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Are we Ready to Test New Curricula? 
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Zusammenfassung

Teny Pirri-Simonian stellt Lernprogramme des Ökumenischen Rates der Kirchen (ÖRK) vor, die sich den Herausforderungen an Christen in religiös und kulturell pluralen Situationen widmen.

Ausgehend von der Erfahrung, dass weder exklusivistische religiöse Modelle noch die Marginalisierung religiöser Komponenten im Zusammenleben den gegenwärtigen Problemen einer sich pluralisierenden Welt gerecht werden können, dass beide Er​scheinungsformen vielmehr nicht selten Konflikte mit angeheizt haben oder für sie instrumentalisiert wurden, hat man beim ÖRK nach Wegen gesucht, sich konstruktiv und produktiv auf die Pluralität einzustellen:

„Ein Weg, Konflikten und Konfrontationen vorzubeugen, ist, Prozesse in Gang zu setzen, um mit den vorhandenen Ängsten und Vorurteilen umzugehen. Erzieherinnen und Erzieher sollten sich bemühen, die Menschen zu inspirieren, dass sie die Diszipli​nen der Selbstkritik und des Aufeinander-Hörens einüben. Sie sollten sie anregen, sich um das Verstehen der Traditionen und des Glaubens der Anderen zu bemühen, das Göttliche in der Religion der Anderen wahrzunehmen, die Rechtschaffenheit/Güte der Werte und des spirituellen Reichtums anderer Religionen anzuerkennen, vergleichbare ethische und moralische Prinzipien in den Kulturen der Anderen zu entdecken und die Anderen als Mitmenschen zu respektieren, ohne die eigene Identität aufzugeben. Das sind schwierige erzieherische Aufgaben.“

Zusammen mit der Evangelischen Akademie Boldern bei Zürich (Leitung: Dr. Rein​hild Traitler) und dem ökumenischen Forum christlicher Frauen in Europa hat der ÖRK seit 1993 Sommerakademien in diesem Themenbereich angeboten, wobei gezielt zwei Schwerpunkte gesetzt wurden: Es geht in besonderem Maße darum, die Erfahrun​gen und die Sichtweise von Frauen zur Geltung kommen zu lassen, - und es wurden vorrangig die christlich-muslimischen Beziehungen bearbeitet. Frauen haben in den häufig religiös-ethnisch mitbedingten Konflikten (wir etwa im ehemaligen Jugoslawien) oft besonders zu leiden, während ihre Perspektive im politischen und kulturellen Aktionsfeld weitgehend randständig geblieben ist.

Zwei Bedingungen sind dabei besonders zu berücksichtigen:

1) der selbstkritische Umgang mit der Geschichte und der Verflochtenheit eines/einer jeden in geschehenes Unrecht, „auch wenn wir denken, dass wir nur die Opfer sind“,

2) das Ineinandergreifen spiritueller, religiöser, kultureller, sozialer, ökonomischer und politischer Faktoren im Begegnungsprozess, d.h. dass Konflikt- und Konfliktlösungs​bedingungen nie nur monokausal zu sehen sind.

Vorgestellt werden sodann zwei Modelle: ein kurzer Workshop (5 Sitzungen von je 1½ Stunden) und ein längerfristiges Diplom-Programm. Bei dem hierzu entwickelten Curriculum geht es darum:

· sich der religiösen Identität als Gegenmittel zu Unsicherheit und Konflikt zu vergewissern;

· sich der Komplexität des säkularen Kontextes bewusst zu werden, in dem Reli​gionen gegenwärtig existieren;

· den Beitrag der Frauen für ein Europa mit vielen Religionen und Konfessionen herauszufinden und einzubringen;

· Beiträge zu leisten zum Einsatz für Menschenrechte/Frauenrechte;

· die Einsichten der Frauenbewegung und feministischer Wissenschaft in inter​religiöses Lernen einzubringen.

Erprobt wird eine Vielfalt von methodischen Wegen - einschließlich des Einsatzes neuer Medien und Kommunikation -; Teilnehmende kommen aus verschiedenen Beru​fen und Tätigkeiten: Sozialarbeiter, Lehrer, Pastoren, Studierende, Manager, Polizisten, Journalisten, Mitarbeiterinnen und Mitarbeiter in interreligiösen Projekten ... 

„Es ist Zeit, dass Erzieherinnen und Erzieher neue Wege des Denkens, eine neue Sprache und neue Modelle des Lehrens und Lernens für ein harmonisches inter​religiöses Zusammenleben finden.“

I. Introduction 

The tension between the will to affirm one's identity and the need to recognize religi​ous, cultural or ethnic differences (pluralism) is an ancient one. Christians have addressed this tension by responding the Biblical call to the church “to make clear God's loving, eternal purpose to heal and reconcile humankind to God in Jesus Christ, and to restore wholeness to all creation,”
 through programmes of mission and dialogue. Social scientists have described this tension in terms of three concepts of social relations: 1) assimilating into one dominant group (losing identity), 2) closing into one's own shell and excluding others and 3) accepting a system of cooperation, tole​rance based on the principle of  ‘live and let live’ (parallel existence). Unfortunately, these models have produced massacres, religious wars and segregated societies.

Colonialism, science and technology have brought people of different races/ethnicities, cultures and faiths into close contact with one another, either through population movements or changing styles of relationships at work and in society. This new phenomenon thereby has called into question the concepts of national identity, citizen​ship and the nation state. Until recently, a nation state was understood as the land on which people with a common history, language and tradition lived together and set the norms of citizenship; or it implied one group dominating and setting the rules for the rest of the population. With these changes, fears and prejudices, which were once suppressed by the need for ‘good citizenship’, are now being expressed openly in places such as Lebanon, Sri Lanka, the former Yugoslavia and Chechnya. To pre-empt conflict and confrontation processes must be set that deal with these fears and pre​judices. One such process is education. Educators should attempt to inspire people to incorporate the disciplines of self-criticism and listening. They should stimulate people to seek to understand others’ traditions and beliefs, to recognize the divine in the religion of the other, acknowledge the righteousness/goodness of the values and spiritual richness of other religions, discover comparable ethical and moral principles in the cultures of the other and respect the other as a fellow human being, without compromising their own identity.  These are difficult educational tasks.

II. The Background of Ecumenical Education Work

In the World Council of Churches (WCC), this concern was articulated in 1970 through the “Programme on Dialogue with Other Living Faiths.” While it has aided the peaceful resolution of conflicts and promoted inter‑communal living, this pro​gramme has neither been able to prevent conflicts nor provide the tools to affirm identity in dialogue. How can we enable Christians to remain obedient to the Gospel of Jesus Christ within their own cultural setting and at the same time to witness their faith in dialogue with people of other faiths? How can we help to build the vision of a new world, one that affirms distinct identities and communities and provides the space for all people to fulfil themselves within the framework of their faith experience?

In June 1990, the WCC Subunit on Education and Renewal organized a meeting on Education 2000, in Montreal, Canada. This workshop directed the staff to concentrate on education and formation for inter-religious and intercultural living.

Then, in October 1992, a workshop entitled ‘Christian Religious Education in Multi-Religious Societies’ was held in Salatiga, Indonesia, in collaboration with the Satya Wacana Christian University. This setting provided the occasion to focus on the issues of Christians and Moslems living and learning together.

The participants recommended that the WCC assist in the education and formation of religious people living in pluralist societies. They set the following goals for this new programme:

1)
to identify teaching models and resources for Christians for pluralist living;

2)
to identify women’s experiences in inter-religious, intercultural living that carry within them elements of educational methods;

3)
to enable women to develop educational methods and resources from these learning/teaching experiences.   

During the implementation phase, Sunday School curriculum writers and teachers and women’s groups participated in the work. The office has developed new curricula and new methods of teaching with the Sunday School group, designed to help learners became aware of the religious and cultural differences of their neighbours. The office has also identified and cooperated with women’s education projects. For example, the Boldern Protestant Academy and the Ecumenical Forum of European Christian Women have joined to create the European Women’s Summer Academy, which, since 1993, has been bringing together women from all parts of Europe. Every other year around 120 women from some 25 countries gather at Boldern/near Zürich to reflect on the challenges of living in a multicultural Europe. We started working on the Summer Academy after the fall of communism. At that time, we felt the need to work together with women from all parts of the former Soviet bloc in order to contribute to democracy education and to the development of the idea of civil society.

Among the issues explored by the Summer Academy are the tensions that arise between nationalist memories and new European challenges, and the tensions experienced by women struggling towards new identities in the modern world while trapped in their traditional roles in multicultural/multi-religious, often patriarchal, contexts. Through the curriculum, the Summer Academy attempts to bring together new theoretical feminist insights, practical experiences of the Christian women’s movements Europe-wide and the dynamics of working and living together. It is also an experiment in inter-medial learning. Issues are taken up in a variety of ways: in lectures and theme-centred discussion groups, in creative and artistic workshops, which reflect the theme in another medium, and in sessions in which participants share worship/prayer elements from various traditions. The summer academy has regularly included workshops on inter-religious issues. Particularly dynamic have been the workshops on Christian-Muslim concerns, which have included women from the former Yugoslavia working together on issues and thereby reflecting the process of co-operation. The workshops incorporate such elements as biography work, sensitivity training, with creative transposition (role playing, etc.), informative and reflective inputs, the practical work of project development (for example, mapping projects of inter-religious living in everyday life) and elements of feast-day celebration in family and community.

A second undertaking, the European Women’s College, a women’s project in alter​native education, is modelled on the concept of a travelling college. Different modules, which usually last about eight to ten days, are organized in different parts of Europe. These modules concentrate on women’s issues that play a prominent role in the context of a particular location. They link these issues to the women’s movements and gender-studies centres of a specific location and present them in the ‘language’ (the conceptual framework) of the women concerned. This is an effort to contextualize education and enable the women to define their own problems. The learning process involves con​ceptual work, dialogue and creative actualization. 

Why start with women?

In education for inter-religious and intercultural living, there are two important reli​gious values, right relationships and life in community. The role of inter-religious and intercultural education is to insure that these values are respected. For Christians, living a God-centred life, means living with spirituality, where the living God becomes the guiding force of human activity. God-centred life is rooted in the Christ-event and the Gospel, and expresses its quality through the Holy Spirit. Living such a life is not a one-time act but a continuing experience of taking the God-centred life to one’s own context and transforming that context. Spirituality is the clear awareness of this ex​perience, and is central to building right relationships and life in community. Life in community includes reciprocity and responsibility.
Reciprocity in most social relationships implies power relationships conditioned by the values of a society. Historically, women have been subordinate to men. Men have justified this situation by claiming that it is based on either divinely ordained or uni​versally accepted human principles and values that stand for the common good and the good of the individual. This claim, however, has been uncritically repeated over time. Between the sources and the application, there is a profound chasm. 

By reflecting on their role in society, women begin to build awareness and develop new models of gender relations. For a number of reasons, this has not been easy: 

· No existing model of democracy addresses the actual needs of contemporary societies. The great democratic ideals of liberty, basic rights, political and social equality and solidarity have been distorted. Criteria for gender analysis and relations in society can be determined only within the framework of clearly defined democratic values. Women are studying the great democratic ideals in their desire to give them credibility and to shape societal values accordingly.

· The notion of people-hood has been changed by the recognition that religion- and ethnic-belonging are legitimate sources of identity. This new understanding of people-hood should provide the space for people of many identities to exist in a mutually beneficial relationship and to respect the differences of others. Countries currently following a pluralist model, however, in which religious and ethnic identities are recognized, are exclusivist and anti-democratic. In addition, religion and ethnicity are often used to cover other struggles in society. For example, behind struggles for self-determination and freedom of religious expression, one also finds issues of ideology, identity, economic disparity and social and political discrimina​tion. Usually, women’s problems and concerns remain hidden or ignored in these complexities. Therefore, women and men concerned with the practice of gender equality within the social and religious institutions of their communities should scrutinize carefully issues related to religion, ethnic identity and socio-economic problems. They should also attempt to determine how these struggles touch their concerns.

· The emergence of religion and ethnicity as sources of identity has created new problems in conflict resolution. This situation requires more flexible and open instruments “to legitimize ethnic identity without making it incompatible with the formation of larger units of identity based on mutually enriching and beneficial cooperation....”
 Dialogue is an open and flexible model. New ways are particularly necessary in cases where problems have long histories and are deeply rooted in belief systems. In these situations prejudices and stereotypes have been uncritically incorporated into the body of knowledge that is transmitted from generation to generation. Among the injustices produced by these prejudices and stereotypes are oppression of and violence against women.

Education has a role to play in managing and resolving conflict. Because educational institutions and processes can reinforce stereotypes and prejudices, we need to en​courage models of education that will build awareness and critical consciousness (to deal with distorted histories) and that will train people to negotiate. Consciousness training for negotiation is both a preventive and a problem-solving paradigm. The lear​ning model calls for ‘memory work.’ That is, we have to admit our complicity in situa​tions even when we think we are only victims. The model calls us to be aware of cultural differences among the learners and to recognize different speech forms (ideological and non-ideological). An implicit component of this process is cultural negotiation, in which the learner comes to know ‘who he or she is’ and ‘what he or she wants.’

Women appreciate this model because it requires a careful reconsideration of the spiritual, religious, cultural, social, economic and political forces in society as they affect people’s lives, and because it calls for an integrated way of looking at these forces, without undermining one’s cause for the benefit of another. This approach to education enables people to sort out the ‘negotiable’ and ‘non-negotiable’ factors in pluralist living and gives them the tools to build solidarity on the elements that unite them and thereby to construct non-competitive pluralist societies. If carefully pursued, this approach could impact other models of education and inspire new paradigms for conflict resolution.

While democratic values, religious values and values related to identity and belonging are not essentially coercive or exploitive, leaders have often manipulated them and turned them into engines of coercive power. In order to counteract this misuse of values, women should seek to understand how democracy and democratic values and religion and religious values relate to the spiritual life of the faithful and to their human experience, shape institutions and norms and condition peoples’ daily life.

Models for Women Learning together: Vision and Ethic

It is within the above-mentioned context that women are seeking new models of poli​tical theory and educational processes.

The theory of civil society is already providing women with the elements of a new vision and space for them to assess their roles and rights in society in relation to democratic values. The co-operative work of the WCC and the European Women’s Academy helped the staff identify two models of educational processes with a specific approach (pedagogy) and content (curricula). Both models, a short workshop and a longer-term diploma programme, aim to help women reflect upon their experiences of living together with other faiths (in many cases this also means living with Christians of other confessional families), build common grounds for pluralist living and estab​lish the framework for a global ethic. 

While the points of reference are women, women’s experiences and women’s frame​work of analysis, the model has been applied to mixed groups. It is clear that the fresh insights brought by women to education can apply to the wider society.

Short-term workshops

These include five one-and-a-half hour sessions.

Session 1: Building community. The ‘learners’ as a community and the community at home. This session includes sensitivity training, during which the group discusses history, prejudices and memory work.

Session 2: Definitions of ‘the good life’ and the place of traditions. Discussion focuses on 1) life together in the wider world and in community, 2) religions and the good life, 3) the good life as utopia or reality, 4) to whom is the good life available? 5) the role of culture in sharing the good life.

Session 3: Finding the common ground. Global efforts in defining the good life. (Dis​cussion on the Declaration Toward a Global Ethic: Parliament of the World’s Religions. 4 September 1993, Chicago, U.S.A.). The women felt that because the Global Ethic Project takes men as the anthropological starting point for the ethics it proposes, it excludes the life situation and experiences of women.

Session 4: Individual work or group work for a creative expression of experiences.

Session 5: Evaluation of the workshop and presentation of individual or group work.

Learning for interfaith living: a diploma programme

The following project builds on insights gained in the short-term workshops on inter​faith learning. Although the project is designed with the European experience in mind and will be implemented in Europe, it takes the Middle Eastern situation into con​sideration because of that area’s experiences in interfaith living. Once the pilot is completed, the project will be reformulated into an interfaith learning project for women and men in community.

The curriculum is designed to:
· affirm religious identity as an antidote to insecurity and conflict;

· build awareness of the complexities of the secular context in which religions exist today;

· identify and make intentional the contribution of women to shaping a Europe of many faiths;

· contribute to the ongoing discourse on human rights/women’s rights;

· bring insights from the women’s movement and feminist scholarship into inter-religious teaching.

By achieving this purpose, the project hopes to help generate a democratic climate and practice in all spheres of life, including the religious one.

The goals of the project

The goals of the project are:

· to educate Christian women who live with people of other faiths to express their identity as Christians and to learn to understand and respect the identity of others. The pilot project will focus on the theme of Christians and Moslems living together;

· to help women understand the faith of their neighbours and make them aware that living with differences can be a source of enrichment in building community;

· to show the complex relationship between religion, culture, politics and econo​mics, and to highlight the factors that lead people to misuse religion in conflict situations. It is hoped that in this way the project will contribute to the process of building a ‘culture of peace’;

· to identify religious principles, moral and ethical values and norms that are com​parable and that can be negotiated for a life together; 

· to establish principles and moral and ethical values that are distinct to each faith and may not always be grasped by people of other faiths,

· to establish a platform where the terms of living together are defined, and to test the feasibility of the document proposed by the World Parliament of Religions on “Global Ethic” from the perspective of women.

Proposed Methodology of the modules

1. The pilot project will include five modules, each of which will take place in a different location.

2. in co-operation with the International Electronic Women’s University, select staff may tutor learners between the modules through electronic media,. In this way the pilot project will imaginatively combine learning through direct and virtual communication. 

3. Teaching will be interdisciplinary and intermedial. A variety of methods will allow for learning at different levels, and for the development of cognitive skills and emotional and social competence to deal with inter-religious situations.

4. Methods will include:

a. sensitivity training,

b. experiential learning through exposure programmes to local situations, 

c. biography work,

d. lecturing /academic work.

Students will be required to become involved in a practical project and to document their involvement.

The courses are structured in such a way that the same issues are taken up several times, but looked at in the light of newly acquired theoretical and practical insights.

Participants

The project will be designed to help people who live and work in multi-religious con​texts to develop sensitivity, knowledge and skills in order to act in their life and work situations in a better and more informed way.

Its target audience will be:

· social workers, teachers, pastors and students in these professions;

· personnel managers or people in similar positions;

· police or security personnel, immigration officers, etc;

· journalists and communication workers;

· trainers of volunteer workers and other personnel involved in interfaith projects.

For practical reasons the working language of the pilot project will be English.

Conclusion
Religious and cultural pluralism are here to stay. Humanity cannot remain indifferent to genocides and conflicts happening in the name of religion and culture. Nor can humanity allow religion to be exploited for special interests. Religion provides a sense of identity, security, spirituality and life-giving values. The time has come for educa​tors to find new ways of thinking, a new language and new models of teaching/learning for a harmonious interfaith living. Some Christian women and feminists who are questioning their traditional roles in society are already expressing themselves in new ways and proposing new ways of interfaith living. The proposed curriculum is the outcome of such women’s work. If given a chance, it may transform the world into a new reality. In this new world, the good life will become the norm rather than the privilege of a selected few.

�	The proposed curricula present a challenge to Christians to affirm their vocation in religiously and culturally pluralist societies.


�	Programme Unit II - Mission, Education and Witness.  Minutes of the Commission Meeting, 9-16 May 1992. Evian France, p.38.


�	Rupesinghe, Kamar and Valery A. Tishkov, eds., Ethnicity and Power in the Contemporary World (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 1966), p.3.
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