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SIGNALLING TRANSCENDENCE: BEYOND THE NATIONAL FRAMEWORK FOR RE

Brian Gates

It is increasingly recognised both within and without the UK that the RE tradition of England and Wales is distinctive. This may have been taken for granted by those directly involved in RE, but even amongst fellow educationalists its distinctiveness may not have been noticed, let alone fully  appreciated. Now, however, there are signs of new interest from hardened politicians, nationally and internationally.

The salient facts are that:

·	RE exists here; it is described by national law as 'basic' to the school curriculum. This is not universally the case

·	it is publicly funded, with the message that it matters for everyone; it is not an optional extra, which dependence on private finance would indicate

·	it is not denominationally controlled; it is seen as too important to be left in the hands of each particular faith group

·	it is not left exclusively to teachers, with no acknowledgement of the debt for their subject matter to the vitality of individual and communal faith experience

·	it involves collaboration between independent professional expertise and the faith communities

Although the ingredients in this position date back to 1870, there is much in its refined form which is Shap-shaped. From 1969 when the Shap Working Party was formed several priorities have been consistently pursued:

·	the passion for the religions of the wide world on their own terms

·	the commitment to professional integrity

·	the view that understanding is the beginning of wisdom throughout all of education

These have united its membership, drawn from a variety of contexts, including adult educationalists, advisers and inspectors, church college lecturers, photographers, publishers, the rabbinate, school teachers, university professors. Together they have been representative of good practice from all strands of education and of the religious complexion of this country.

What further developments might now be worth pursuing after the non-statutory National Framework for RE has been put in place? The suggestion which follows is deliberately different. It combines religion and politics from the past with those in the present and for the future

A GIFT FROM AN IMPERIAL PAST?
Ironical though it may seem, there is much in RE that gets its cue from the British Empire. This can perhaps be most simply illustrated by reference to the biographies of the founding co-chairs of the Working Party: Professors Smart, Hilliard and Parrinder. Together their names form the acronym SHAP. This is a felicitous coincidence with the actual aetiology of the working party’s name which was the place of its first meeting at the Shap Wells Hotel in Cumbria.

At that time, Ninian Smart was professorial head of the department of Religious Studies at Lancaster University. His pursuit of the intrinsic relationship between the logic of religion and secular education led him to see the foundations for the study of religion in primary, secondary and higher education as the same. They depend upon the shared challenge that everyone should come to a better and deeper understanding of the world and religious experience within it. The location of his field experience in Ceylon/Sri Lanka and Singapore was substantially determined by imperial inheritance, as were many of his associations with universities in Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, India, New Zealand, and South Africa.

Frederick Hilliard was Professor of Education at the University of Birmingham. He had written introductory texts for children Teaching Children about World Religions (Harrap 1961) and for teachers and world travelling adults entitled How Men Worship (Routledge & Kegan Paul 1965). For ten years he was based in West Africa, first at University College of Sierra Leone and then the University of the Gold Coast. Here the challenge of Christianity’s relation to other World Religions, which he had engaged with theoretically in his previous doctoral studies, was put to the practical test of pluralism in the context of the wider empire.

Geoffrey Parrinder was at Kings College, London as Reader (later Professor) in the Comparative Study of Religions. His academic engagement with religions had developed from its base in the Christian tradition to include African religions, Islam and Hinduism. Initially it was triggered by his teaching in the French colonial context of Dahomey and the Ivory Coast, then reinforced by nine years lecturing in Religious Studies at University College, Ibadan in Nigeria. Once again the opportunities from Empire contributed to a lifetime’s apologetic for the appreciation of religion globally.

In quite specific terms Shap emerged as a visible bi-product of empire. Over several hundred years, the British Empire gave a minority of UK subjects the opportunity for short or long term location in another country, in civil servant, commercial, military or missionary capacity. This entailed exposure to other cultures and religions on an extensive scale and in considerable diversity. Long-stayers and specialists learned the local languages and customs. Their ordnance mapping of territories, as of languages, may have been done and paid for largely from self interest, but it was often also individually fuelled by a sense of common humanity.

In the twentieth century tens of thousands of citizens of the British Empire travelled from their own homelands to Europe or other locations to participate in the war efforts of British Allies or large scale building projects. More particularly, from the 1950s onwards they travelled to the mother country, responding to promised employment opportunities, first as temporary migrants, and after 1965 as settlers.  It is that settlement of minorities which has brought home to the UK the religious diversity of the world previously visible only at a distance within the dispersed empire.

There is a strong temptation now to think of the imperial years in predominantly negative terms, economically driven and exploitative of any available resources, human and natural. Although there is truth in this, it is not the whole story as the historians of Empire are careful to document and the leaders of its now independent nations point out. However much motives may have been mixed, there were ingredients in that Empire which were intentionally positive. They involved mutual regard, genuine wonder at the indigenous life and culture, and a determination to engage in collaborative service.
	
Similarly, there is a temptation to present Christian missionary endeavour as pursuit of a controlling dominance over the hearts and minds of everyone in the world. Again, there is truth in this; however blind to it or ‘alibied’ from it, Christian churches and denominations are just as vulnerable to the drives of institutional self interest as any other group. Yet the close scrutiny of Christian motivation reveals also an altruistic streak, which relishes living and working in countries and contexts which are no less God-given and God-ridden than those premised by the churches and Christianity.

Promoting attention to world religions in education is not in contradiction of a particular faith. Indeed, that faith itself may well provide some of the inspiration. Ninian Smart’s engagement with Buddhism, like Geoffrey Parrinder’s with African Traditional Religions, or Frederick Hilliard’s with Living Religions generally, was not at the expense of their Christian faith. Ninian’s Anglican/ Scottish Episcopalian allegiance was no less informative of his life and work than Geoffrey’s Methodism or FHH’s Anglican vows. They would each say that their Christian sense was the richer from the wider understandings at which they arrived.

Though some would see it as a pathetic figleaf to cover a shameful past, potentially at least the change from Empire to Commonwealth is not merely a linguistic shift. And we will return to its RE dimension. Before doing so, there is the important matter of religion in political constitutions, which deserves some pondering.


DIVINE/ROYAL TOUCH WITHIN NATIONAL CONSTITUTIONS?
Debate about whether or not there should be some special deference to Christianity in the constitution of the European Community is as yet unresolved. There is clear contrast being made in this with the US constitution as also with those of Muslim nations. The US insists on the separation of church and state; although that same nation commonly asserts “In God we trust”. Muslim nations, with constitutions framed by Islamic law deliberately affirm that all aspects of national life shall be ordered in accord with God-given Sharia. 

The debate comes at a time when there is widespread contention over constitutional principles. The Indian constitution has been directly tested in these regards. It uses the word ‘secular’ to insist that no one religion has primacy, and it has survived a period in which Hindu nationalists have sought to re-establish a more exclusive priority for their majority tradition. Israel has a secular constitution, which in principle recognises religious plurality, but its territorial claims are buttressed by appeal to a biblical basis invoked with equal fervour by some orthodox Jews and ‘fundamentalist’ Christians. These claims, not least regarding Jerusalem, are countered by other Jews and Christians, as also by Muslims invoking different religious authority.  Issues of constitutional principle are also involved in the Orthodox Churches being acknowledged as warranting some degree of political primacy in several of the former Communist bloc countries of Eastern Europe.

That religion comes into play whenever there is consideration of national constitutions should be no surprise to anyone with a background in RE. For across all religions is a concern with order in life as over against disorder. Cosmos and Chaos vie with each other in creation myths and everyday realities. Human beings play their part in bringing estrangement and destruction. They also have a capacity for re-creation and restoration. Opportunities in life have been given to them from beyond themselves in a source rooted in the otherness of eternity, ultimate being, or God.

Constitutions which foreclose on one religion to the exclusion of any others may be expressing their conviction that they have been given access to absolute truth. They have no need of any other. Indeed, to do otherwise would put their own faith under unnecessary pressure and by implication risk bringing insult to it. Yet, there is a common strand in religions which warns against idolatry, mistaking some human creation for the being and end of everything. Arguably, therefore, within any constitution, some explicit reference to the possibility of the nation being transcended as a political entity is a healthy guard against institutional arrogance. It might even wish to
demonstrate that it is fully aware of the fundamental question as to where
order comes from in the wider world - or universe.

According to the Hebrew Bible, the rulers of Israel were appointed by God and found wanting. Rulers of surrounding empires, irrespective of the religious tradition which locally prevailed there, were also appointed by God and used as an instrument of divine judgement against the moral failings of Israel itself. In Christian tradition from the New Testament onwards, some deference to the divine right of those in authority has been expected, whether monarchs or elected leaders,  but always subject to a greater power of judgement and not rightly able to demand total or uncritical allegiance.

In the UK the arrogance of royal power is limited by the parliamentary democracy; monarchy is itself constitutionally circumscribed. At the same time, however, although government depends upon consent expressed through the ballot box, it also involves symbolic reference to a source of authority, which comes from beyond even the people. In evolutionary terms, this Christendom heritage is highlighted by the papal endowment on Henry VIII of the honorific Fidei Defensor. The involvement of the monarch in the religious leadership of the country has been maintained ever since in the nationalised Church of England and the retention of the title on the coins of the realm, but exclusiveness towards Christian denominations and other faiths has gradually been stripped away. 

Comments from Prince Charles over the last fifteen years have consistently indicated his own determination to interpret Fid Def as involving Defence of ‘Faith, or ‘Faiths’, and not ‘The Faith’.  The logic of this position may be a move to disestablishment of Church and State; this is a matter requiring both theological and political judgement. Either way, the principle remains that monarchy is picture language for the fact that both political and religious authority come ‘from beyond’  and well as ‘from within’ vested national interests. There is no protection here for Christian imperialism; that King is dead. What is protected instead is the commonwealth of humanity


EXTENDING TO THE COMMONWEALTH THE PRINCIPLES OF THE NATIONAL FRAMEWORK FOR RE?

Extension of the model of RE from England and Wales to the whole of the rest of Europe has some parallel in the Council of Ministers’ support for Inter-cultural and Inter-religious Education and Dialogue. But the strength of feeling from within Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic leadership in several countries suggests progress in this direction may be slow. Similarly, although the report of Regis Debray in 2002 suggested there were signs of a new readiness to attend to RE in French schools, the prizing of secular separation of religion from public life is difficult to move.

Extension to the US is comparably difficult.  Banished to the private sidelines by the separation of church and state, religion continues to lurk there quite potently, but precluded from public scrutiny in schools and therefore the more capable of inviting insider and outsider misunderstandings. Its capacity to inspire false judgements, not least in relation to the Middle East, may also go unchallenged.  The need for an equivalent national framework for RE might be quite strong there, but its prospects presently seem weak.

Extension to the Muslim world may seem even less likely, especially where the constitution is Sharia based. But openness is not alien to Islam. It was evident in medieval Spain. It is a continuous strand in Muslim theology and philosophy. And it is plainly visible within Turkey. Its feasibility alongside Muslim constitutions should not be ruled out, as also in minority contexts, as indicated by the involvement of the Muslim Council of Britain with the National Framework for RE.

The global organisation of states in which this model might find a readier prospect of extension and application is that of the British Commonwealth. It is massively diverse in race and ethnicity, countries and cultures, health and wealth, and religion. Yet it shares in a variety of ways some degree of common heritage. 

The heritage includes a range of religious allegiances, which in different ways has been divisive, as was the case in the Indian sub-continent following Independence, or more variously in African contexts wherein tribal religious loyalties have figured. It also includes the valuing of participatory democracy, and with it the appreciation of difference. The symbol of monarch is only minimally concerned with actual political power. It is much more about an acknowledgement that the breadth and vitality of human community depends on more than the manipulation of one group by another. It preserves the principle of common sense reasoning, whilst also being open to that which draws its inspiration from some yet deeper or more exalted source.

FROM TRANSCENDENCE IN THE NATIONAL FRAMEWORK TO TRANSCENDENCE IN A COMMONWEALTH FRAMEWORK

The new National Framework for RE does not involve a nationalisation of religion such that any of its distinctive claims to truth would be diluted or denied. Neither does it encourage the encapsulation of children, sealed as it were hermetically from any human experience and ideas which have not first been filtered in every respect by a specified religious authority. Rather it confirms a partnership between faith communities and the state in together providing for the nation’s educational needs. 

In community schools, as also in faith schools, children and young people are on the learning journey in which they will be encouraged to seek understanding of a faith (religious or secular) to live by and to do that in ways that are open to the beliefs of others. The local SACREs bring together the interests of parental faith communities with those of teachers. The parental bodies associated with the SACREs, as also with specific faith schools, accept that their resourcing from public taxation warrants acknowledgement that other faiths take no delight in religious ignorance.

More generally, the framework affirms that a public education which did not enable children and young people to grapple with the ‘grand narratives’ of religious claims to truth must be defective. It notices that there are invitations in abundance to play a post-modernist game in which all beliefs are deconstructed into the creations of individual members of innumerable parallel interest groups. But it is not seduced.  For it recognises that if that were all that is left of the cumulative experience which calls itself Christian or Muslim or Jew, or Buddhist or Hindu or Sikh, or some other world faith, much would have been missed. The richness of human identity would have been translated into a flatland which has levelled off the highest mountain reaches and the greatest oceanic depths. And the very substance of transcendence would not even have been glimpsed.

The timeliness of pursuing the question of how imitable the framework might by for the Commonwealth is clear. The world is no less divided now than ever. The scale of division has never been greater in respect of well-being and poverty, or the availability of destructive weaponry. Given the peculiar potency of the religious ingredient in the human mix, for so globally diverse and representative a grouping of nations as the Commonwealth to set such a framework clearly within its educational agenda would be a distinctive contribution to justice and peace world-wide. To persuade the Commonwealth that this is so is a challenge that would be worthy of all the energies which Shap has its disposal.

									

