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Many Religions – One World: an Educational Response to Religious Violence

Abstract:  The contributions of several disciplines toward understanding the relation between religion and peace are discussed and some educational implications are developed.  The link between religion and violence can only be broken when the self-understanding of each faith is capable of continual relativisation. This points to a major responsibility of public education

Religion must not be tribalised as a property of the religious community but developed through its own global mission. Only in this way can religion overcome fanaticization, competition, and violence. 

 Introduction

The responsibility of public education concerning religious pluralism in today’s societies within a context of economic and cultural globalization cannot be discussed without recognising the fact that religion itself is as deeply involved in competition and violence as in the promotion of peace and understanding.
 Religions have an enormous potential for both: the fact that the major religions teach peace is offset by the growing number of terrorist organisations with a specifically religious orientation that have   developed over the past couple of decades. Religion is associated either as a principal element or as an associated factor in many of the armed conflicts being fought today. Although events such as the attack upon the World Trade Center in September 2001 and the wars against Afghanistan and Iraq have focused the attention of the media on the role of Islam, the fact is that religious violence can appear in any of the great world religions. We may mention the several Sikh terrorist groups in the Punjab, Hindu extremist political parties in India, the Jewish anti-terrorist groups in Israel, and the right-wing Christian movements in the United States.  Even Buddhism has produced the violent sect which released a deadly gas into the Tokyo underground in 1994.
 

It is clear that the predictions of the 1960s about growing secularisation have not been realised; on the contrary, since about 1970 there has been a worldwide resurgence of religion, including the activity of religion in public life. This has included violence in the carrying out of religious/political objectives as conservative religious groups come to feel overwhelmed and threatened by the indifference and the contempt of materialist society and the relativising impact of post-modernity.
  

The theory and practice of religious education with both children and adults must take account of these developments.
 Many studies have attempted to find common threads running through the violence of world religions.
  I will outline a number of theories about the relation between religion and violence, commenting upon the educational response in each case.  I will deal with the theories from the point of view of psychology, cultural studies and finally theology.  

1. The Psychology of Religious Violence
Much conflict between human beings and societies can be understood as a clash of identities, precipitated by a challenge to identity, or a defence against a weakened, confused, or broken identity. Religion is a powerful source of identity, and this can give rise to conflict. Erik H.  Erikson distinguished between the identity of totality and the identity of wholism, and we may compare these types of identity with exclusive and inclusive types of religion.
 There is a kind of religious identity that feeds upon dichotomy, the saved and the lost, the elect and the damned, the true and the false, the revealed and the natural, the heavenly and the earthly. The narcissistic psychologists such as Kohut have shown how a weak self-image can be bolstered through identification with an all-powerful divinity.
 Believers know that although they are unworthy, they are chosen by God. This knowledge brings about a transformation of identity, but when this is expressed in terms of us and them, religious experience begins to take sectarian forms. If a religious group feels itself to be under threat, the source of the danger may be demonised, which is one aspect of delirious perception.

 It seems likely that the shock to the American identity caused by 9/11 and the subsequent sense of vulnerability led to a kind of delirious perception of enemies, whether real or imaginary, such that evidence was selected, misinterpreted and even perceived in documents where it would not otherwise have been noticed. Delirious perception supported by the piety of religious fervour was a contributory factor in the otherwise inexplicable execution of a war against a country which had not invaded the United States, had not threatened to do so, and whose potential to do so was unclear. Delirious perception may also account for at least part of the sense of oppression and outrage felt throughout the Islamic world at the domination of what is perceived to be  a Godless secular culture. These aspects of identity do not imply that the United States was not vulnerable, nor that parts of the Islamic world did not have real grounds for complaint, but the religious character of a dichotomised world view does become delirious in times of conflict, and leads to a spiral of violence. The other is no longer perceived as human but as a devil.  In the Iraq war, both Mr Bush and Sadaam Hussein invoked the name of God, and described the opponent as evil and even demonic.

When negative images of the religion of others are used to bolster the threatened identity of religious individuals or groups, we may say that religion has become religionism.
 Erikson combined his psychological insight with his understanding of ethology when he spoke of pseudo-speciation
. Under threat, the tribe closes around its symbolic centres of identity and power, becoming a kind of species within its species. People from other cultures and tribes are treated as if they actually belong to a different species: not even having our nature, not sharing the same kind of minds or souls as us.

One can see this operating politically in situations of racist oppression, but the sense of religious mission on the part of the pseudo-species, those who are called out from the wicked mass, is often associated with a feeling of racial purity, giving racism a religious quality which makes it far more dangerous. 

Religious education can make a contribution to understanding and perhaps restraining the occurrence of exclusive forms of religious identity, leading to greater toleration.  In order to do this with success, a new kind of anti-religionistic religious education should be created,
 comparable to the anti-racist and anti-sexist kinds of education. 

 In this respect we should examine the structures of an educational system and its curriculum. There is a debate today about whether children should be educated in single faith or in multi-faith groups. The single-faith group is said to protect and nourish identity whilst the child is young, and to offer a secure basis from which dialogue with others can be conducted later. On the other hand, there is some evidence that religious identity is strengthened in multi-faith classrooms. Children may become more aware of their family tradition when they are taught alongside children from different backgrounds. No one doubts that religious communities are entitled to worship and to study together, and the parental right to bring one's children up in the family tradition is seldom challenged. However, the task of public education is different: when home, school and religious community offer a single, mono-chrome context for the development of spirituality, one wonders whether there is sufficient possibility for a guided meeting with others. It is noteworthy that the 1988 Education Reform Act (England and Wales abandoned the instructional vocabulary when referring to religious education  and described  the subject as a branch or aspect of education. The history of the terms shows that’ religious education’ was preferred to’Religious Instruction’ because it described a deeper and richer process of human development. To be educated was to have a certain sense of perspective, a quality of independent judgement, together with a wide grasp of the cultural traditions. This was consistent with the requirement that the local agreed syllabuses of religious education should  not only deal with  the Christian traditions, and even they are referred to in the plural, but with the principal religions in Great Britain.  Thus religious education is expected to make a contribution to the general purposes of the curriculum as a whole.
 This is summed up in the introduction to the 1988 Act when it is said that the curriculum of the maintained school shall be a “balanced and broadly based curriculum which promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society …” (Sec 1:2).   Society as a whole, through such a curriculum, is to become broader and more balanced. The implications for the education of the religions themselves and of the general public for living together in a pluralist world are evident, although much remains to be done to realise this ideal.   

2. Cultural Theories of Religious Conflict

One interpretation of religious violence is that it is a protest against the influence of postmodernism, when cultural relativism seems to threaten the integrity of religion.
 It is useful at this point to remember the distinction made in the history of religion between primal religion, which is non-competitive, the world religions of the axial period (approximately 1000 BCE - 1000CE) that are highly competitive towards each other, and the post-axial religious period, when religions exist side by side, creating both unprecedented hostility and remarkable new forms of co-operation.
 The break-up of traditional ways of life, and the difficulty of achieving confident possession of the truth is contributing to a kind of identity mania.
 This finds expression in the emergence of fundamentalist interpretations of religion, which claim to be the pure, residual kernel of faith, from which the majority of believers has departed. 

The need for strong, uncontroversial guidance in a complex, baffling world draws people into these fundamentalist enclosures. The borders around these groups become very sharp, and although fundamentalist religions may collaborate briefly against what they see as the decadence and indifference of secularity, they must ultimately come into conflict with each other since their mode of relation to each other is that of conversion not dialogue.

Amongst the theories of cultural religious conflict, we might mention the colonial theories, which regard religions as having become the ideologies of empires, and economic theories, which emphasise the role of religious competition as concealing and/or justifying economic competition.

The cultural conflict theory of Samuel Huntington argues that the nationalist politics of the nineteenth century, and the ideological politics of the twentieth have been succeeded by the identity politics of the present day.
 The world is divided into six or seven cultural regions, in most of which religion occupies a central, defining role. The most significant of these is the distinction between the Christian west and Islam. According to Huntington, this conflict has taken the place of the earlier competition between capitalism and communism. An irreconcilable gulf has opened up between Christian and Islamic cultures that is bound to lead to a collision. 

The school can do a great deal to prepare children for cultural variety, and religious education has an important part to play. Many schools have established links with schools in various cultural regions of the world. This helps teachers to present a global curriculum and not merely a national one. Older students can become familiar with cultural theories, but the approach of Huntington, which sees religious conflict as inevitable can best be overcome by the common sense of human friendship. When you have experienced the honesty and loyalty of people from different religious cultures, it becomes more difficult to believe that conflict is inevitable, and the superficiality of Huntington's approach becomes evident. The variety within each religion is just as striking as the differences between them,
 and civilisations, like schools, become creative through sharing. But how are these attitudes, these friendships, to be built up and encouraged if children from different religions are educated in separate classes? Some people might reply that they mix together all day long, and are only separated for their religious classes. This is exactly the problem – religions divide, while the rest of life unites. Is this the unspoken but powerful message we wish to convey to our children? 

3. Theology and Religious Violence

According to the Bible, we should obey God rather than human authorities  (Acts 4:19). This affirmation not only secures individual conscience, but also limits the power of the state, which can so easily assume divine authority over its citizens. The absolute quality of religious loyalty relativises all other claims. That is the liberating benefit of transcendence, but what is to protect individuals and cultures from the absolute claims of religion itself? The history of religious conflict in our generation makes this question urgent. Who is to relativise the relativisers? To criticise the ultimate critic? From what source of ultimate value is the absolute value to be evaluated?

These questions bring us to the heart of the problem of religion and terror. Is obedience to my religion such that I can be commanded to do anything in the name, and for the sake of my religion? Is the survival of religion more important than the survival of people? And if the authority of religion is to be harnessed, reigned in by some other source of authority, will not religion lose its numinous quality, its transcendence? What can be more transcendent than the transcendent itself? Must it not be the case that any attempt to relativise religion will be from outside religion, from  secular or humanist points of view?  Would not religious people be required to resist such attempts because they would lead to the subservience of religion to non-religious elements?

Since this question is being approached from a theological point of view, it must be recognised from the outset that various religious systems may present different concepts of their inner relationship towards absoluteness, and will construe differently their position with respect to politics and power. The following suggestion is derived mainly from recent Protestant theology. In drawing upon the interpretation of the critical principle within Protestantism as described by Paul Tillich,
 and upon the process theology and philosophy of Charles Hartshorne, 
I hope to outline a possible approach to religion, in which religion retains its absolute character, in that nothing outside faith can over-rule faith, and yet faith must continually surpass itself, thus being involved in a process of relativisation.  No present attainment or conception or policy of religion can be given absolute priority over the mission of the religion itself. Nothing from the outside commands religion, and yet actual religion is continually relativised by its own inner principle and its ultimate goal.   

God is unsurpassable; unsurpassable that is by anything except God. Hartshorne describes God as “the self-surpassing surpasser of all”.
  Only the transcendent can transcend itself. Religion must continually relativise itself by surpassing itself.  This approach can be articulated in several ways. 

a) The instrumentality of religion: Religions must be regarded as instrumental, not in the sense that religion is to be utilised by art, culture or by the nation-state but in the name of the ultimate mission of each distinct and unique religion, and for the sake of the general mission of all religion: life itself. Religions point to life, they direct human beings toward more abundant life; they represent some of the most highly developed systems and techniques for the spirituality that is the fullness of life. Just as an approach to spiritual development understands it as taking place through a series of self-transcending stages,
 so religion, a principal agent of human development, also advances by means of a series of self-surpassing modes. This remains true as a general potential of the major religions, even although each construes its distinct mission in its own way. Yet all genuine and truly spiritual faiths tend towards the enrichment of life.  

 The realisation of this passes through three stages, and we can illustrate these by reference to three stages of an attitude towards a knife.
  First, the nature of the knife is to be sharp. In the second stage, the knife is sharpened in order that it may cut. In the third stage, it is seen that the nature or the mission of the knife is not lost in the product of its cutting but fulfilled. In other words, at first one may think that religion is absolute. It is for itself. This necessarily means ones own religion, ones own interpretation or experience of faith. Indeed, it is typical of religious experience to come home to one with an infinite otherness, creating a sense of absolute dependence. Nevertheless, religious experience does not exist for its own sake. When that happens, religious experience is fanaticised.

In the second stage of religious insight, we realise that religion is for something; religion has its own intrinsic destiny and vocation. The human is not for religion, but religion is for the human (Mark 2:27). The two sides of this expression highlight the ambiguity of religion with which this paper began.  Moreover, in suggesting this approach, I am aware that it must come under the same principle.  This means that I cannot present this as a final solution but only as an interim approach which must be subjected to continual revision. My suggestion about overcoming religious fanaticism through continual self-transcending relativisation must itself be continually transcended, as insight increases, and faith passes further and further from fanaticism and nearer and nearer to the representation of ultimacy. 

In the third stage, one realises that one becomes true to one’s religion by being false to it , somewhat reminiscent of the way Paul described himself and his fellow workers as “deceivers and yet true” (2 Cor 6:8, AV). Religion that continually surpasses itself is more faithful to itself than religion that always looks to its past achievements and its present situation.

b) Religion and the believing community: Here is another way of describing this situation. Muslims often speak as if Islam belongs to Muslims. The welfare of Muslims is identified with the mission of Islam. The ummah, the community of faith and obedience, has a central role in the mission of Islam, but one cannot identify the ummah with any actual community of Muslims, living in a certain area, and competing with people living in nearby areas.  Christians often do the same sort of thing. People in church describe themselves as the people of God, and the church itself is often described by Christians as being the household of God. Christians often speak as if there was some particular advantage in being Christian, as if the Christian tradition was to serve the interests, prosperity, security and future happiness of Christians.

When people in a religion think like this, the religion is tribalised. When the interests of a religion are identified with the interests of the community that practises the religion, the result is religious communalism,
 religious tribalisation, and religious pseudo-speciation. The truth is that we, as a community, do not possess a religion. It is not the religion of our community, because we ourselves are more than members of our communities. The religion has us, and when religion takes possession of us, we are not called to serve the interests of religion only, but to share in the mission of religion.

So in the first way of describing this situation, people do not belong to  religion in the sense that narrow and exclusive religion does not have the right to claim absolute authority.  In the second way of speaking of it, religion does not belong to people, in the sense that the religious community has no special command over the religion, which is greater than the community that bears its name.

c) Religious boundaries and uniqueness: In this third way of describing the situation, I shall speak in more explicitly Christian terms.  When Jesus said that anyone who does the will of God is his brother, sister and mother (Mark 3:35), he was surely speaking in a Muslim way, just as when Abraham believed God and it was counted to him for righteousness (Gal 3:6), he was surely foreshadoweing a Christian way of acting. For if Christ died for all, then all are dead (2 Cor 5:14). All have died, and in that common death there is neither Jew nor Christian, Muslim nor humanist, but a new humanity (Gal 3:28). This is not to suggest that one day a common religion will emerge. There are no hard and fast borders between religions, but I do not anticipate syncretism either. On the contrary, as each religion is faithful to its vocation, the distinctive features of each will appear with greater clarity. Distinctiveness and clarity does not mean rivalry and competition. Religions are to have warm and strongly beating hearts but thin and sensitive skins. From a Christian point of view, all things are ours, whether life or death, things present or to come (1 Cor 3:22), whether plurality or post-modernity, all things are ours, and we are to live in and through them by the power of the Spirit, transforming them and disciplining them and ourselves toward the mission of God for life.  This is not to say that 'ours' means 'ours as Christians' but rather 'ours as human'.  Not only are all things ours, but we are Christ's, and Christ's is God's (1 Cor 3:23), and when the end comes, Christ will yield up the kingdom to God, and God shall be all in all (1 Cor 15:28). 

The passages, indicating the subordination of the Son to the Father, are significant for my argument, and we could add ‘the Father is greater than I am’ (John 14:28) and many others. The paradox of absoluteness and relativity in this conception of Christ may be compared to the paradox within Christology. Jesus Christ is subordinate to God his father, and yet within the Trinity, God the Son is co-equal and co-eternal with God the Father and the Holy Spirit. As Son, he is both equal and not equal, and as a religion, Christian faith in Christ is both absolute and yet relative. The doctrine of the Holy Trinity is the church’s way of relativising Jesus, who cannot now become an idol, for God is also Father and Son, and the Trinity itself cannot become an idol, or perhaps we should rather say that our understanding of the Trinity cannot become an idol, for the Trinity is a future Trinity, one that was, and is, and is to come
.  

A similar logic of self-transcendence is probably to be found in all sophisticated religions.  In Islam, for example, the affirmation that God is great suggests that God is greater than our thoughts of God, or our obedience to God as we presently understand it.  The concept of the oneness of God, which is central in Islam, may suggest a similar process.  The realisation of unity is an ongoing process.  Whether these suggestions are faithful to the nature of Islam is not for me to say but this much is clear: a religious faith which does not possess or cannot develop a concept of self-transcendence whereby it relativises itself in the name of its own mission is bound to become a fetish, an idol
.  Then the particularity of a given religion becomes absolute, and the way is opened up for fanaticism and terror.  

These theological considerations should have consequences for the composition of the RE curriculum. Should religions be taught as enclosed systems, or should they be studied thematically, with more flexible boundaries? Should not children become familiar with more than one system of religion and value? The new emphasis upon teaching through the life-world of the child seems to possess clear advantages, life-world pedagogy contributes to citizenship education, and tends to develop a critical faithfulness to one's own religious tradition
, if any, combined with respect and even affection for others.

If we can teach our children this understanding of faith, whether we are Christian, Muslim or something else, we will prepare our children not only for loyalty to their own traditions, but for contributing to the peace and welfare of humanity.  But if not, if we are tempted to teach absolute and unchanging faith, then faith will drift towards fanaticism, and religious  education will no longer be an instrument of peace. 
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