
will be a matter of negotiation and communication within the whole of
sociery, in which the churches are only one voice among others. There is
one criticism that can be voiced against the way the argument is advanced
by the Constitutional Court: the court only refers to the eraditional and
historical aspect of Christianity, it does not refer to the question of how
compatible a religion and its specific culrure currently are wich the funda-
mental values of the democraric, humm-rig}lm—bm:d stare, However, in
my opinion, this is definitely also a question wward which the state cannot
be indifferent, as is mirrored in the American debate on liberal political
theory. Despite controversial issues, there seems to be a wide consensus here
that the stace "canmot remain neutral’ when it comes ro fundamental values
such as freedom and equality (Amesbury, 1009: 210); it therefore cannot
retain equal distance roward religious sects that renounce or endanger
these values and religions thar promote them,

Religious schools, [ believe, can and should be based on both pillars
of argumentation. First, even as private schools, they should make every
effort wo find a good balance between the positive and negative dimension
of the right of freedom of religion and belief. Although private religious
schools have a greater degree of freedom to allow for a specific religions
perspective on education, they should also respect the negative freedom of
religion and belief of all their students and aveid any pressure on them wo
participate in religious practice as well as any attempes to manipulate them
in their religious attitudes. Second, I suggest that *Civil Christianicy’ can
be a good starting point in the endeavours to develop a Christian profile of
Christian schools and disclose the valuable heritage of Christianity to the
students as well as to the teachers, Starring with "Civil Christianicy’ would
also be a way that combines communitarian and liberal perspectives in the
above sketched-out sense. It can also be recommended eo look at empiri-
cal findings as a basis on which Christian and Non-Christian reachers at
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Christian schools are likely to agree {more on this below). Such a school
profile will be based on Christian faith but be open to non-believers among
the students and among the teachers — and in this way respect the right
of freedom of religion and belicf. The challenges to religious schools that
have up to now been cutlined mainly from an ‘outsider perspective” chiefly
need to be addressed from an ‘insider perspective’, which means from a
thealogical perspective. This will be outlined in thesis five.

Thesis 5

The fifth thesis proposes that from a {Cheristian) theological perspecrive,
the central task regarding religious schools can be described as a muli-
dimensional translation within the framewaork of a public theology. The
language game and rationality of a specific religion must be ranslared into
educational as well as secular languages and rarionalities wichout giving up
the representation of its identicy.

Public education can and should be regarded as a subject-matter of a
public theology. The notion of ‘public theology” that was initially intro-
duced into theological discussion by theologians from various countries and
denominations (Ronald Thiemann, Max Stackhouse, Don Browning, David
Tracy in the USA; Duncan Forrester and Will Storrar in the UK; John
de Gruchy and Dirkie Smit in South Africa; Wolfgang Huber and Jiirgen
Moltmann in Germany; see Bedford-Strohim, 2008: 144) has recently
crystallized into an incernationally propagated paradigm and cross-culrural
nerwork (Global Neework of Public Theology, heep:/ /wrwwcsu.edu.an/spe-
cial,l'accc,-"al:-nuu’gnp«:,-"}, Public theology is broadly defined as 'reflexion on
questions of public relevance in the light of theological traditions’ (Huber,
2008: 2; Bedford-Strohm, 2008: 345; see also Bedford-Strohm, roog). In
a wider sense, all theological contributions of socio-ethical scope can be
summarized under the label of ‘public theology’ Public theology's mast
characteristic fearure is that it aims at beneficting religions persons as well as
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non-religious persons and society as a whole, Public theology reaces to the
rising need for orientation in modern civil societies. It acknowledges that
in pluralistic western societies Christianity is no longer generally accepred
as an unquestioned authority in ethical issues, yet suggests that exacely in
this situation the potentials for ethical orientation from the Christian tra-
dition should and can be voiced anew. In order to do so, public theology
aims at making its interpretations of religious traditions as understand-
able as possible in the context of general discourse. This implies a kind of
rranslation of the traditional religious language into a language that can
be understood by sccular people as well as by people from other religions.
Public theologians need a kind of bilingual competence to communicate in
the religious language game of their particular tradition, to communicare
in the common secular language game of public reason and to translare
between the rwo.”

Accordingly, questions of public educarion in general - for instance
marters of social justice regarding educational opportunities — belong to
the area of public theology, but also and particularly the issues of religious
schools. In the realm of public education, mose religious schoals prin-
cipally claim to benefir all scudents, regardless of their own religious or
non-religious views, even though they may - especially as private schools
- concentrate on students with a cerrain religiovs background.

In this context, processes of translation and transformation play an
important role which in the following will be exemplified by reference to
Christian schools, Christian schools claim to be guided in their educational
work by Christian principles or values, In order to honour this commitment,
the langrage game of Christian faich, with its typically Christian rationalicy,

2 Thisalso implics engaging in a constant negodaring process abour the scope and sub.
stance of ‘public reason’ The seeular binguape of public reasom is in o way staric and
permanent, but rather an alterable prodace of historical developmenrs. This is why
in a theobogical view the task cannot only be 1o rranslace religions language inco the
secular language of pablic reason boralse vy o enlarge and correct such notions
of public reason thar seem oo namow or one-sided = as has been done by Gesman
thenloptans such as Johannes Fischer (1001} or Peter Dahrock (zooo, 2oia). See
also Pirmer, soneh.
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has to be translated into educational rationality, thar is, it must be shown
what particular aspects of the Christian faith can mean in the field of public
education. For instance, the Christian view that all humans are sinners, in
the sense of imperfect and fallible human beings, may be translated into
an educational concept and a school culeure in which teachers and stu-
dents are accepred on principle despite their mistakes and shortcomings.
Such a translation may have two different meanings for the Christians
and the non-Christians among the teachers at a Christian school. For the
Christians it may be 2 way of putting their faith into practice in a specific
field of cheir life. For the non-Christians, the anthropological view and/or
the consequence drawn may be acceprable without the need for the reli-
gious principle, but is one that is compatible with their own woddviews,
and thus a guide to cheir educational practice.

Thar this can happen in Christian schools is supporred by empirical
evidence. In a quantitacive empirical study we did among the 6,000 edu-
carional staff of the "Chrisdiche ]ug:nddurfwcrk {(CJD), a big Christan
educational institution in Germany, it turned our thar a high proportion
of the non-believers among them fele thar some ideas from Christian faich
were helpful orientation pojnts for them in their educarional work (Pirner,
200, 2orza). Obviously, el few of them were able to identify with a
‘Christian pedagogy’ without seeing themselves as believing Christians.

These empirical findings can draw our artention to another aspect.
Translation in this example is not a one-way process of theologians unfold-
ing assertions of Christian faith in their meaning for educarion, but people
from the CJD educational staff eranslaved Christian principles for them-
selves into their educational thinking and practice, Such rranslation proc-
esses appear to be of an interactive narure. This insight is also mirrored by
recent theories of translation in which transladion is principally conceprual-
ized as an intercultural and interactive process (Bachmann-Medick, 2o10;
Bassnett, 1990). In such interactive translation processes, it is ultimaeely
the addressees who complete the process of translation and thus decide
whether or not successful translation takes place. Moreover, it is possible
for them to learn the language of Christian faith in a way thar enables
them to translate on their own some of its aspects into the language of
educational theory and practice.

E—_" ]
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Understanding translation as an interactive and interceltural phe-
nomenon can also mean starting with the secular {or educational) side
and, consequently, secing the Christian religion and its tradition in a new
light. A good example of this is in the development of the international
human rights, which only after their secular triumphal march through
the centuries were recognized by the churches as being largely rooted in
basic convictions of the Christian faith and therefore as being appropriace
secular translations for them [ Joas, xo10; Biclefeldt, 1998, 2009). In the
educational field, teachers may discover that an already existing (secular)
educational concepr is compartible with basic Christian propositions and
indeed sheds 2 new light on them, so that this educational concepr may
offer itself as an appropriate way of ‘translating' those Christian proposi-
tions into educational rationaliry,

These examples indicate thar theology, and Christianity as 2 whole,
can profit considerably from addressing the field of public educarion, In a
wording that | consider to be particularly fortuitous, an official paper of
the Evangelical Church in Germany (EK.D) calls the area of public educa-
tion a bigchance for the church, because in it ‘the abilities of the Christian
faith within sociery to communicate, to promote tolerance, and to engage
in dialogue are put to the test’ (Kirchenams der EKD, 2009: é1f; transla-
tion: M. .. This argument also points to the task that a public theology
has with regard to the churches and religious communiries: it should pro-
mote the understanding amongst believers that public responsibiliy is an
integral and necessary part of the Christians' mission in this world (see,
for example, Polke, 2008).

The task of theology with regard to Christian schools can now be
specified as being two-fold: theology can and should, on the one hand,
offer a representation of the Christian faith® in the literal sense of the word
are-presentation: it should keep the Christian tradition present and make
it understandable in its richness and porential in the context of the present

1 lowe thanks o my Erlangen colleague Andreas Mehring for drawing my amention
m the significance of the notion of representation in the area of religions studies and
thealogy.
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world, which includes making it conneceable with present thought and
experience so thar people can relate to it and translate it into their diverse
lifeworlds — this is generally conceprualized as the core task of Systematic
Theolegy. On the other hand, theology should engage in dialogical pro-
cesses thar allowf i to offer translations of aspects of Christian faich into
diverse other rationalities, for instance into ethical, political, or educational
rationalities - this can be regarded as a specific subrask of theological
(social) ethics and public theology, Representation and translarion can
thus be understood as the two basic assignments of theology with regard
to the public sphere in general.

One further important aspect needs ro be addressed in chis context, In
line with the argument above, the renowned agnostic philosopher Jiirgen
Habermas, in his impressive speech on receiving the Peace Prize of the
German Publishers and Booksellers Association (Habermas, 2o01), pointed
out that propositions of the Christian faith can also have an important
meaning for che ‘religiously unmusical’ like himself (p. 30). As one exam-
ple among others, he refers to the biblical narrative that man was created
in the image of God as one root and interpretation of the value of human
dignity. Whar is more, he argues that through such translations from the
religious language into secular languages important areas of meaning may
get lost. "Secular languages that simply eliminate what was once meant
leave behind only irritation. Something was lost when sin became guilt’
(p-24). In contrast vo Hegel, whose project was the assimilarion of religion
inco philosophical thinking, Habermas aims at such a kind of secularizing
eranslation of religion that acknowledges its exceeding potencial of mean-
ing and humanity: ‘Giving due consideration to the religious origin of its
moral foundations, the liberal state should consider the possibilicy char
in the face of completely new challenges the “culture of common sense™
(Hegel) may not be able to canch up with the arciculation level of its own
history of orging’ { pp. 22-23). While wich Hegel, religion can be overcome
and become superfluous as soon as its valoables are all ranslaced into
secular philosophical language, Habermas clearly advocates the ongoing
importance of religion in sociery. Following this line of argument, theol-
ogy may - together with Habermas and ather non-theologians - look for
modes of translation that keep the ‘added value' of the translated original
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present in the translation, or, to pur it differently, modes of translarion in
which the representational dimension does not entirely ge lost.

To be sure, from a theological perspective the translation of Christian
religion into other rationalities will always bear the risk of a self-seculari-
zation of Christianicy. Already, the transformation of the living Christian
religion into theological reflection has an alienating effect - religion does
not equal religious rationality or theology. This goes even more for the
translation of Christan religon into secular radonalitics. It is true, this
secularizing effect can, in principle, be theologically accepted as participas-
ing in God's incarnation into the world. And it is also crue thar Christian
concepts such as charity can only gain general acceptance when they can be
disentangled from the Christian tradidon - and perhaps be reconnected to
secular or other religious woddvicws (a point Biclefeldt makes for human
rights: Bielefeldt, 2009). Yet, whar Habermas staces for a secularizing trans-
lation of the Christian tradition from ‘outside’ also applies for an ‘insider]
that is, a theological perspective: In some very liberal currents of theology
such translation PIOCesses seem to imph-' such a high dcg;n:: -DFEd_hJj[I‘IH:I‘lT
to the “Zeitgeist' (the predominant wends of thinking), that they in effect
almost dissolve Christian faith into ethics or a secular ideology. It is this
form of translation and self-secularizarion char Protestant church leader
Walfgang Huber (1999), as well as Pope Benedict, have, in my opinion
n'.ghr]}r. crivicized rm:tnﬂ}'

Let us apply the distincrion berween different ways of translating
Christian propositions to our own example from above. Non-Christian
teachers, we found, may be able 1o relate vo the Christian notion of human
beings as sinners withour accepting the religious background of them.
They can, it seems, do so with two possible consequences. First, they may
find it plausible to view all humans as imperfect and fallible and ~ in a
Hegelian way — forger about or marginalize the religious source of this
insight, especially if the school and Christian teacher colleagues do not
make much effort to communicare the religious background of such views.
Second, the non-Christian teachers may - in a Habermasian way - find
the Christian anthropology plausible, appreciare its theological connota-
tions and positively expect that the Christian tradition has more to offer
of such valuable insights even for those who are not believing Christians.
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This will probably be supported by a school culture in which the religious
sources of a good school programme are explicidy communicated; the
significance of the school culture in this context is supported by empirical
evidence. Research among veachers at Protestant private schools in Germany
indicares that on the one hand, there are indeed types of these schools of
]'lilgh qua]it].r, bt whose teachers fnd it difficulc to lk abour n:lig'm-u.s
issues and link them with educarional isswes. On the other hand, there are
schools whose teachers communicate well abour religious issues and relace
them to their educarional task, bur sometimes in an all too simplifying or
inappropriate way (Holl, 2010).

Both findings, together with the deliberations above, can be seen as
stimulations to promote translarion and linking processes berween religious
rationality and educational rationalicy in religious schools that do justice to
either side. For chis task, Christian schools need the support of a Christian
thealogy that rakes up the challenge and opportunity of representing, as
well as translating, the Christian tradition into the public sphere. By doing
so, it will serve the case of religious schools in a way that can be specified
by adopting the well-known distinction from British religious educarion
theory berween learning religion (in the sense of religious nurrure), learn-
ing abour religion (in the sense of getting information and understand-
ing} and learning from religion (in the sense of receiving personal benefirs
from dealing with a religion). By offering representations and rranslations
of Christian faith, theology can help to invite people to learn more about
and get personally invelved in Christianity and the Christian faith (= learn
religion), bur also help to allow them to benefic from Christianicy without
giving up their own secular or different religious views (= learning from
religion). This seems the best path to follow in religious schools, one which
conforms with both the positive and negacive dimension of the right of
freedom of religion and belief.
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