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W(holy) Awareness:
A Womanist Religious Education Curriculum
Using Jazz for Prostate Cancer Awareness as a Case Study

Abstract. The span and multi-dimensionality of living, inter-institutional and inter-generational,
embeds, within each of us, different ways of learning. Particularly, for those in faith
communities, we are simultaneously learning and receiving education in faith, on a daily basis,
in various situations. Christian tradition emphasizes death and suffering as redemptive processes
through which resurrection channels the power of hope, healing, and educative purpose. Death,
in Christian education, underscores that death can be life-giving. At a moment of death, Jazz for
Prostate Cancer Awareness was birthed.

Introduction

In the midst of death, what are the possibilities for one to be born anew, encompassing
communal healing and ethos? In the moment of a loved one passing, is it possible that the very
pain one experiences can become the resource that is life-saving? Life-giving? Oftentimes, death
is seen as finality, where the body, the soul, and the mind cease to exist and leave no
productively creative power. Rarely is death seen, experienced, or thought to be a moment to
harvest something good and fruitful, especially educative for the purpose of healing and growing
one’s faith. Once the deceased person is buried, there is the presumption and experience of loss
of life, by family, friends, and community. Nonetheless, there is, also, a critically educative
juncture of death that teaches and grows one’s faith.!

Education, then, is ongoing and on a daily basis. Whether we watch a movie, have lunch,
talk on the phone, or have a business meeting, we are educated, learning from life’s experiences.
Reminding us that there is no singularly accepted form or practice of education, Gabriel Moran’s
Showing How: The Act of Teaching insightfully elaborates: “If education is the interaction of
forms of life with end (meaning) and without end (termination), then what remains to be done is
to describe the major forms that are lifelong and lifewide.”

This lifelong and lifewide learning, as Moran highlights, has a particular educative
experience for African-American men. Men of African descent, throughout their lives, become
knowledgeable that the death-life cycle is institutionally structured, where black men’s bodies

! Maria Harris, Fashion Me a People (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1989), 16.

2 Gabriel Moran, Showing How: The Act of Teaching (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1997),
156.
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perpetually exist in a state of impending and/or immediate violence.? Enduring such inhumane
treatment, such as frequent arrests, police beatings, law enforcement tasing, illegal chokeholds,
false arrests, and legally justified homicide, African-American men acquire the wisdom of a
lived-experience knowledge, comprehending how to live as unprotected and underserved
citizens.

The consistent threat of violence against and the actual death of African-American men is
a pervasive phenomenon. Black men’s lives, in America, are in an uninterrupted life-death cycle,
where, oftentimes, they have no protection, safe spaces, sacred communities, or healing
opportunities. Despite the modern-day health and wellness innovations and preventive measures,
black men, especially in regard to different types of diseases, such as cancer, face a far more
alarming mortality rate than any other group.*

Clearly, there is a dire need for a healthy and communal intervention to save the lives of
African-American men. Currently, there is one approach, such as #BlackLivesMatter (#BLM),
which attempts to address the state-sanctioned violence and gendered institutional oppression,
providing more protection to save the lives of black men. After the tragic deaths of Trayvon
Martin, Eric Garner, Mike Brown, and Jordan Davis, where the U.S. criminal court found no one
guilty of murdering these black men, #BLM “was born out of the outrage that escalated after
each of these killings was legally sanctioned.” #BLM, as cultural worker Alicia Garza states, “is
an ideological and political intervention in a world where Black folks’ contributions to this
society, our humanity, and our resilience in the face of deadly oppression.”®

Another method of saving and prolonging black men’s lives is through spirituality. In
several studies, specifically related to cancer and black men coping with cancer, researchers’

3 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York:
New Press, 2012), Foreword.

4 “Distrust of Health Care System May Keep Black Men Away from Prostate Cancer Research,” Rachel D.
Cohen, aired Oct. 17, 2018, on NPR; “Cutting CRC,” https://cuttingcrc.com/minnesota.

3> Darryl Lorenzo Wellington, “The Power of Black Lives Matter,” Crisis 122, no. 1 (2015): 18-23.
¢ Wellington, 20.

7 Richard A. Jenkins and Kenneth I. Pargament, “Religion and Spirituality as Resources for Coping with
Cancer,” Journal of Psychology Oncology 13, nos. 1-2 (1995): 51-74; Cheryl L. Holt, Eddie M. Clark, David L.
Roth, “Positive and Negative Religious Beliefs Explaining the Religion—Health Connection Among African
Americans,” International Journal for the Psychology of Religion 24, no. 4, (2014): 311-331; Lee Caplan, Patricia
Sawyer, Cheryl Holt, Cynthia J. Brown, “Religiosity After a Diagnosis of Cancer Among Older Adults,” Journal of
Religion, Spirituality & Aging 26, no. 4 (2014): 357-369; Lee S. Caplan, Patricia Sawyer, Cheryl Holt, Richard M.
Allman, “Religiosity and Function Among Community-Dwelling Older Adult Survivors of Cancer,” Journal of
Religion, Spirituality & Aging 25, no. 4 (2013): 311-325; Wendy Samter, Chris R. Morse, Bryan B. Whaley, “Do
We Need to Put God into Emotional Support?: A Comparison of Caucasians’ and African-Americans’ Evaluations
of Religious versus Non-Religious Comforting Messages,” Journal of Intercultural Communication Research 42,
no. 2 (2013): 172-191; Cheryl L. Holt, Min Qi Wang, Eddie M. Clark, Beverly Rosa Williams, Emily Schulz,
“Religious Involvement and Physical and Emotional Functioning among African Americans: The Mediating Role of
Religious Support,” Psychology & Health 28, no. 3 (2013): 267-283.

REA 2019-Gaines “W(holy) Awareness: A Womanist Religious Education Curriculum Using Jazz for Prostate Cancer
Awareness as a Case Study” Page 2 of 14

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 2 of 768



concluded, in the treatment of patients, spiritual care was significant, throughout the healing
process.

Religious beliefs and practices are instrumentally significant methods and measures that
greatly enhance the overall quality of treatment and outcome for African-American men.
Furthermore, the way black men and women, who have been diagnosed with disease, use their
religious education were “positively associated with mental health and vitality.”® Community,
spiritual care, and guidance are transformational resources. Religious education, as a mode to
incorporate a praxis that holistically treats the wholeness of black male subjectivity,’ is one
approach that helps the healing and coping process for patients, building sustainable faith
throughout the recovery. “The church [and other faith communities] as a healing community has
a major responsibility to address these situations, through both service and advocacy for a more
just system.”!”

Jazz for Prostate Cancer Awareness is one way to start understanding how religious
education can be a resourceful tool that teaches, builds community, and increases one’s faith. In
2011, in an intimately safe environment, including close friends and family, a sanctuary of hope
was created: jazz, pain, and faith became healing tools. Ralph Stowe, an African-American male
and the founder of the nonprofit organization Jazz for Prostate Cancer, a 501(c) that raises black
men’s awareness about prostate cancer, spontaneously found a way to bring a life-giving cause
to a death celebration. The fact was that no one was sure what happened to James “Jimmy”
Stowe, Ralph’s brother, who died from prostate cancer. Once Ralph repeatedly explained to
family and friends, at the service, that his brother died from prostate cancer, Ralph, after a brief
discussion with his physician Dr. Isaac Kim, felt compelled to do something. This celebratory
moment of Jimmy’s life presented a life-saving platform, a spontaneously improvisational
conversation about prostate cancer. Awareness was the key to life.

After witnessing Jimmy’s experience of isolation in death, Ralph realized, regardless of
money, influence, health insurance, and age, Jimmy died primarily because he was unaware
about prostate cancer. Sharon Frederick, Ralph and Jimmy’s sister, stated, “It was devastating to
find out that one by one by one [all three] of my brothers had prostate cancer. No symptoms, just
go to the doctor. [Each brother told her] ‘I have cancer.”” Re-sourcing the pain of losing his
brother, Ralph developed Jazz4PCA as a “campaign which raises awareness about prostate
cancer and support for free prostate cancer screenings, using the appeal, inspirations, and draw of
live jazz music.”!!

8 Holt et al., 272.

% Harold G. Koenig, “Religion, Spirituality, and Medicine: Research Findings and Implications for Clinical
Practice,” Southern Medical Association 97, no. 12 (2004): 1194-1200.

19 Christian Medical Commission, “Healing and Wholeness, The Churches’ Role in Health,” 1990
https://difaem.de/fileadmin/Dokumente/Publikationen/Dokumente AErztliche Mission/healing_wholeness.pdf
(accessed April 29, 2019).

1 “Jazz for Prostate Cancer Awareness,” https://www jazzdpca.org, (accessed November 28, 2018).
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore how Jazz4PCA, as a nonprofit organization, uses
jazz culture to explore the creation and re-creation of sacred space, raising awareness about
prostate cancer with black men. In particular, my study will highlight the form of religious
education curriculum that supports a communal culture and heals black men. Religious education
curriculum is a critical method to usher in the presence of God. Educators, in various faith
communication and general education environments, should consider curriculum “as artistic
educational work contributing to the fashioning of a people.”'? Culture, as seen with hip hop'
and other aesthetic forms, has a powerful influence over the mind, heart, and spirit of people.
Through cultural expressions, values, mores, epistemologies, principles, and faith are
transmitted, and sometimes learned and practiced.!* Praise and worship, in most churches, are
standards in the service, fellowship, worship, and testimonies of God.

Significance of The Study

The significance of this paper is that I am offering a religious education approach to the
particular issue of prostate cancer, in black male lives. Additionally, I will use Jazz4PCA as an
alternative religious education model to explore. African-American men, similar to Jimmy, need
and desire community, especially in a society where they either live in isolation or lack the safe
space to intimately commune.'> Jazz4PCA is one way to extend the paradigms of religious
education. A “warrant toward community is theological. For the touchstone and ultimate symbol
of communion is a divinity who from the first centuries has been presented to us as a community
of Persons.”’® We are commanded to be in community, in relationship with God, and with our
neighbor (Matthew 22:37-40).

A communally-centered jazz cultural model calls men to a context of common concern.
We are educated in community, open sacred spaces using jazz culture. This paper evaluates how

12 Harris, Fashion Me a People, 16.

13 Daniel White Hodge, The Soul of Hip Hop: Rims, Timbs, and a Cultural Theology (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2010).

14 There are a number of discussions that acknowledge the significance of culture on the church and faith
communities, especially the black church aesthetic. Yolanda Y Smith, Reclaiming the Spirituals: New Possibilities
for African-American Christian Education (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2010); Emilie M. Townes, “To Be Called
Beloved: Womanist Ontology in Postmodern Refraction,” in Womanist Theological Ethics: A Reader, eds. Katie
Geneva Cannon, Emilie M. Townes, and Angela D. Sims (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011),
183-202; Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, “‘Go Tell Mary and Martha’: The Spirituals, Biblical Options for Women, and
Cultural Tensions in the African American Religious Experience,” in Womanist Theological Ethics: A Reader, eds.
Katie Geneva Cannon, Emilie M. Townes, and Angela D. Sims (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press,
2011), 217-236.

15 James Ralph Verhoye, “The Samson Society and the Rhetoric of Authentic Christian Brotherhood”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota, 2015)), 1.

16 Harris, Fashion Me a People, 78.
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Jazz4PCA, using a curriculum of koinonia, promotes healing, collaboration, and community-
organizing, connecting people in faith, in “sacred spaces.”

Womanist Religious Education and the Lives of Black Men

In an era of #BlackLivesMatter, more attention has been given to raise awareness of the
historically disproportionate level of state-sanctioned violence against black men. In response to
an increasing number of deaths and brutalities against black men, different types of
interventions, such as protests, speeches, and rallies, convened around the country. Yet, there is
still a need for intervention. Jazz4PCA, starting in 2001 and till now, made such a critical
insertion, dramatically altering the life-death cycle of black men.

African-American men’s lives are the embodiment of “value in the valley”!” and
momentous occasions at the mountaintop. One way to understand black women’s and men’s
experiences, particularly in the Christian church, is through Lynne Westfield’s articulation of a
womanist'® religious education. “Womanist religious education, a burgeoning discipline by Black
female scholars of religion, addresses the pedagogical, epistemological, spiritual, and
sociopolitical implications of the ‘tridimensional phenomenon of race, class, and gender
oppression in the experience of African-American women.’”"* Westfield, “recognizing the
complexity of African American women’s diaspora,” uses an alternative framework that
intersects across various disciplines, which is not limited to the lives of black women but the
entire community. Instead of dichotomizing of one’s subjectivity and secular-profane-and-sacred
prioritization,* a womanist religious education aims to liberate the entire being, including the
mind, the body, and the soul, of black women [and men] and use this alternative, in Christian
education and religious education, as a tool of liberation for all people.

A womanist religious education, instead of denying—or at least claiming to deny—the
body and one’s subjectivity,’! intentionally claims and (re) claims the black woman’s and man’s
life, a wholeness of mind, body, and spirit, as invaluably significant, in direct relation to other
types of subjectivities. Emanating from within Black people’s lives, resilience, as Westfield
notes, is significant.”> Therefore, resilience “is about mastering the terrain of the oppressive

17 Tyanla Vanzant, The Value in the Valley: A Black Woman’s Guide through Life’s Dilemmas (New York:
Fireside, 1995), 22.

8 N. Lynne Westfield, Dear Sisters: A Womanist Practice of Hospitality (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2007),
1-2. For additional information that explains womanism and Westfield’s experiences as a womanist, the first chapter
of the book succinctly provides this information.

19 Westfield, 2.

20 Elias, 4 History of Christian Education, 96-253. Elias discusses the historically ongoing power struggles
in religious education, Christian education, and general education.

21 Ibid., 8.

22 Ibid., 6-8. The author does a brilliant analysis between survival and resilience, emphasizing how
“resilience is about finding ways of living within one’s context and understanding the context so well that one
reconstitutes the self while in chaos (but not out of chaos) to see one’s self in a positive light while the world around
would say the opposite.”
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context so well that one re-creates and heals the self in the very midst of chaos. It is mastering
the ability to see one’s self in life-affirming light while the world around would shroud in
shadow.”?* What black people live, as a practice of theology, is what black women and men do:
“experiences of God reside in the mystery between our own examined lives and a horizon that
surpasses any individual or group’s meanings, a mystery we enter through the practices of the
ordinary, not through the abstract theorizing about which most of us are ignorant.”*

Westfield suggests several ways to incorporate womanist religious education.? First,
storytelling, as an aesthetic, learning site, can become “sacramental encounters” for teachers and
students.?® Second, she unpacks “practices for historical ethos,” elaborating more specifically
about storytelling implementation. She explicitly states that sharing stories, through novels,
poetry, autobiographies, or dramas, are good examples. Additionally, she advises that teachers
should “pray for students and self” and “assume nothing.”?’ She also notes that “practices of
embodied pathos,” whereas the teacher and students are intentional about personalizing the
development and implementation of curriculum design and lesson for an agenda of liberation.?®
Finally, Westfield’s third principle of application is communal logos. A womanist religious
education, incorporating this last principle, engages in “active listening,” expecting emotions,
“being responsive,” claiming “your own personhood,” and “creat[ing] ritual.”*

There are a number of strengths and limitations to Westfield’s womanist religious
education, regarding Jazz4PCA. Starting with the strengths, Westfield provides an alternatively
productive framework for engaging embodied experiences that are, oftentimes, marginalized,
dehumanized, and/or neglected, similar to the lived experiences of black men. She also upends
any type of educational setting, religious and non-religious, that supports the status quo of
oppressive structures, especially calling out the way most school systems are still segregated and
black churches “are intoxicated by the post-civil rights malaise.”*° One other strength of her
work is that her approach is holistically applicable to diverse subjectivities and positionalities, as
Westfield, using a kitchen-table metaphor, encourages all people to see their accountability in the
dehumanizing limitations of oppression and the fruitful creation of liberation. Jazz4PCA,
paralleling similar principles, extends an accessible reach, into the living spaces of black men, as
well as their respective communities.

2 Ibid., 8.
24 Ibid., 9.

25 Ibid., 108. Westfield builds her argument by challenging the public schools and the Black church
education culture to incorporate a liberation agenda, which is basically non-existent, in these classrooms.

26 Ibid., 115. Westfield has an in-depth discussion on how the act of storytelling can invoke mystery, the
Divine, and sacred.

27 Ibid., 118-119.
28 Ibid., 120-122.
2% For more information on the communal logos, see Westfield, 122-126.

39 Tbid.
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Of course, the process or processes of implementation of many, with a compass that is
multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and multi-directional, has some limitations. One limitation is
how to start, continue, manage, and move the process forward, where there are many voices.
With Jazz4PCA, the concern is to build a quality communal environment, starting with 100 to
200 people, and a long-term goal is to explore other relationships with more hospitals, cancer
support groups, and families. Another limitation is the socialization of identities, acknowledging
the cultural and linguistic lens that angles one’s vision and capacity for understanding.
Moreover, particularly in what some call a post-racial society, a good number of individuals
might not be able to see any of these issues.

To address these limitations, an educational curriculum, employing a womanist religious
education framework, would need to do several things. Of course, one should plan to institute a
flexible learning environment, creating moments that are planned as well as spontaneous.
Secondly, there needs to be a clear statement of trust and commitment to the process, as well as
ongoing reminders that the learning community is a safe place to grow, make mistakes, and
receive necessary help. The overall curriculum design can be a scaffolding of a wide-range of
activities, such as Bible study, a book club, movie-going, sharing meals, and possibly one-on-one
outings.

Womanist Religious Education as Sacred Communal Logos

There are some important aspects of this kind of gathering that can offer critical problem-
solving strategies that heal black men’s lives, create safe spaces, and obstruct the violence
against black men’s bodies. A communal logos, in a womanist religious education, is about the
reclamation, rejuvenation, and meaning-making death-life process for black men, women, and
communities.

The openness of dialogue supportively reconstructs the event sites and the embodied
subjectivities into a spiritual communing. Therefore, the shared stories, located in the historically
cultural system of community meaning-making processes, are produced to use communal
symbols and references that adhere to that particular interlocutor’s expected understandings. The
Jazz4PCA sacred space:

1. writes their healing bodies into a counter narrative of American history,
2. gives them a sacred presence,

3. shows black masculine courageous vulnerability,

4. explains a collective opportunity to witness from one’s soul, and

5. reorients self in a community (through a discursive and experiential markers of black
manhood, a redefining of terminology, such as “strength, a “new black man,”
“revolutionary,” and black manhood).

The communal logos demonstrates how sacred spaces can be created that respond to
individual and collective needs. Additionally, this type of womanist religious inoculation can
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“maintain a degree of fluidity and flexibility that would enable them to respond to diverse
organizational and theological variation.”!

The collective “voice” of black men, in resituated sacramental gatherings, also recognizes
the ongoing tensions (e.g., strained family and community bonds and support) in the liberation-
oppression dialectic and community organizing efforts. Their communal texts explore the multi-
dimensionality of their lives and those in their respective communities and provide anecdotal
lessons for all attendees. What emerges is an increased awareness about the many challenges and
successes of how they have lived with understanding prostate cancer.*

The collective power, directly emanating from within the sacred sites of the physical
environment and the embodied subjects, not only restructures and rehabilitates their histories and
their communities. The dialogically communal logos renders permeable a living sanctuary for
liberated black male bodies to heal and become in a sacredly defined space. Critically
understanding the captive state of black masculinity in the realm of white patriarchy and
capitalism, the sacred atmosphere, as previously mentioned, speak to the lack of black male
positive role models and the negative internalization that African-American men experienced.
Denying the totalizing discourse of white patriarchy that stereotypically degrades black male
identity, there is a rejuvenating reconceptualization about African-American manhood.

Curriculum, as a religious education intervention, has several meanings. Elliot W. Eisner
noted that curriculum is the development of different events that are put in place for specific
educational outcomes for students. Fundamentally, curriculum aims to provide certain desired
educational benefits for learners, and, in this process of learning, evaluation and goals are crucial
to know, if and when student comprehension was achieved.

Jazz4PCA, using a music aesthetic to develop a nurturing environment, incorporates a
curriculum for healing, through sacred spaces. Attendees experience a “[cJurriculum” that “is
about the mobilizing of creative, educative powers in such a way as to ‘fashion a people.”””** The
Jazz4PCA curriculum is a practice, where it is “socially established,” a “‘cooperative human
activity,” “goods internal to that form of activity,” “standards of excellence,” and “our own lives
are enhanced.”*

99 ¢¢

A Sacred Pedagogy of Community as Culture

Jazz4PCA demonstrably imbues a culture of community, as a form of sacred pedagogy.
When we look at the African-American Christian education tradition, community, culture, and

31 Galia Sabar, “Fluid Religious Identities in the Holy Land 1990s-2000s: African Labor Migrants between
‘Brotherhood of the Cross and the Star’ and ‘Resurrection and Living Bread Ministries International,”” Alternative
Spirituality and Religion Review 5, no. 1 (2014): 101.

32 Clenora Hudson-Weems, Africana Womanist Literary Theory (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2004),
100.

33 Harris, 8.

3 1bid., 9.
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faith are integrally connected and promote healing and unity.** Religious education embodies an
epistemic function, integrally informing one’s historicity, potential, problem-solving strategy,
and of course, identity. An epistemic function of religious education, understanding the socio-
political prescription embedded in one’s belief, is simultaneously generative, degenerative, and
obstructive. In sum, at this point, I have a more informed understanding of the manner in which
religious/spiritual education, in the process and production of ideas, creates and destroys
information.

Aesthetics, in womanist theology and black theology, unlike other religious educational
models, is an important conduit that provides healing. The embodied experiences of African-
American men and women, particularly in a sacramental encounter through a Jazz4PCA event,
have a storehouse of shared cultural wealth, identities, and traditions that can build communion
and unity. The starting point, as I see, is exactly where we are. We begin, as critically understood
in Seymour’s article, in linking our socio-historical identities with recognizably historicized
periodization, regarding religious and non-religious education. With an organization, such as
Jazz4PCA, there can be a personal excavation of our individual families, including gathering
artifacts, stories, family heirlooms, attendance at family and community functions, and a family
tree. Spiritual healing is about each one needs to teach one. The nourishing healing for those in
community is to responsibly shoulder the need to bond in restoration, from daily sins and an
external and internal decolonization process.

Culture, implemented in a communal framework, can foster a religious pedagogy that
grows the spirit, mind, and soul, fomenting a liberative praxis as sacred. Freire emboldens the
possibilities of freedom dreams, and nonetheless, the markings of oppressed, drawn on me and
codified in gendered institutional racism. Boldly, Freire admonishes, “Liberation is thus a
childbirth, and a painful one.”¢ Attempting to manage a soul’s pain to fight, in a religious
educational program, community participants learn, through a cultural paradigm, how to forge
ahead, lovingly heal the bruises, and experience the grace of God. A religious experience can be
multi-faceted, multi-dimensional, and multi-cultural, especially regarding the cultural
importations of African-American vernacular culture. Fundamentally, this is the work of
Jazz4APCA.

Employing Sacred Communal Pathos in Black Men’s Lives

Historically, black men in white America have always struggled against and within the
dominant standards of manhood, striving to protect their own lives and others in their respective
communities. Struggling to sustain a sense of dignity, self-respect, and personhood, black men,
embattled by stifling under- and unemployment and white supremacist state-sanctioned violence,
have faced an uphill battle to attain their humanity.?” Taking an oppositional stance, in many
situations, African-American men developed a resistance tradition that spoke true to the nature of

35 Smith, 47.
36 Freire, 49.

37 Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction in Black America, 1945-
1990 (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1991), 101.
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their lived experience, culture, and community, even paying the highest price for freedom with
their lives.

Resisting such cultural and material oppression, black male lives, existing in a perpetual
state of “terror,” are subjected to a dialectical reality of resistance between liberation and
oppression.’® Regardless, if black men conform or not to the prevailing standard of masculinity,
they are, nonetheless, in a constant state of fight or flight. George Jackson attested to similar
issues in Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson. He states,

Black men born in the U.S. and fortunate to live past the age of 18 are conditioned
to accept the inevitability of prison. For most of us, it simply looms as the next
phase in the sequence of humiliations. Being born a slave in a captive society and
never experiencing any objective basis for expectation had the effect of preparing
me for the progressively traumatic misfortunes that lead so many black men to
prison gates. I was prepared for prison. It required only minor psychic
adjustments.>’

Permanently stratified outside the circumference of manhood, black men continually
challenged oppressive structures, living in the inner-city landscape. Black men have a healthy
resistance tradition that reclaims their humanity and are fueled by an urgency to re-characterize
their moral status and evaluate how it affected their relationship to manhood. The dominant
views of society cast black men as contemptibly promiscuous and stifled their progress “both
psychologically and materially.”*® Unfortunately for them, black men’s bodies were always raced
and read against the grain of white men’s masculinity, comparatively stereotyping black men as
rapists, brutes, illiterates, coons, Uncle Toms, and social deviants: a socio-political location of
innate pathology.

A sacred womanist religious engagement of communal pathos speaks to their struggles
against white oppression, culturally and institutionally. Resisting the dominant standard of
masculine conformity, black men are able to critique white patriarchy and attempt to demonstrate
a discursive and community-organizing process, interrogating the negatively material and
immaterial consequences for black Americans. They re-channel to the world the contradictions
in America, demonstrably testifying about the unjust treatment experienced in an ideologically
democratic society, yet simultaneously nourishing and building a collective pathos. Even in the
present-day context, in the turbulence of gentrification, disenfranchised voters, and declining
black institutional resources, Jazz4PCA is a critically life-saving intervention.

A Womanist Theology of Wilderness Sacredness

Today, there are numerous challenges about creating healthy and sacred spaces for black
men, against the daily gendered institutional racism around the church’s religious education,

38 Haki R. Madhubuti, Black Men: Obsolete, Single, Dangerous? The Afrikan American Family in
Transition: Essays in Discovery, Solution and Hope (Chicago: Third World Press, 1991), vi.

39 George Jackson, Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson (New York: Bantam, 1970), 4.

40 Giddings, 85.
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such as inadequate discussions about living-wage employment, prison pipeline system, sexuality,
sensuality, relevant biblical lessons, and a multi-dimensional pedagogical implementation. From
my observation and church experiences, the lack of safe spaces, intentionally created by
organizational decision-makers, inadvertently manifest as sites of wilderness. For today’s
parishioner, oftentimes, the church experience of religious education leaves their souls
“uninhabited” vessels, desolate, and barren.*' At the same time, such tangible conditions, bereft
with a seemingly nothing-ness state, are still under the domain of God’s sovereignty, and the
black male’s experience of wilderness, inside and outside the church, is under the reign of God’s
kingdom, as well.

Similar to the Israelites’ wilderness experience, where they learned “obedience,”
“disobedience,” “renewed obedience,” that “the Lord is the God of judgment,” and about the
“faithfulness of the Lord,” today’s church folks and non-church folks can learn how to resource
this wilderness location. Consequently, just as to the Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians
salvation are equally significant and interdependent, so is the fact that our black men, in the
death-life cycle, are our future. Each generation is, necessarily, interdependent on each other.
The church religious education programs must reconcile that the salvation of one is about the
salvation of all believers. Not one generation can have salvation without the other.

A wilderness, desert theology, as a way to contextualize the relationship within the
context of state-sanctioned violence against black men, also has some positive implications. The
somewhat abandon-ness, a wide and widening gulf in many congregations among generations, I
suggest, as it is not intentional, is an environment where God can show his power, as He did with
the Israelites, over the 40-day-40-night wilderness experience. Using faith, love, and hope as
sustenance, churchgoers can abide by God’s commandments and vulnerably bridge dialogues
and Christ work together. Believers, children of God, left wandering in a physical state of a
barren area, which is “best used for tending to flocks of animals,”*? can encounter a spiritual
feeding of God’s love and power.*

Jazz4PCA, as a nonprofit organization, provides some critical perspectives, concerning
the lives of black men, and implementing an understanding of a theology of wilderness suffering.

The following discussion will explore the theology of suffering in the wilderness,
interrogating several aims of Jazz4PCA that speak to a religious education vision for black men.
Wilderness suffering, oftentimes associated with the Israelites’ 40-days-and-40-nights life in
Sinai, can be viewed as punishment for disobedience to God. However, a wilderness experience,
also evinced in the Israelites journey, can yield benefits for believers, producing a positive
internal transformation and closer relationship with God. Amid a challenging external
environment, there is an opportunity for spiritual growth, less dependent on corporeal limitations
of the flesh.

41 J. D. Douglass, and Merrill C. Tenney, Zondervan Bible Illustrated Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2011), 352.

42 John MacArthur, The MacArthur Bible Commentary (Nashville: Nelson, 2006), 165.

43 Merrill and Tenney, 352.
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Similar to the Israelites’ recompense, even after their consistent complaining, black men,
their families, and friends, at a Jazz4PCA event, convey a message of hope and deliverance,
despite moments of feeling lost. Participants take a journey of hope, as an example of wilderness
theology, formulaically offers a way to live in the unknown, can move from and through
darkness to light.

The theology of wilderness suffering explores the themes of worthlessness,
purposelessness, ugliness, hurt, loss, and pain, similar to a Job-like reality. Not knowing God’s
plan for one’s life, some people sense no God or higher power, left to waywardness and despair.
The fact is: living by faith and trusting God is not easy. A religious education program,
specifically opening pathways for people to express their doubts and fears, which would in turn
offer wisdom, tentative action plans of faith, and ministry, could strategically help nurture the
growing of a believer’s faith.

Wilderness suffering proves, in the end, to release Christ followers into a state of
freedom. Awareness, which is the primary goal of Jazz4PCA, is a key resource to start healing
one’s body, knowing that God, a Christian can directly communicate with God. The overall
experience is recognizing an awareness of one’s physical limitations of understanding, offer up a
prayer to God, gaining freedom in having faith. There is faith that God will and can bless a
believer’s situation, a generation, and society, less focusing on mankind’s powers and physical
conditions. Through a freedom of faith, we become one, in a state of wilderness submission, with
God’s plan. One can receive, in an environment of seeming bleakness, God’s immaterial gifts of
love, mercy, and His presence, intervening in our lives.

Methodology

The purpose of my exploratory paper is to use a religious education curriculum
methodology. Evaluating Jazz4PCA, 1 used short-response questionnaires, surveys, and
Jazz4PCA artifacts to explore how the group and participants create an alternative sanctuary
through jazz events at different sites. Using the curriculum guidelines from Harris’s work, I will
analyze the data to develop a religious education curriculum of koinonia (community).*

The case study method has several benefits for my research. One benefit is that I can
closely gauge the various elements of how the nonprofit was created, especially in a time when
there is ongoing state-sanctioned violence against men and women of African descent. Another
equally important benefit is that faith communities can observe and learn how to intervene,
saving souls for salvation and healing. Much of the information for Jazz4PCA events shows that
an overwhelming majority of the time, all tickets are sold, participants attend, and a fellowship of
healing is provided. A third benefit is to consider implementing similar tools of healing that
directly intervene in people’s lives, making faith and daily living compatibly inseparable.

The data gathering and analysis of Jazz4PCA, as a case study, includes several
components. At the inception of the process, the building of community and organizational
insight is an important step. Through informal conversations with founder Ralph Stowe, the
executive board, and musicians, I received invaluable guidance that yielded a perspective to

4 Harris, 25.
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comprehend Jazz4PCA'’s history, aims, and future goals.* Speaking with Ralph and his team, I
learned to assess how important the commitment to community was and focus on zow to develop
a communal culture.

Jazz4PCA, as a case study that uses religious education curriculum and brings awareness
to save black men’s lives, unfolds in several steps. While the first step involves capturing the
person or organization’s autobiography, the second step, which I implemented, was attending a
Jazz4PCA event, receiving “direct observation of the [organization’s] action and patterns in
various social settings.”*® After speaking with Ralph, other people on the Jazz4PCA team, and
event participants, I understood how they managed different dynamics of the preparation and
hosting, such as seating, songs played, and audience engagement, and I elaborated on the overall
experience of the Jazz4PCA event.*’

Analytical keenness of a Jazz4PCA religious education aesthetic curriculum offers a
number of case study explorations. The integrally intimate aspects of faith, healing, and
community, viewed through a Jazz4PCA lens, could demonstrate a “study of social interactions”
that lead faith or non-faith leaders to understand ways “to deal with social patterns in a much
more concrete and full way.”*® Furthermore, while investigating the connection between
“expressed beliefs and actions,” the Jazz4PCA case study provides a frame to unpack, connect,
and deconstruct the interconnectedness, or lack of, to the multi-dimensional and multiple-
consciousness of the dynamic human experience. Sometimes, on the notion of faith, there is a
paucity of delineating perspectives on this continuum. Instead of defining faith, primarily,
through a traditional religious construct, a more fluid nuanced articulation could signal a
dramatic juncture to bring in more people into a thriving faith, one attainably livable, inside and
outside of church.

The Jazz4PCA aesthetic curriculum, moreover, can be a form of transgressive religious
education. Though surrounded by institutional and discursive violence, the nonprofit
organization successfully creates sacred sites for black men to heal, learn how to heal, and be
educated, in the community. The black church tradition, referencing the distinct African and
African-American cultural patterns, effectually imbues a joyfully healing resistance, in the very
presence of black-body-killing conditions.

Case study method, analyzing a jazz culture of sacred community, particularizes the
cultural capital of jazz music for black men and other event attendees. The experience pours the
expressive essence of humanness into a resurrecting power that redemptively reclaims black
subjectivity. There is an esteemed value in the overall experience of people of African descent,

45 Mary Elizabeth Mullino Moore, Teaching from the Heart: Theology and Educational Method
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998), 37.

4 Ibid., 38.
47 Ibid.

8 Ibid., 52.
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which is pre-life experience before, during, and after the European slave trade.*” Theological
undercurrents of the Jazz4PCA case study can help us “see,” even if only through an intangibly
experience of the Holy Spirit, life, in death-like situations.

Conclusion

The Jazz4PCA aesthetic curriculum can be a form of transgressive religious education.
Though surrounded by institutional and discursive violence, the nonprofit organization
successfully creates sacred sites for black men to heal, learn how to heal, and be educated, in the
community. The black church tradition, referencing the distinct African and African-American
cultural patterns, effectually imbues a joyfully healing resistance, in the very presence of black-
body-killing conditions. Though God “has not always delivered African American women [and
men] from their oppression,” God “has often provided a means of survival and quality of life for
African American women [and men] in the midst of their oppressive situations.”° This case
study sheds light, even though relatively microscopic, on Zow to keep and maintain an ongoing
faith, amid daily sins.

Case study method, analyzing a jazz culture of sacred community, particularizes the
cultural capital of jazz music for black men and other event attendees. The experience pours the
expressive essence of humanness into a resurrecting power that redemptively reclaims black
subjectivity. There is an esteemed value in the overall experience of people of African descent,
which is pre-life experience before, during, and after the European slave trade.’! Theological
undercurrents of the Jazz4PCA case study can help us “see,” even if only through an intangibly
experience of the Holy Spirit, life, in death-like situations.

4 Moore, 41.
50 Smith, 91.

31 Moore, 41.
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revaluing the image of motherhood and a belief in black women’s empowerment to suggest that
the pedagogy of missionary othermothers coalesced with the elements of power and caring in
their struggles for survival, quality of life, and full citizenship status.

This research examines, uncovers, and gives voice to faceless and nameless black teachers who
were leaders in their local communities. While many will continue to remain nameless, a little of
their work will be revealed and will aid scholars in continuing to construct an African-American
epistemology of teaching.
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THE EXACT SYNONYM FOR “MISSIONARY” IS NEGRO TEACHER:
BLACK FEMINISM IN THE SUNDAY SCHOOL

Introduction

In September, 1900 in Richmond, Virginia the Twentieth Annual Session of the National
Baptist Convention met to organize a new arm of the national body. The official name of the
organization, “The Woman’s Missionary Convention, Auxiliary to the National Baptist
Convention,” afforded African-American Baptist women the opportunity to “organize and
systematize” their work for the utilization of talent and stimulation to Christian activity that
prompted women to service. In response to the jeremiad of many black women, “if there was
only some way for women to work,” Layten proclaimed that women should unite with the
national organization to revive, stimulate, and enlarge “the missionary spirit” to serve in their
churches, homes, communities and abroad through already existing as well as newly-organized
missionary societies.! According to Mrs. Layten, the goals of black female missionaries were to
work to overcome not only godlessness but ignorance, immorality, and prejudice which operated
against the acceptance of African Americans as full-fledged citizens of the American Republic.

At the juncture of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, African-American women
organized local and national clubs to implement reform proposals for their communities to
improve the social, economic, and political status of black Americans. Fannie Barrier Williams
noted in 1900 that the club was only one of many means for the social uplift of a race. Williams
further proposed that the club movement among colored women was something deeper than
mere imitation of white women. It was “nothing less than the organized anxiety of women” who
had become “intelligent enough to recognize their own low social condition and strong enough to
initiate the forces of reform.”® At the National Baptist Convention in 1900, African-American
Baptist women joined the ranks of other female reformers, both secular and denominational, to
form an Afro-Baptist society for women’s work.

Many teachers contributed to the missionary work of women’s societies by teaching both
in public school and Sunday school, and by also conducting missionary training to children and
youth in local churches. Some even took their teaching skills and missionary spirit to foreign
lands. Sunday school teachers organized societies like the African Methodist’s Self Denial
Missionary Band and the National Baptist Young People’s Union which cooperated with their
denomination’s Home and Foreign Mission Boards to enlist children and youth in missionary
work. The foci of African-American Christian women’s missionary activism and Sunday school
work came, then, to a crossroads at the point of teaching. Mary McLeod Bethune, a leader in
African-American education, explained this intersection in her speech entitled, “The Negro
Woman in American Life”:

! National Baptist Convention Minutes (1900), 195-197, microfilm, reel 4427-3.

? Fannie Barrier Williams, “The Club Movement among Colored Women of America (1900),” in The New Negro:
Readings on Race, Representation, and African American Culture, 1892-1938, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Gene
Andrew Jarrett (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 54-59; Kate Dossett, Bridging Race Divides: Black
Nationalism, Feminism, and Integration in the United States, 1896-1935 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
2008); Lillian S. Williams, “And Still I Rise: Black Women and Reform, Buffalo, New York, 1900-1940,” 4fio-
Americans in New York Life and History 14, no. 2 (1990):7.
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The exact synonym for “Missionary” is Negro teacher. The “Gospel” which she
carries is that of successful living. Reading and Writing and ‘Rithmetic are her
main products, but just as many manufacturing companies do a larger business
with their by-products than with the chief commodity, so the Negro teacher must,
more often than not, do a large percentage of educating along other than purely
academic lines.?

This portrayal of African-American missionary as teacher is conversely different from
the predominantly white and overwhelmingly female missionary teachers in Jon Zimmerman’s
Innocents Abroad where many mission instructors went overseas in an effort to “avoid teaching”
and many women imagined themselves as “ministers or ‘missionary evangelists.””* As well,
Sally McMillen limned Sunday school teachers as profoundly influential in the Sunday school
classroom, developing a sense of confidence and self-worth in southern women. Yet, McMillen
posits that teaching Sunday school offered a different type of experience for southern women
than many other organized volunteer activities that left Sunday school teaching an individualized
activity and teachers without a sense of female bonding and leadership opportunities.”> While
these portrayals may be accurate for some teachers, there is an alternative view of African-
American female teachers - a black feminist image of Sunday school missionary teachers as
“othermothers” motivated by an ethic of care that was spiritual, historical, and political. Tamara
Beauboeuf-Lafontant writes in “A Womanist Experience of Caring” that “to see caring and
mothering in larger, sociohistorical realms, we can recognize how in sharing knowledge we can
also share power.” The pedagogy of missionary othermothers combined the elements of power
and caring in their struggles for survival, quality of life, and full citizenship status among African
Americans.$

Black feminist/womanist thought develops out of black women’s experiences to express
what sociologist Patricia Hill Collins terms “black women’s standpoint” and as Delores Williams
defines, “the ethical principle of revaluing.”” Collins argues that the controlling images of the
mammy, the matriarch, and the welfare mother are designed to oppress. In contrast to these
oppressive images and by revaluing the image, “motherhood can serve as a site where black
women express and learn the power of self-definition . . . and a belief in black women’s
empowerment.” Further, Collins asserts that in African-American communities, fluid and
changing boundaries often distinguished biological mothers from other women who cared for
children. As a result, othermothers — women who assisted bloodmothers by sharing mothering
responsibilities — were central to the institution of black motherhood.”® As nurturers of children

? Mary McLeod Bethune, “Selected Sayings,” Mary McLeod Bethune Papers, 1923-1942, Bobst Library, New York
University, New York, NY, microfilm.

* Jonathan Zimmerman, Whose America?: Culture Wars in the Public Schools (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2002), 130, 136.

3 Sally G. McMillen, To Raise Up the South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2001), 238-239.

6 Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant, “A Womanist Experience of Caring: Understanding the Pedagogy of Exemplary
Black Women Teachers,” The Urban Review 34, no. 1 (March 2002):83.

7 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought (New York: Routledge, 1991), 32; Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the
Wilderness (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 176.

8 Hill Collins, 118-119.
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in an extended family network that reached out to the entire African-American community,
othermothers provided a foundation for black women’s political activism whereby feminist
ethics of caring and personal accountability for the generic “black community” moved
communities forward.’

Evelyn Higginbotham asserts that the catalyst for black feminism in Baptist women’s
missionary societies in the twentieth century was formed by churchwomen in the late nineteenth
century. Using an African-American female interpretation of scripture, those missionary women
argued that the creation story in Genesis “denied any right of man to oppress woman for woman
was to be man’s companion and helpmate.” Those nineteenth-century churchwomen also
interpreted female biblical characters in other scriptural texts (e.g., Mary the mother of Jesus, the
two sisters: Mary and Martha) to formulate a feminist thought that valued motherhood and
woman’s participation in the home; woman’s duties and responsibilities outside the home to
prophesy and spread the gospel; charitable philanthropic work and social reform; and, to broaden
employment opportunities for women.!® While Jualynne Dodson utilized hegemony as the
source of women’s activism in the African Methodist denomination, she acknowledges that
A.M.E. experiences were comparatively normative to women’s societies in other
denominations.!! These studies and others focus on African-American feminist denominational
leaders such as Virginia Broughton, Sarah Hatcher Duncan, and those who graced national and
international stages, namely, Nannie Helen Burroughs, Mary McLeod Bethune, Ida B. Wells
Barnett, and others. Conversely this research examines, uncovers, and gives voice to faceless
and nameless black teachers who were leaders in their local communities. Albeit, while many
will continue to remain nameless, a little of their work will be revealed in this work.

Othermothers

Missionary organizations of northern white and southern black denominations created a
number of secondary schools and colleges across the South almost immediately after the Civil
War. The American Missionary Association (Congregational Church), Freedmen’s Aid Society
(Methodist Episcopal Church), American Baptist Home Mission Society, and the Board of
Missions for the Freedmen of the Presbyterian Church were most prominent in founding
colleges. Black denominations both Methodist and Baptist, as well, established secondary
schools and colleges. James Fraser avers that “these religious bodies, and the schools they
founded, went in a different direction from Hampton and Tuskegee” which were industrial
school models. James Anderson clearly states that “teacher training in the missionary schools
supported classical liberal education for black Americans.” And it was not, Fraser concludes, “a
curriculum that prepared teachers who would encourage those who had recently been slaves to
accept political and economic disenfranchisement.” > Schools including Oberlin College,
Howard University, Talladega College, Fisk and Atlanta Universities and single-sex colleges,

9 Hill Collins, 129-132.
19 Evelyn Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 128-136.

! Jualynne E. Dodson, Engendering Church: Women, Power, and the AME Church (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2002), 5.

12 James W. Fraser, Preparing America’s Teachers (New York: Teachers College Press, 2007), 104; James D.
Anderson, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1988), 240.
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Spelman and Hartshorn “were heavily influenced,” Stephanie Shaw asserts, “from their founding
and in their development, by Christian missionary principles and community development
impulses.”"

Those African-American Sunday school teachers who sprang from African-American
women’s missionary societies viewed themselves as missionary-minded and were trained to be
black feminist/ womanist othermothers. The skills these women developed in missionary
societies, like those at missionary colleges and secondary schools, were never intended for their
personal advancement alone. Missionary training schools sought to build character, emphasized
leadership development, and fashioned servants of Christ with the ability to interpret biblical
scripture that would empower a disenfranchised and oppressed people in a segregated society.
African-American missionary society teachers as othermothers were expected to serve in their
communities. Sunday school missionary teachers as othermothers worked to enhance the quality
of life in their communities not only in theory but also in praxis. Othermothers supervised
children, helped people struggle with and resist oppression and committed themselves to service
in the community and the race. In their commitment to serve, othermothers were motivated by
the spirit, negotiated public and private spheres, protected historical tradition, and engaged in
political activism shaping a black feminist/womanist image of African-American missionary-
minded teachers in black communities.

Spiritual Othermothers

Mrs. H. H. Flowers, in her presentation at the 1903 National Baptist Woman’s
Convention, considered “house to house visiting” of greatest importance in missionary work.
The first great need, shared Flowers, was that workers “be filled with the Holy Spirit” and thus
“be prepared of God to go among all classes of people and help them in whatever condition
found.”' Though not a tangible concept, “spirit” is a concept that is necessary for understanding
the impetus for activism among African-American Christian feminists. Spirituality is integral to
black feminist thought in churchwomen. Social scientist Marla Frederick contends that
“spirituality is a process of engagement with God that informs the thoughts, motivations, and
actions of individuals.” Frederick further opines that “spirituality is about living through
moments of struggle and moments of peace and ultimately acquiring a better life, a life that is
filled with a deeper knowledge of God. This better life comes from the onset of not only public
political confrontation but also personal affirmation and development over time. ... Spirituality
is personal and experiential. . . . One who is spiritual is concerned about others and is especially
concerned about what God thinks. Finally, spirituality consists of action, reflected in how one
treats others and how one follows the direction of the Holy Spirit.” !> Black feminist/womanist
missionary teachers were caring spiritual othermothers who believed that the spirit — religious
experiences with the divine - empowered them to “help” others in whatever situation people
found themselves.'® This “power” was to be passed on to those in the community to “uplift the
race” — uplifting the image of the race, conditions of the race, citizenship status of the race —

13 Stephanie . Shaw, What a Woman Ought to Be and to Do (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 69.
14 National Baptist Convention Minutes (1903), 343, microfilm, reel 4427-3.

15 Marla F. Frederick, Between Sundays (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 14.

16 Judith Weisenfeld and Richard Newman, eds., This Far by Faith New York: Routledge, 1996), 4.
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eliminating segregation and disenfranchisement and endowing African Americans with first class
citizenship in America. It was “spirit” that not only empowered but motivated missionary
teachers into activism as othermothers to African-American communities with particular concern
for youth and children. Children and youth were of particular concern for all of America in the
twentieth century.

America experienced sweeping child reform in the first several decades of the twentieth
century that effected Congress’ creation of the Children’s Bureau in 1912.17 Baptist women
were encouraged to organize through Sunday schools and other groups and “make the Master’s
loving law in letter and spirit” their work, as a denomination for the uplifting of the race by
“making little ones and their welfare the supreme issue in church and community work.”!* By
the 1930s, following the lead of U.S. President Herbert Hoover, the nation developed a greater
interest in child welfare. In December 1930, Hoover instituted a National Commission on Child
Welfare that urged the nation “to help give every child its right chance.”!® Thereafter, Mrs. E. E.
Whitfield declared to Baptist churchwomen that the national movement for child welfare made it
necessary for the Baptist Woman’s Convention to set up a department of child welfare as Negro
children were the “most needy and neglected group in America.” “It is,” Whitfield contended,
“plainly the duty of any organization of Negro women to get solidly behind [the child welfare]
movement and set in motion facilities for reaching the humblest home in which children are
being reared.”?® To that end, orphan homes, hospitals for babies, and delinquent homes were
established under the direction of the newly-formed Child Welfare Department of the National
Baptist Convention Woman’s Auxiliary. Zion Methodist women, under the direction of the
Corresponding Secretary of the A.M.E. Zion Woman’s Mission Society, Mrs. A. W. Blackwell,
compared the activism of African Methodist women in the early 1900s to the declaration of war
by the female judge, Deborah, in the Bible (Judges 4). There was “a great multitude without
church, homes, and pastoral leadership, a great army of children without ‘spiritual guidance’”
that cried, “Save or we perish!” And, the Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society came
to the rescue in response to the children’s cries for spiritual guidance.?! The care of children
became not only the responsibility of their own parents, but also the othermothers of missionary
societies who understood by Christ’s commandment as it was written in the “loving law in letter”
and as guided by the “spirit.” Missionary teachers became spiritual othermothers to the
community taking persons to Sunday school and other church services; and holding gospel
meetings on the street, in jails and other public places. Home Field Missionary, Mrs. E. E.
Whitfield, recruited volunteers to teach in rural districts: “Get children that do not go to Sunday
school and get them in a Sunday school somewhere. Little children are waiting to be gathered
out of the vice breeding centers of our cities and given a chance to grow into clean, useful men

"7 Robyn Muncy, Creating a Female Dominion in American Reform, 1890-1935 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1991), 38.

18 National Baptist Convention, Inc. Minutes (1921), 278-79, microfilm, reel 4427-4.
1 National Baptist Convention, Inc. Minutes (1931), 291, microfilm, reel 4427-4.
20 1hid.

21 Second Quadrennial Report of the Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society of the African Methodist
Episcopal Zion Church (1908-1912), 18.
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and women.”?? Attentiveness to cleanliness and character was essential for African Americans
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. And, spiritual othermothers who sought to
advance the future of the race by getting children in a Sunday school somewhere suggested that
Sunday school was a place to learn good manners, high moral standards, a cultured appearance
and Christian character so as to refute negative stereotypes by white Americans.?3 Training
young people to rise above the expectations of a white supremacist social structure was in itself
an act of resistance by African-American Missionary teachers and confirmed the courage they
exhibited vis-a-vis the power of God that was subsequently shared with others in their
communities. As spiritual othermothers, these teachers were living evidence to the community
of the resilience that builds from religious experiences with the spirit.

Black feminist thought through these teachers as spiritual othermothers revalued the
consciousness and power of spirit. It was the work produced by spiritual othermothers and
resulting accomplishments that revealed the tangibility of spirituality and bequeathed African-
American female teachers with agency in their communities. Yet, the intangibility of the “power
of the spirit” was a concept in African-American neighborhoods that could not be detected thus
not destroyed by southern white hegemony. The work produced by spiritual othermothers, then,
not only involved children but entailed servicing all in the community -- men, women, and
children. Black feminist/womanist missionary teachers exercised the ethic of responsibility in
communities as not only spiritual othermothers but were, too, historical othermothers as vessels
of African-American history to biological mothers for transmission to succeeding generations.

Historical Othermothers

National Baptist Home Field Missionary Whitfield was as concerned with the welfare of
the mothers as she was with the children. Sunday school/missionary teachers established Sunday
afternoon Missionary and Industrial Clubs that revived the African-American cultural practice of
quilt- and garment-making during the winter season and set aside time for heart-to-heart talks
with members.?* Regenia Perry elucidated that for many generations African-American women
in the South engaged in the art of making patchwork quilts. Motivated originally by a need to
provide insulation from cold winters spent in drafty cabins, historians subsequently unearthed
iconographic symbols of storytelling and secret encoded messages to slaves in the practice of
quiltmaking.?® One well-known prototype is the Bible quilt by Harriet Powers which is a vivid
and literal interpretation of biblical scenes from both the Old and New Testaments. The
technique, design, and patterning of the eleven scenes beginning with the Garden of Eden and
ending with the Nativity display both African and African-American influences. Perry and
others surmised that Powers attempted to tell a complete story in each square, probably
considered herself a lay minister and utilized the quilts to teach Bible stories as a vehicle for

22 National Baptist Convention, Inc. Minutes (193 1), 309, microfilm, reel 4427-4.
23 Shaw, 88-90.
24 National Baptist Convention Minutes (1903), 315, microfilm, reel 4427-3.

25 Regenia A. Perry, Harriet Powers’ Bible Quilts (New York: Rizzoli International, 1994); Jacqueline L. Tobin and
Raymond G. Dobard, Hidden in Plain View (New York: Doubleday, 1999); Weisenfeld and Newman, eds., This Far
by Faith, 21-31.
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spreading God’s word and power.?® Additionally, Tobin and Dobard deciphered codes in quilts
that revealed such messages as when to gather tools needed for the journey to freedom, when to
pack, and the time to escape for runaway slaves.?’

It was noted in the National Baptist Woman’s Convention minutes of 1903 that “sewing,
darning, and patching” were considered by foremothers as “rare gifts.” The Missionary and
Industrial Clubs revived an “almost abandoned” art.”® Reviving the art of quiltmaking was not
merely the practice of quotidian domesticity, but enabled black feminist/womanist missionary
teachers to evolve in their regions as historical othermothers. Historical othermothers gathered
community women together, particularly biological mothers, in Missionary Clubs, teaching the
history of African-American slavery and Bible stories as a vehicle for spreading God’s word and
“power” just as Harriet Powers had done in prior decades. It was a triple heritage ideology, then,
linking the fullness of black heritage as Africans, African Americans, and Christians that
operated in black church pedagogy through the revival of quiltmaking.?® Sunday
school/missionary teachers as historical othermothers in practicing quiltmaking at Missionary
Clubs demonstrated a process of story-linking that Anne Streaty Wimberly asserts is “commonly
undertaken by African Americans.” Wimberly further explains that story-linking is a process
that connects parts of personal everyday stories with the Christian faith story in the Bible and the
lives of African-American exemplars of the Christian faith outside the Bible.>° Story-linking in
Missionary Clubs shaped positive notions of self-identity through reflections of their historical
predecessors, an activity that equipped women to act in ways that were liberating for themselves
and the broader community.>! African-American missionary teachers became synonymous with
African griots, storytellers and historical othermothers in their communities as Missionary and
Industrial Clubs elicited opportunities for them to freely and openly share their black heritage
while formulating a communal spirit with other women. Because black feminist/womanist
othermothers revived an “almost abandoned art,” by doing so they revalued what was historically
considered to be one of the “rare gifts” of black motherhood, quiltmaking.*?

Political Othermothers

Black feminist/womanist teachers were missionaries that taught the “gospel of
‘successful living”” in Sunday schools and throughout African-American communities including
public schools in the first half of the twentieth century. Their pedagogy was conducive to a
black activist theology of education for the educational, social, political, and economic
transformation of African-American people as informed by Christian faith and the interpretation
of scripture.®® Sunday school teaching, along with teaching in other public and private

26 Ibid.

27 Jacqueline L. Tobin and Raymond G. Dobard, Hidden in Plain View (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 70.
28 National Baptist Convention Minutes (1903), 315, microfilm, reel 4427-3.

» Yolanda Y. Smith, Reclaiming the Spirituals (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2004), 12.

3 Anne Streaty Wimberly, Soul Stories (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 37-39.

31 Yolanda Y. Smith, “The Table: Christian Education as Performative Art,” Religious Education 103, no. 3 (May-
June 2008):304.

32 National Baptist Convention Minutes (1903), 315, microfilm, reel 4427-3,
33 Haggler, xv
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institutions, became an arena for political activism.** By virtue of their visibility in the
community and the church, Sunday school teachers emerged as community leaders and black
feminist/womanist political othermothers. '

Sunday school teachers in the first half of the twentieth century advocated for African
Americans and were political othermothers in African-American communities. In 1933, in the
Sunday school and B.Y.P.U. Congress report there was a jeremiad against Sunday school
literature, specifically “discriminatory” lithographs, printed by the publishing houses of white
Baptists and an admonishment for black Baptists to buy from their own printing house, literally
boycotting white publishers. The concern by Sunday school teachers for their students read
thusly: “One wonders to what extent Sunday school teaching and texts tend to develop a sense
of inferiority in young colored folk at the most impressionable age. ... One wonders what
effect this . . . has on the minds of little black children.”** The political activism for a positive
representation of African Americans in teaching materials by African-American Sunday school
teachers paralleled the work of school teachers who championed the same cause in public
schools. It is not surprising that African-American youth, following in the footsteps of their
political othermothers, formed alliances with organizations such as the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People in the 1930s to take up the cause against inappropriate
representations of black Americans in textbooks.

Sunday school teachers as political othermothers demanded the respect of African
Americans in Sunday school literature. Sunday school teachers were political othermothers who,
in the records of woman’s societies, disavowed antilynching laws, fought for the elimination of
Jim Crow cars in public transportation, solicited the election of Christians to political offices in
order to eliminate discriminatory laws, fought for equal justice in law enforcement, woman’s
suffrage, and full citizenship rights for African Americans.

Between Church and State

James Fraser authored a book published in 1999 entitled Between Church and State. In
that monograph, Fraser formulates an overarching question, “How should a diverse and
democratic society deal with issues of religion in the public schools?” 3¢ He frames the answer to
that question in the context of multiculturalism. Fraser suggests that “a commitment to
multicultural education . . . is a commitment to a society in which many different cultures
survive and thrive and are encouraged, and in which representatives of these different groups
each make their own contribution to a larger common culture that is more vibrant for what all of
them bring.”*” Most discussions surrounding multiculturalism emphasize pedagogical methods
to instruct students in the tenets of tolerance and diversity. Multicultural education would
benefit from an exchange of ideas that increasingly included the diversity of teachers and
administrators, in addition to students, and the contributions that these different groups bring to
the larger conversation. There are developing ideologies of teacher culture and Aftrican-

3 Collins, 150-151.

3% National Baptist Convention, Inc. Minutes (1933), 97.

3¢ James W. Fraser, Between Church and State (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 4.
7 Ibid., 5.
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American culture is essential in constructing an African-American epistemology of teaching that
would impact a larger discussion of teaching in public education. Religion is integral to any
discussion of African-American culture and its influence on both the public and private lives of
black Americans. Historically, the essence of black teachers as spiritual othermothers
simultaneously thrived in both religious institutions and public education formulating a black
feminist/womanist approach to teaching in schools.

Among the myriad of responsibilities, they visited parents’ homes, organized fundraising
drives, assisted people with legal problems, letters that needed writing, forms that needed filling
in, negotiated difficulties with landlords and ministered to the sick. African-American public
educators attended church and taught Sunday school.>® Where there was no church and/or
Sunday school, school teachers were expected to organize one.’® Former students and faculty at
the Caswell County Training School vividly recalled their principal, N. L. Dillard, admonishing
them to follow his example and attend the black churches in town. Dillard, even as a male,
tapped into the predominantly black feminist perspective on education. Dillard sang in the choir
at one church and taught Sunday school at another. Teachers utilized church gatherings as a
point of contact with parents.*

African-American teachers were spiritual othermothers in state-run classrooms as
religion was motivational and a necessary survival tactic for African-American public school
teachers as it was for teachers in religious institutions. There are numerous testimonies from
black public school teachers of the religious experiences that motivated and sustained them in
performing the overwhelming duties required of educators in African-American communities,
particularly those teaching in rural schools. One Atlanta University student teaching near
Statesboro, Georgia wrote, “I am back in the woods but I have faith in God with me just the
same as when [ was in school.”® Katie A. Phillips, who began her career as a public educator
and later became a missionary teacher, was also an exemplary spiritual othermother. Born in
Beaufort, South Carolina, and raised in Brunswick, Georgia, Miss Phillips was educated at
Hampton Institute and lived a few years in Brooklyn, New York where she was active in Sunday
school. After six years, she returned to her Georgia home and for a time, taught in a county
school on St. Simon’s Island.*? In later years, Phillips believed that it was “the spirit” that
moved upon her heart to teach in Africa where she multi-tasked as an academic teacher and a
teacher of the gospel. As Sunday school teachers who were mobilized by the spirit to go out into
black communities to find children for Sunday school, Katie Phillips felt “especially” moved by
the “spirit” while teaching in a county school in Georgia to expand her classroom from her
homeland of birth to “her people in Africa.”*® Religious experience for many African-American
teachers transcends place and time. It neither has to be in a church nor on a Sunday morning.
Spirituality leads them to view their lives as ongoing commitments to the lives of those in

38 Ibid., 241, 246.

3 Ibid., 159.

* Vanessa Siddle Walker, Their Highest Potential (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 85-87.
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African-American communities.** For some, that commitment extends to the African diaspora,
as well.

Even in this twenty-first century, African-American female public school educators attest
to the experience of a divine presence that motivates them in their vocation or calling. Case
studies conducted by Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant reveal evidence that African-American
female teachers focused on possibility and responsibility rather than restrictions and others’
expectations in a society that continued to devalue and subordinate women of color. One woman
in the study spoke of her responsibility to “manifest the divinity” within her in the classroom.
Further, she said that divinity meant for her to “develop a kindness and a love and a patience . . .
[a] level of understanding, of humility, of groundedness, of goodness™ — a paraphrase of the fruit
of the spirit in Galatians 5:22-23.*> The black feminist/womanist ethos of spiritual othermother
is not exclusive to Sunday school teachers and teachers in religious organizations but is
characteristically displayed by teachers in state-funded institutions, as well.

The image of public school teachers as spiritual othermothers runs congruent to the black
feminist/womanist epistemology of African-American Sunday school/ missionary teachers.
African-American Sunday school/missionary teachers who also taught in the public schools
brought religion to state-funded education when they entered the classroom. They embodied the
“spirit” that elucidated caring for their students. Conversely, as public school educators these
same women rendered the work of Sunday school teachers as a public responsibility to support
and care for the African-American community as a whole.

Conclusion

Sunday school teachers were black feminist/womanist missionary teachers as they
fulfilled the image of spiritual othermothers. As historical othermothers, Sunday school teachers
retold the history of African Americans by reviving the African-American tradition of
quiltmaking in the community. African-American female teachers as political othermothers
were among those who nurtured and mentored young people to think and make decisions for
themselves in movements against segregation across America, and particularly in the Jim Crow
South.

Sunday school teachers as spiritual, historical, and political othermothers aid
contemporary educational scholars in continuing to construct an African-American epistemology
of teaching. A more complete construct may be developed by including in this discourse
African-American Sunday school teachers. This examination of African-American female
teachers is not to resolve the failure to provide a unified account of African-American teaching.
It instead attempts to open new doors that have been historically closed and provide additional
perspectives on the historically black church as an educational institution as well as a religious
organization. This study, too, will help inform teachers in general about their own pedagogy and
professional identities as part of the time-honored tradition of American teaching.

4 Frederick, 27.

> Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant, “Womanist Lessons for Reinventing Teaching,” Journal of Teacher Education 56,
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Abstract

This paper identifies the potential of combining postcolonial imagination and liberating
interdependence in religious education conducted by a community of faith located in divided
societies, by using literature-based review and analysis in reference to postcolonial theory.
Postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence lead to intercultural education which
promotes dialogue, liberation, and social justice in the Indonesian context. It creates a space for
Indigenous peoples, their stories, and their cultures, as well as for Indonesian women to share
their life stories in religious education.

A. Introduction

Colonialism in Indonesia by European Western countries contributes to the
marginalization of local cultures, a culture of silence in education, and divisions in society. This
chasm is growing and becoming sharper in the present time due to democracy, globalization, and
capitalism, as well as neocolonialism. Addressing this context, I assert the potential of
postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence as a pedagogical practice in Christian
religious education. Postcolonial imagination creates a space for the stories of Indigenous people
and their cultures, as well as the everyday stories of Indonesian women, as significant sources of
learning about God. With respect to diversity, liberating interdependence, a concept borrowed
from Musa W. Dube, an African feminist postcolonial theologian, provides a framework to
connect the story of the Bible with the many stories of the Indonesian people who come from
various backgrounds. The relational aspect of these differences, namely ethnicity, religion,
political ideology or preference, gender, and many others, matters. Both postcolonial imagination
and liberating interdependence can inform an intercultural pedagogy for the church, aiming
toward liberation in the Indonesian context.

Contacts and encounters between the colonizers and colonized have shaped the
Indonesian culture. The Dutch colonized Indonesia for three hundred and fifty years and
influenced many aspects of Indonesian life, including Christianity. Christianity, including
Protestantism, was planted by the westerners with their agendas.' The role of missionaries during
colonialism as school and church teachers affects the way the church conducts education. The
church here refers to the Protestant church that was established during Dutch colonialism in the

' John A. Titaley, “From Abandonment to Blessing: The Theological Presence of Christianity in
Indonesia,” in Christian Theology in Asia, ed. Sebastian C.H. Kim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008),
86.
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seventeenth century, which was known as the De Protestantsche Kerk in Nederlandsch-Indie or
Indische Kerk. Since the early twentieth century, this church has formed several ethnic Protestant
churches, which are found in Minahasa, Maluku, East Nusa Tenggara, and Western Indonesia. In
these churches, the only source of teaching is the Bible, which plays a vital role in people’s lives.
However, there is a gap between the Bible’s message and the everyday life of the people.
According to Tabita Kartika Christiani, an Indonesian theologian and Christian religious
educator, this gap leads to a culture of silence in education, in which women feel reluctant to
reflect on their lives as they read or hear the stories of the Bible.? This Bible-centered approach
also provides no space for Indigenous cultures to be considered as an essential source for
understanding God. A division occurs between the stories of the Bible and the people. This
promotes a binary mindset in education between the church and everyday life; the church and the
culture, and the sacred and the profane.

In Discovering the Bible in the Non-Biblical World, Pui-lan Kwok asserts that the
concept of “dialogical imagination” describes the process of creative hermeneutics in Asia.” It
attempts to open a space for the complexities, the multidimensional linkages, and the different
levels of meaning that link the Bible to the Asian context, which includes Indonesia. This
process involves an ongoing conversation among different religious and cultural traditions. For
Kwok, a dialogical model takes into consideration both the written texts and oral discussions. In
this regard, Mikhail M. Bakhtin’s dialogism and heteroglossia are helpful to identify the church
as a community with multiple discourses and to investigate how different groups of people create
meaning out of the Bible from their diverse backgrounds.* Kwok thus moves further toward a
postcolonial imagination, where she combines historical, dialogical, and diasporic imagination.
These are the three tasks that she believes are required for doing feminist theology as an Asian-
American in the context of America.” I build on this to create a method for postcolonial
imagination by adding the level of Indigenous imagination. Through Indigenous imagination,
local cultures can serve as an essential source of imagination in addition to the Bible.

In line with this, liberating interdependence serves as an approach to deal with the many
margins that exist in divided societies. Boyung Lee, an Asian-American postcolonial theologian
and religious educator, utilizes Dube’s notion of liberating interdependence. She claims that
church communities should move beyond multicultural pedagogy and move toward a liberating
interdependence through intercultural education.® Lee argues that the multiculturalism that has
characterized the mainline churches promotes the notion of many margins and one center. With
liberating interdependence, the church will become an interculturally engaging church that
acknowledges the differences, but also the interconnectedness, of different stories, histories,

% Tabita Kartika Christiani, “Biarkan Mereka Bercerita: Pendidikan Kristiani dan Keadilan Gender” in
Perempuan Indonesia dalam Karya dan Pengabdian (The Work and the Vocation of the Indonesian Women), eds.
Deetje Rotinsulu and Mariska Lauterboom (Jakarta: PT. BPK. Gunung Mulia, 2014), 15.

3 Pui-lan Kwok, Discovering the Bible in the Non-Biblical World (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock
Publishers, 2003), 12, 13.

* See Mikhail M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M.M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist
(Texas: University of Texas Press, 1981).

> Pui-lan Kwok, Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John
Knox Press, 2005).

% Boyung Lee, Transforming Congregations through Community: Faith Formation from the Seminary to
the Church (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 129-30. See also Boyung Lee, “Toward a
Liberating Interdependence: Exploring an Intercultural Pedagogy,” Religious Education 105, no. 3 (May-June): 283-
98.
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economic systems, political structures, cultural texts, races, classes, and genders. Thus, in
intercultural dialogue, there is no longer a center and a margin; no one will claim the place at the
center.

Combining postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence create a space for
diverse narratives to serve as the essential sources of teaching and learning. It will also provide a
brave space for bodily practices to be a site of reflection and learning. An example of this is
when, in Indonesia, people use the Bible as a venerated sacred object and put it on the head of
the newborn babies to protect them.” A body can function as a text or a narrative. Bodily
practices can be a site of learning and a way of knowing that leads to coexistences in divided
societies.

In revealing the potential of postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence in
Christian religious education, I will first examine the history of colonialism in Indonesia, as it
contributes to the marginalization of local cultures, a culture of silence, and the division in
society, using a postcolonial lens. I will specifically refer to education and the role of the Dutch
missionaries. Then, I will review and analyze the concept of postcolonial imagination through
the work of Kwok and liberating interdependence from Dube and Lee. Their work serves as the
primary literature in my research. In this section, I will also propose postcolonial imagination
and liberating interdependence as a pedagogical practice/approach for Indonesian Christian
religious education. Lastly, I will draw a brief conclusion and suggests topics for further
research.

B. Indonesian Colonialism: Education, Discrimination, and Division

A growing chasm exists everywhere around the world, including in Indonesia. Social
divisions often relate to religious preferences, political ideology, ethical orientation, cultural
identity, ethnicity, race, class, gender, and sexual orientation, amongst other factors. Recently in
Indonesia, there have been many conflicts that involve religion and ethnicity, as well as political
ideology and preference, especially during the latest 2019 Presidential election. It seems that
divisions characterize Indonesian society. These divisions generate a critical context for the
Christian religious education that is offered by the church. The church (as a religious educator)
needs to give serious attention to this: how to promote dialogue across these divisions and
boundaries within the society, as it is also present in educational settings. In order to address
division, as well as discrimination and marginalization in education, it is necessary to examine
the history of colonialism and how it has affected the way the Protestant church conducts its
religious pedagogy.

Indonesia, although it is known for having the largest Muslim population country in the
world, is a nation that diverse in its culture and religion. The government guarantees religious
freedom and acknowledges six official religions. However, there are many other belief systems
that are adhered by the people. This includes the religions and spiritualities of Indigenous groups,
which were subordinated during colonialism. During the nineteenth century, missionaries used
considerable pressure to convert the ethnic and Indigenous groups. They marginalized
Indigenous religions and declared these beliefs to be superstitions.

Besides subjugating local groups and their cultures/spiritualities, the marginalization of
women, and a culture of silence in education, colonialism also contributes to many chasms in

7 This is a common practice in Eastern Indonesia, such as the Moluccas and East Nusa Tenggara.
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society. The Priyayi and Santris classes existed prior to colonization, but as Dutch colonized
Indonesia, the discrepancy between them became even more apparent. Hence, the Santris, a
devout Muslim class, became the dominant force in the colonial period, especially during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Unlike the Santris, the Priyayis or the Muslim aristocratic
class, allied with the colonizer.® This is one of many divisions. There was also a sharp division
created between Christians and Muslims during Dutch colonialism.

The Dutch favored the Christians, such as those in Ambon-Moluccas, an island located in
Eastern Indonesia. According to Frank L. Cooley, a Presbyterian missionary who worked in
Indonesia for 33 years, there were noticeable differences between the Christian and non-
Christian villages in Central Moluccas. * The Christian villages were more orderly, sanitary, and
stable. The Ambonese Christians were also better educated and seemed to enjoy a higher
standard of living. The public buildings in the Christian areas were kept in a better condition, as
were the residences and village streets. Christianity offered a certain type of uplift and stability to
the village life; becoming a Christian meant having a new social status, compared to one’s non-
Christian neighbors. Cooley contends that the Dutch considered Christians to be a separate and
higher class than the non-Christians; he writes, “this special status carried certain coveted
privileges in the form of educational and employment opportunities in the Dutch commercial,
governmental, and military establishments, not offered to or taken by the local Muslims.” They
(the Christians) were called Belanda Hitam, the Black Dutchmen. Thus, Ambonese Christians
became closely associated with the Dutch colonial regime.'® Many divisions were created (or
became sharper and more evident) during the Dutch colonial period. Divisions tie to religion
(Christian and non-Christian), class (Priyayi, Santri), adat or Indigenous culture (adat elites
mostly men, whereas women were considered second-class citizens), and ethnicity (pribumi or
natives and the non-pribumi). Division also relates to distribution of power between the ruler and
the ruled, the colonizer and colonized. It also relates to discrimination and marginalization.
Amidst all of this, education by the Dutch played an important role.

The Dutch first provided general education for Indonesians when JB van Heutsz
established the Volkscholen or village schools, in 1907 (the Dutch colonized Indonesia since
1605)."" In education, the role of the Dutch missionaries was significant. They served as both
school and religious teachers. From the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries, the period of the
Dutch East India Company, missionaries not only spread the Gospel, but they also served as
schoolteachers and catechetics. They perceived themselves not only as teachers but also as the
guardians of the uneducated people.'” The standard method used by missionaries in education
was memorization, with no opportunity for the development of critical thinking skills. Students
memorized the principal doctrines of Christianity from the Bible, without understanding their

¥ Soe Hok Gie, Di Bawah Lentera Merah: Riwayat Sarekat Islam Semarang 1917-1920 (Jakarta: Yayasan
Bentang Budaya, 1999), 58.

? Frank L. Cooley, “Altar and Throne in Central Moluccan Societies,” Indonesia, no. 2 (October 1966):
135-156. The Rev. Frank L. Cooley is a Presbyterian Pastor and mission worker who worked in Indonesia for 33
years (1952-1985). He wrote many books regarding Indonesian history and is considered as the foremost Protestant
historian of Christianity in Indonesia.

10 Cooley, Indonesia, 147-9.

"' R.B. Cribb and Audrey Kahin, Historical Dictionary of Indonesia (Lanham Maryland, Toronto, Oxford:
The Scarecrow, 2004), 132.

12 Karel Steenbrink, Dutch Colonialism and Indonesian Islam: Contacts and Conflicts 1596-1950
(Amsterdam-Atlanta: Rodopi, 1993), 24. Th. van Den End, Ragi Carita: Sejarah Gereja di Indonesia 1, 1500-1860
(Jakarta: PT. BPK. Gunung Mulia, 1988), 73, 67
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meaning. This leads to dualism in education, where the students experienced the separation of
the Bible and everyday life, as well as the separation of mind and body in a classroom setting.

In preparing teachers and preachers, the education given was very basic. A missionary
would take boys and girls, give them an elementary education, and discipline them. Moreover,
they would perform household tasks, too. Aware of the significant influence of the social status
that comes from gaining congregants, Th. van den End and Jan Sihar Aritonang describe that the
missionaries mostly chose the children from the upper class to be educated as teachers and
preachers."® Boys were baptized and employed as teachers, while girls became brides for the
missionary assistants or the Christian village chiefs. Education was not entirely intended to
liberate the locals, especially women. In the late nineteenth century, Raden Ajeng Kartini, a girl
from the island of Java, advocated for the education of the Indonesian girls/women. She was
only allowed to attend school until she was twelve years old, even though she was from an
aristocratic family. Then, she was secluded to prepare for her marriage, before authority over her
was transferred from her parents to her husband. There was minimal education offered to
marginalized girls/women. Schooling was for the aristocratic class but was only at the
elementary level. The education system that was established during the Dutch colonial period
contributed to discrimination and inequality, including that which was provided by the Protestant
church. The missionaries organized the church in patriarchal and hierarchical order to maintain
the power relationship between the colonizer and colonized."

In sum, Dutch colonialism affected the Indonesian peoples’ lives and culture. There are
positive and negative aspects that came with the mission work. The Dutch colonial rule and the
missionaries helped to establish the Indonesian education system, but at the same time, they
prohibited the existence of Indigenous cultures and restrained the roles of women, which, in
return contributed to division, discrimination, and marginalization within the society."’

C. The Potential of Combining Postcolonial Imagination and Liberating Interdependence
In bringing the notion of postcolonial imagination to the field of Christian religious
education, an awareness of social location is necessary, as it determines access to languages and
how people use them. An awareness of the role of power and its dynamics in a classroom is also
needed. A religious educator must recognize the different social location of the students in
accessing both religious/Biblical and cultural languages. Moreover, understanding heteroglossia
as the many voices/languages leads to an understanding of the Bible as a “talking book.”"®
According to Kwok, an image of the Bible as a talking book will invite “polyphonic theological
discourses and ongoing dialogues.”"” A teacher thus needs to consider the different backgrounds
and hopes held by the Bible’s dialogue partners (the students). Borrowing Mary Elizabeth
Moore’s concept of “intersection,” every person is located in an intersection.'® Moore argues that

"> Th. van den End and Jan S. Aritonang, “1800-2005: A National Overview,” in 4 History of Christianity
in Indonesia, ed. Jan Sihar Aritonang and Karel Steenbrink (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2008), 158.

4 van den End, Ragi Carita, 34-35. See also van den End and Aritonang, /800-2005, 155.

' See S. Nasution, Sejarah Pendidikan Indonesia (Jakarta: Bumi Aksara, 1994). See Titaley, “From
Abandonment,” 86.

16 Kwok, Discovering the Bible, 40.
17 Kwok, Discovering the Bible, 5.

'® Mary Elizabeth Moore, Education for Continuity & Change: A New Model for Christian Religious
Education (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), 110.
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education must begin in the middle of a person’s life, which she calls the intersection. It begins
where the student meets other students, faces the future, probes the past, confronts contemporary
issues, and so forth. The starting point of a church’s pedagogy is neither the Bible nor the present
setting, but an intersection. Every student is located in a specific intersection that might be
different from that of another student.

I envision this intersection as a hybrid third-space; a place where the postcolonial
imagination occurs. It is a space where the words in a living conversation will always denote an
open-ended answer. Here, the teacher acknowledges the uniqueness of each person or context. It
is the site of a complex struggle, as well as a place of meaning-making." In dialogue, the
meaning is made at the border between a text and a reader, society and an individual, between
utterances, and divisions. Here, boundaries are everywhere, and dialogue is always an encounter
with boundaries. It is a place where those who are voiceless can alter their identity, and power
relations can shift as a result of negotiations. The marginalized can speak and assert their agency.
As Homi Bhabha claims, the “third space displaces the histories that constitute it and sets up new
structures of authority, new political initiatives, which are inadequately understood through
received wisdom.”* Dialogical imagination in a hybrid third-space can help to understand the
use of the Bible alongside local narratives. It provides a space for the women and all who are
oppressed to acknowledge or to channel their voices in many different ways. This form of
imagination has the potential to be developed in the Indonesian postcolonial context.

Postcolonial imagination can be a strategy for reading the stories of the Bible, Indigenous
cultures, and the stories of different people in connection with one another. Therefore, besides
dialogical, historical, and diasporic imagination, Indigenous imagination is necessary for the
Indonesian context. The threefold approach to imagination will become a fourfold imagination.
Indigenous imagination provides a space for the teacher and the student to imagine and reflect
upon the Indigenous cultures that bear local wisdom in their everyday lives, alongside the
Biblical narratives.

In postcolonial imagination, the body is a site of reflection; it is a text. In this regard, I
will expand Bakhtin’s notion of dialogic imagination in “The Discourse in the Novel,” as well as
Kwok’s postcolonial imagination to include dialogue between the Bible as an object and the
bodies of the people who use it. Here, intertextuality/intersubjectivity occurs between the people
as a cultural text and the Bible as a sacred text. People’s bodily and emotionally behaviors
toward the Bible are narratives, where they can learn something. The Bible, as described by
Charles E. Farhadian, drawing on his ethnographic work in Papua, an Eastern island in
Indonesia, is not only a source of knowledge or an identity marker but is also an object that can
protect the people both spiritually and physically; it is a powerful object. People will put the
Bible at the top of the head of their newborn babies and will bring it with them when they travel
far from home and are uncertain of their surroundings, whether or not they have read it.
Postcolonial imagination provides a space to reflect and imagine these practices as a source of
learning about God. Here, the students do not imagine with their minds only, but also with their

' See Ira D. Mangililo, “When Rahab and Indonesian Christian Women Meet in the Third Space,” Journal
of Feminist Studies in Religion 31, no. 1 (2015): 64.

%% Jonathan Rutherford, “The Third Space: Interview with Homi Bhabha,” in Identity, Community, Culture,
Difference, ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1990), 211. See also Homi K. Bhabha, The
Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge), 1994.
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bodies. Their bodies are the imagining bodies.?' Their bodies record things and keep memories,
which is valuable for educational purposes. Postcolonial imagination leads to an embodied
pedagogy that involves imagining bodies.

Regarding the relationship between the teacher and the student, postcolonial imagination
leads to equality or at least an acknowledgment of the power dynamics in a classroom. Dialogue
can be interpreted as a hierarchical inversion of traditional student/teacher roles, as well as a
relationship of collaboration among participants. The role of a teacher/pastor that is too often
dominant and can even forsake the role of the student can be viewed differently. The teacher and
the student, the pastor and the congregant, have equal access to meaning-making concerning
their Christian lives through the narratives of their bodies and their lives, the Bible, and the
Indigenous culture.

In support of postcolonial imagination, liberating interdependence can serve as an
approach to deal with the many margins that exist in divided societies. Dube, who coined the
term liberating interdependence, draws from the historical experiences and strategies of
resistance of Two-Thirds World women. She proposes a move toward what she contends to be
decolonizing feminist practices in Biblical studies. In using “decolonizing” as a practice, Dube
resists both patriarchal and imperial oppression to cultivate a space for “liberating
interdependence.” It is an approach that highlights the interconnectedness of different narratives
and relationships within both specific and global contexts that recognize and affirm the dignity of
all.”? Dube proposes a reading of Biblical texts for liberating interdependence by using
decolonizing as a postcolonial approach.

Acknowledging diversities in culture as well as the realities of colonialism and
imperialism, Lee recommends a model of interculturalism that leads to a liberating
interdependence. This model is an alternative to the current dominant approach of
multiculturalism in mainline churches, which is individualistic and colonial in the way it engages
with different racial and ethnic communities.*® Lee states that the prefix “inter,” in both
interculturality and interdependence, signifies a relationship and a dialogue between two or more
different communities. Moving beyond multicultural pedagogy, which is individualistic and
colonial, toward liberating interdependence is necessary. A postcolonial intercultural pedagogy
can create liberating interdependence, and vice versa the liberating interdependence is necessary
for intercultural pedagogy. Lee opts for an intercultural approach that reaches across cultures and
boundaries in different ways rather than a multicultural one where marginal communities “are
not necessarily in communication with one another, except as mediated by the dominant
group.”** In liberating interdependence, the small and marginalized groups have a space to talk
and connect one another. Therefore, moving from a multicultural to intercultural framework is
necessary.

In an intercultural education, liberating interdependence and postcolonial imagination
serve not only as a reading strategy for the Bible but also as an approach to reading the Bible
together with Indigenous stories, such as myths and folklore. Indonesia is rich in its Indigenous
stories, and they need to be used as a significant resource for religious education. Furthermore,
the bodies of the people (the students) are also texts or narratives. Dialogue can occur between

2! See James B. Steeves, Imagining Bodies: Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy of Imagination (Duquesne
University Press, 2004), 6, 157.

2 Dube, Postcolonial Feminist, 111, 185-6.
2 Lee, Transforming Congregations, 129-30.
** Lee, “Toward Liberating,” 284.
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the bodies of the people, the stories of the Bible, the stories of the Indigenous cultures, and the
everyday life stories of the students. In this regard, a religious educator needs to pay attention to
the body in the learning process. The body and emotion are as important as the mind in
education.

Theological educators and ministers must pay serious attention to their education and
ministry. Attention and intention toward freedom and social justice through liberating
interdependence and postcolonial imagination are needed. This pedagogical model is an
integrative approach of formation, reformation, and transformation of both individual and
communities. In this regard, educators or ministers need to promote interaction and relationships
among learners of different backgrounds and remain conscious of the value of interculturality.
Postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence need to inform the curriculum of
Christian religious education in the Indonesian context. It must be a postcolonial-imagination
and liberating-interdependence-informed pedagogy. In this pedagogy, there is a bridging of the
disciplinary divide between Biblical, theological, historical, cultural, and pedagogical
trajectories. It is a pedagogical practice that seeks to uncover, examine, and challenge the
colonial epistemological framework, logic, methodology, knowledge production, and
representation in Indonesian Christian religious education.

D. Conclusion

Postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence have the potential to create an
intercultural and interreligious education in divided societies such as Indonesia. It provides a
brave space for the bodily practices, the many stories of the people (women), and the Indigenous
cultures to serve as sources of reflection and learning that leads to coexistences in divided
societies. Here, I envision a dialogical pedagogy that addresses the need for education in, from,
or about religion or spirituality to foster dialogue across divisions or differences. It can also
educate one about the Christian faith and remain hospitable to any form of dialogue with other
faith traditions or spiritualities in the context of the diversity in Indonesia. This pedagogy will
also help the educator to facilitate integrated learning, to challenge and question binary mindsets
and dualism in education. Here, education always connects to the spiritual quest; ethical and
spiritual values relate to critical thought and reason.*®

Amidst this, a religious educator needs to constantly ask about where (or what or how)
God is in her/his teaching. A quest for God always needs to inform her/his pedagogy. As a
religious educator for almost 20 years, [ understand God as the one who surpasses the boundaries
of the Western colonialism. God is both personal and communal. God is the one who is present
through the culture of Indigenous groups. The local culture has something good and functional to
offer as a source of learning about God and life. Here, the Bible is the inspired word of God, and
God also speaks through other local narratives, not only that of the Israelites. God is at work in
the entire world; the Spirit is actively present. God, the Sacred, who creates everything,
penetrates God’s creation in sacredness. God is the liberator who inspires and liberates religious
educators to educate in ways that humanize and liberate. Furthermore, God is the one who acts
“to decolonize, diversify and promote[s] counter-hegemonic social condition.”*®

% See Hanan. A. Alexander, Reclaiming Goodness: Education and the Spiritual Quest (Notre Dame, ID:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2001).

* Emmanuel Yartekwei Amugi Lartey, Postcolonializing God: New Perspectives on Pastoral and
Practical Theology (London: SCM Press, 2013), xiii.
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Postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence as an approach not only
functions to acknowledge the variety of voices that form languages, meanings, and identities, but
it also helps to discern and to be sensitive to power relations and their dynamics. It then has the
potential to become a liberating-postcolonial approach that is valuable to many fields, including
in Christian religious education. Finally, it is significant to recognize that human situations,
including educational settings, have power imbalances and that these should be resisted, so that
the submerged voices can be brought out, and the power dynamics can be exposed. This is
ongoing work rather than something that can be accomplished once and for all. What I have
offered in this paper is a preliminary step towards more thorough research regarding
(decolonizing) Christian religious education in the Indonesian context. Further research will
include an in-depth analysis of Indonesia’s history of colonialism employing postcolonial
historiography, a study of its Indigenous cultures, and discerning the educational implications of
postcolonial imagination and liberating interdependence through ethnographical research and the
discipline of practical theology. I hope that in addressing and mapping Christian religious
education in Indonesia, both in the present and the future, religious educators will always
challenge colonialism and imperialism in their pedagogy.
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Abstract: With religio-political polarization and out-group violence on the rise, what can
religious educators to do to foster compassion, understanding, and charity across lines of difference?
Social neuroscience research, as well as Christian tradition, suggest that empathy - the capacity to share
in and understand another person’s affective and mental states — can increase our concern for others
and significantly influence our behavior towards those beyond our social groups. Given the central
place of empathy and compassion in the Christian life, considering how religious educators might
cultivate such capacities may thus serve as an entry point to healing divisions and promoting neighbor
love. That said, despite interest in the role of empathy in religious education (RE), few have
considered how practices of imaginative and intercessory prayer might serve as a pedagogy for
fostering empathetic connections with others. This paper contributes to research on empathy in RE
by bringing together Howard Thurman’s reflections on prayer and love of neighbor, with the aim of
showing how practices of prayer might serve as pedagogical “paths” towards empathy and
reconciliatory love across lines of difference.

Perhaps one of the most prominent themes in both the life and literary works of Howard
Thurman is that of love for ours neighbors, especially the neighbor from whom we segregate
ourselves. Indeed, like Gutierrez, Thurman identifies love of neighbor as the defining call of the
Christian life, as well the basic condition upon which the flourishing of society and all of life depend.
This perhaps comes out most clearly in his closing remarks in his well-known work, Disciplines of the
Spirit. Reflecting on the indispensable, as well as personal nature of love for human thriving and
societal health, he writes, “The experience of love is either a necessity or a luxury. If it be a luxury, it
is expendable; if it be a necessity, then to deny it is to perish. So simple is the reality, and so terrifying.
Ultimately there is only one place of refuge on this planet for any [person] — that is in another
[person’s] heart. To love is to make one’s heart a swinging door.”!

In a century and a political context where hate crimes, violence, and polarization are on the
rise, Thurman’s reflections arrive as pointed and provocative. He reminds us that love for our
neighbor is neither optional nor abstract. Rather, love fundamentally takes the form of personal
imperative. It requires creating spaces of welcome and refuge in our own lives and bodies for other
people, especially those beyond our cultural, political, and religious circles. Critically, such love does
not stop with acceptance or tolerance. On the contrary, it must manifest in reconciliation, a

| reconciliation that takes concrete form at the level of individual relationships and political structures.”

I Mary Elizabeth Moore and Shin Myoung Kim, “Encountering Dignity: Building Human Community,” Re/igions
Education 113, no. 3 (May 27, 2018): 322, https://doi.org/10.1080/00344087.2018.1456068.

2 If conversion to God necessitates and even occurs through our conversion — our commitment to - our neighbors’
liberation, then religious educators must treat division, hatred, oppression, inequality, and segregation not merely as
“problems” to be solved but as fundamental blocks to people and communities’ knowledge and communion with God.
As Gutierrez underscores, “Christians have not done enough in this area of conversion to the neighbor, to social justice,
to history. They have not perceived clearly enough yet that to know God is to do justice. They still do not live in one
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The question is, of course, how? How do we cultivate this kind of love for neighbors, especially
across lines of difference? As our current socio-political context and the history of Christianity make
clear, answering this question is at once necessary and elusive. Charity and solidarity across lines of
difference are not — as much as Christians want to claim — motions that proceed organically from
confessions of faith. We see these limits to our love daily, especially in situations where divisions are
deep or the wounds of injustice remain fresh. Moreover, even when our intentions are well-meaning,
misunderstanding, implicit biases, and fear often undermine our efforts to establish trust and
understanding. We thus find ourselves faced with the reality that love, much like a seed, must be sown,
tended, and given time and space to grow. Identifying the steps involved in the sowing and tending
of love: this is the challenge — and invitation — for religious educators today.

Significantly, Thurman’s description of love above provides a clue. He describes love as an
ability to keep one’s heart an open doorway. Such ability to keep one’s heart open reflects a discipline
of seeking to understand, identify with and care for another person in her need. Though Thurman
does not use this language, the ability to understand, identify with, and respond to other person’s need
can be understood as the correlates of empathy and compassion, respectively.

Interestingly, significant developments in the social neurosciences also suggest that empathy -
the capacity to share in and understand another person’s affective and mental states — can increase
our compassion for others and significantly influence our social behavior. In particular, strengthening
our abilities to empathize has been found to reduce implicit biases, increase altruistic and prosocial
behavior, and lead to positive appraisal of those beyond our social groups’. That said, just as there are
factors that influence our love, so there are influences on our empathy. Implicit biases, social and
environmental factors such as proximity and perceived similarity, and current emotional state all
modulate our capacities to empathize with other people.* Critically, these influences on our empathy
increase in significance when it comes to people who live on the far side of our lives, whether
intentionally or due to physical constraints. In such cases, it can be a major effort to simply try to
understand and appreciate — let alone love — our neighbors.

What does this imply for religious educators? On the one hand, the potential for practices of
empathy to play a role in moving people towards concrete and even political forms of love remain
high. Indeed, religious educators consistently identify empathy as crucial for building bridges between
diverse communities,” essential for practicing compassion,’ and a central feature of “encounters with
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dignity.”” At the same time, simply creating opportunities for encounter does not mean that empathy
for others will naturally emerge. Again, given the persistent and even growing divisions between
Christian religious communities, one begins to wonder whether empathy might require more
deliberate cultivation. What kind of religious practices and pedagogies, then, can promote empathy
and love of neighbor?

Again, while the notion of nurturing empathy for self and others in educational settings is not
new, few have considered how prayer might serve as a pedagogy for empathetic connecting with and
converting to our neighbor. One the one hand, the lack of attention to prayer as a possible path
towards cultivating empathy, compassion and neighbor love is unsurprising. Skepticism regarding
prayer’s contribution to building love for neighbor abound and for good reason: prayer has been
deployed as a tool for division as often as it has served the agenda of peace, and public petitions to
God in the face of outrageous violence are increasingly perceived as distractions or worse - forms of
implicit indifference. Nevertheless, Christian tradition identifies the practice of prayer as integral to
love of neighbor, and even a brief look at the lives of Christian contemplatives and revolutionaries
suggests that the line between prayer and practical love of neighbor is not so sharp after all. Within
the realm of Christian religious education, however, the question of whether and on what grounds
prayer practices might prove a pedagogy for empathy, compassion and practical love of neighbor,
especially in the face of religio-political polarization and violence, remains open. Yet articulating
answers to it is pressing, given that religious educators not only teach people about prayer and the call
to neighbor-love but engage people in such practices regularly, whether within the classroom or the
congregation.

In the following paper, then, I explore Howard Thurman’s reflections on reconciliation,
empathy, and prayer as the they relate to loving one’s neighbor , with a view to how religious educators
might employ prayer as an avenue for foster empathetic in religious education. I begin by tracing the
connection that Thurman makes between empathy, prayer and the practice of reconciliation and love
in his Disciplines of the Spirit.” 1 then examine the avenues he identifies for taking up the disciplines of
empathy and love. Specifically, I highlight the connection between the development, on the one hand,
of a contemplative attitude and experience of God’s assurance experienced in prayer, and the emerging
capacity to pursue a discipline of empathy and love for neighbor on the other. Finally, I build on
Thurman’s ideas to explore how imaginative and intercessory forms of prayer might contribute to
healing divisions and promoting empathetic understanding within the context of religious education.
My aim is to show that incorporating such practices of prayer alongside other modes of engagement
with our neighbors can serve as part of a contemplative pedagogy for cultivating neighbor-love across
lines of difference.

Reconciliation and Relational: Potentialities and Paradoxes

Thurman understands this basic need to receive and give love as the crucial impulse of
reconciliation, namely, the re-establishment of relationships between those who have been estranged.
Though he does not use the word communion in its theological sense as Gutierrez does, the
reconciliation that Thurman envisions belongs to the larger project of supporting the fundamental
unity — with neighbor and with God — for which God intends us. Like Gutierrez, part of making such
communion between persons and God possible is to eliminate structures of injustice and hate, as well
as the ingrained patterns of thinking and political systems that prevent love’s “free-flowing

7 Mary Elizabeth Moore and Shin Myoung Kim, “Encountering Dignity: Building Human Community,” Relgious
Education 113, no. 3 (May 27, 2018): 322, https://doi.org/10.1080/00344087.2018.1456068.
8 Thurman, Disciplines of the Spirit.
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circulation’ between people. As Thurman underscores in reference to segregation, “Any attitudes,
private or group, which prohibit people form coming into “across the board” contact with each other
work against the implementation of the love ethic. So considered, segregation, prescriptions of
separation, are a disease of the human spirit and the body politic.”"’

That said, whereas many focus on direct engagement in the socio-political sphere as the main
avenue for practicing love, Thurman repeatedly emphasizes the role one’s inner life and personal
relationships plays in the “discipline” that is love. As he writes in his chapter, ‘Love’, in Jesus and the
Disinberited, “Neighborliness is nonspatial; it is qualitative. A [person] must love [her| neighbor directly,
cleatly, permitting no barriers between.”"' In other words, while love of our neighbors and
commitment to the healing relations must necessarily include (and may well begin with) social and
political action, Thurman sees the transformation of social structures as starting at the level of personal
and mutual relationships. Specifically, he argues that establishing “primary contacts” with people —
namely, contacts that are personal, mutual, and direct -are both the necessary avenues and contexts
for cultivating love of neighbor and dismantling the barriers of economic inequality, social and physical
segregation of communities, discrimination, and white supremacy that plagued society in his day — and
continue to plague ours. In short, choosing to physically interact with and ultimately exercise love for
neighbor and even “enemy” is, for Thurman, a form of resistance.

At the same time, Thurman recognizes that establishing primary contacts with people, unless
they are infused with attitude of reverence and respect,'” cannot foster understanding, trust, or
love."” Cultivating such an attitude thus involves creating spaces where mutuality can be concretely
experienced. In his words, we are to “take the initiative in seeking ways by which you have the
experience of a common shating of mutual worth and value.”"* Though Thurman is addressing the
“disinherited” here, his words apply equally to all persons called to practice the love-ethic of Jesus.
Each of us, in short, shares the “ethical demand” to seek and foster encounters where respect and
reverence for the other can be practiced.” Significantly for Thurman, the seeking and creating of
such experiences constitutes a “discipline, a method, a technique, as over against some form of
wishful thinking or simple desiring.”'® Respect and reverence, simply put, hinge on concrete
experience,'” and it is our intentional pursuit of such experiences and the attitude of respect that
emerges from them that that comprises our “painstaking discipline.”"®

For religious educators, Thurman’s identification of the need for a discipline of encounter
for cultivating this attitude of reverence and respect, what Thurman calls “respect for personality.”"’
The question, of course, what goes into creating interactions where people can share feelings of
mutual worth and value?® On the one hand, Thurman sees the willing expression of vulnerability
and need as playing a fundamental role in establishing mutual relations. Concrete experiences that
bring us into encounter with other people’s need or afford us opportunity to express our own can
provide the context out of which an attitude of reverence and respect can develop.

9 Thurman, 127.
10 Thurman, 127.
" Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinberited (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1996), 79.
12 Thurman, 94.
13 Thurman, 96.
14 Thurman, 90.
15 Thurman, 96.
16 'Thurman, 91.
17 Thurman, 96.
18 Thurman, 96.
19 Thurman, 91.
20 Thurman, 88.
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At the same time, Thurman underscores that our social and political systems, of which the
segregation that continues to characterize Christian worship bears witness, frequently create
obstacles to the organic evolution of this attitude of respect.”’ Indeed, he states directly that
reverence for personality can only exist between people who no longer stand under the “heavy
weight of status.”” Unfortunately, the weight of status — or lack of it — continues shape our social
relationships and perceptions of other people in potent and poisonous ways. It goes without saying
that Christian communities are certainly not immune to the influence of status; on the contrary,
systems and practices of power, hierarchy, and privilege regularly shape our interactions with other
people, whether directly or indirectly, as well as inside and “outside” the church. Finally, personal
biases, political rhetoric that reinforces perceptions of “us” and “them”, and fears about expressing
weakness or vulnerability, especially with people we don’t know well or trust, all work together to
hinder respect for our neighbors, let alone reverence and love.

It is at this point that another question emerges: is there an even more basic attitude or practice
underlying the respect for personality that can help people begin to reshape their fundamental
perceptions of their neighbors? If so, how would such an attitude shape efforts to create encounters
where mutual worth and value are experienced? While Thurman does not provide an answer in Jesus
and the Disinberited, where the phrase “reverence and respect for personality” appears, it is possible to
identify clue to his thinking on this topic in one of his subsequent works, Disciplines of the Spirit. In
particular, Thurman parses out in his chapter, ‘Reconciliation’, practices and features inherent to a
discipline of reconciling with and ultimately loving our neighbors. Specifically, he claims that the
pursuit of reconciliation relies upon and grows out of a person’s capacity to recognize, identify with,
and respond compassionately to the needs of one’s neighbor. Though he does not use this language,
these three capacities align with the definition of empathy. From the Greek epathos, empathy means
to “feel with.” To empathize with another is to consciously or even non-consciously to tune our own
emotional experience to another’s so that we begin to feel what she feels or think as she does.

Significantly, as noted above, empathy plays a pivotal role in fostering prosocial behaviors,
especially compassion, altruism, and inclusivity. In Thurman’s understanding specifically, the practice
of empathizing lays the ground for fostering the trust, respect, repentance and forgiveness that are
crucial for reconciliation. Again, while Thurman’s reflections emerge against the backdrop of the Civil
Rights Movement and have in mind the relationships between blacks and whites in the United States,
they offer guidance to religious persons today who confront the injustices of not only a “new Jim
Crow,” but also white supremacy, anti-immigrant sentiment, and acts of targeted violence and hate
against minorities. In the following section, then, we explore the practice of empathy as described by
Thurman and its contribution — and crucial role in — reconciliatory and loving engagement with our
neighbors.

Empathizing as Reconciliatory Practice: Resonating with our Neighbor’s Need

Thurman establishes early in his final chapter of Disciplines of the Spirit the basic premise that
supports his emphasis on empathizing with others. The power and necessity of empathy for
reconciliation, Thurman claims, arises from the basic and universal need humans have to be
understood and cared for. He writes, “...the building blocks for the society of man for and for the
well-being of the individual are the fundamental desire to understand others and to be understood.
The crucial sentence is, ‘Every man wants to be cared for, to be sustained by the assurance of the
watchful and thoughtful attention of others. Such is the meaning of love.”” The need to be listened

21 Thurman, 91.
22 Thurman, 94.
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to, cared for, and sustained via another’s watchful and thoughtful attention: this is a crucial component
for human health and thriving, as well as the establishment of just society.”* Indeed, Thurman argues
that when a person’s need to be cared for is not met, he experiences an inner conflict that then
manifests outwardly in many forms, one of which is conflict with his neighbors. Why? By hating one’s
neighbor or taking up violence against her, a person demands the recognition from another that she
has not received or at least not experienced as real. This is especially true in situations where the
validity of our being is challenged, whether through explicit violence like hate-crimes or police
shootings, or subtle, systematic ones. As Thurman puts it, “Under such circumstances, hate becomes
a [person’s| way of saying that [she] is present.””

Importantly, for Thurman, the capacity to love, and ultimately reconcile with other people,
grows out of the experience of feeling ourselves totally cared for and understood by another.
“Association with others, contacts with fellowship, this is the setting in which recognition of the need
to be cared for emerges and may become a part of the working purpose of the individual in defining
and determining the quality of his own relationships.”* This experience of being cared for and
understood, in turn, enables us to do the same for our neighbor.

On the one hand, Thurman’s explanation of reconciliation as emerging from an ability to
recognize and respond to another’s need suggests that the capacity to empathize is inherent to all
human beings. By simply “living in an atmosphere of acceptance and belonging,” we develop an
“intent” to honor the other person’s needs, as well as the skills to cooperate and work with our
neighbors.”” At the same time, the question arises as to how one develops and sustains this capacity
to empathize, especially when the “atmosphere of acceptance and belonging” crucial to it is denied to
us. What other sources, besides people, can supply us with the understanding and care required for
the showing the same to our neighbor?

It is at this point that the relationship Thurman sees between the discipline of reconciliation
and the discipline of prayer becomes relevant. Specifically, Thurman understands the ability to
empathize with and love one’s neighbors as a fundamental expression and outgrowth of experiencing
God’s care for us. In the following section, then, I examine the tie Thurman establishes between
empathy for neighbor and the empathy from God, with a view to its implications for religious
pedagogy and practice.

The Ground of Empathy: Prayer as Seedbed of God’s Assurance

It is necessary in discussing Thurman’s understanding prayer to begin with a definition.
Thurman identifies prayer as a “form of communication between God and [humans],”” the avenue
by which our native hunger for God is most fully expressed and satisfied.”” Importantly, this hunger
to be united to the God who is the source of our identity and the basis of our being is not unique to
certain individuals.” Rather, all people possess a hunger for God by virtue of their belonging to the
Creator of Life.”" At the same time, the hunger itself does not constitute prayer. It is only when our
native yearning for God moves into our conscious awareness and becomes the deliberate focus of our
energies that our longing for communion is transformed into a mode of communication.”® For
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Thurman, then, prayer is a deliberate, self-conscious activity by which we quicken our hunger for
communion with the Source of Life. In praying, we make the hunger of our hearts so “dominant and
controlling” that our longing ultimately becomes a “citadel of encounter” with God, a “trysting place
where the God and the soul of man [sic] meet, where they stand on common ground and the wall or
partition between them has no status.””

Yet what happens in this space of encounter with God? While we often think of communion
with God itself as the goal of prayer, Thurman underscores that other fruits are born out of this space,
the most significant of which is the assurance of God’s care and love. Such assurance is critical to our
full humanization: we each long for “an answer that confirms [us], that establishes for [us] a basis of
ultimate self-validation.””* While Thurman suggests that such confirmation may come as a fact of
religious experience generally,” he intimates that it is through prayer that such confirmation is most
deliberately sought and experienced. This is because prayer affords us space to share our whole self
with God - our hopes and dreams, anger and anxieties, private concerns and personal failures.”® This
freedom to expose ourselves completely to the presence of the Creator is crucial to energizing and
deepening our experience of God’s assurance. Only when we allow our full need to be exposed to
God — only when we practice, in other words, vulnerability — can we experience a love which “know
no merit or demerit.” For Thurman, it is precisely the “miracle” of religious experience, especially in
the form of prayer, that allows us to practice such vulnerability and experience such faithful attention
and care. Our experience of prayer, in sum, enables us to develop the “sense of being totally dealt
with, completely understood, and utterly cared for;”’ it allows us, in a word, to experience God’s
empathy.

Importantly, as we have seen, this experience of being “totally understood and utterly cared
for” is essential to empathizing with our neighbors.” In fact, it is such assurance, Thurman claims,
that Jesus sought when he went off to pray at the end of a long day of ministry. Why? He needed to
re-experience and receive anew the caring attention and concern of God, in order to offer it those
around him. Similarly, the experience of having felt ourselves cared for and totally understood, which
we arrive at most deeply in the space of prayer, produces in us a security that frees us attend to the
needs of others and even desire unity with them.” Specifically, through prayer we cultivate an
availability to fully seeing our neighbor and introducing “harmony into [her| life by sensing and
honoring [het] need to be cared for and therefore understood.”*

What does the connection this connection between vulnerability, assurance and care of God
experienced in prayer and the necessity of identifying with and caring for the needs of our neighbor
imply? Put simply, prayer serves as one of the primary places we experience the love and total attention
of God from which our capacity to empathize emerges. Moreover, by continually and intentionally
revisiting God’s confirming “yes” to our presence in the space of prayer, we can find fresh strength
to understand, identify with, and care for our neighbors.

At this point, then, that we arrive at question of practice. How can we channel the experience of God’s
empathy and love we know in prayer into a discipline of reconciliation with and love for neighbor? In
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the following, I lift up the three main avenues that Thurman identifies as inherent to the practice of
empathizing with and ultimately loving our neighbors, while also drawing out the connection between
them and the discipline of prayer. I conclude by reflecting on how imaginative and intercessory prayer
might serve as additional avenues for fostering empathy in religious education.

Disciplines of an Empathetic Spirit: Practices for Fostering Neighbor-love

Unsurprisingly, Thurman is not silent on the topic of practice. On the contrary, he argues that
relying on the spontaneous expression of empathy and compassion is not enough to fully engage the
work of reconciliation or the discipline of love. There comes a point at which, Thurman underscores,
we must take up our care-giving, harmonizing work deliberately."’ Having felt ourselves “totally dealt
with” and understood, we must engage in disciplines that enable “the talent or gift [to] move forth
into the life of another.” We must, in other words, begin to develop practices and attitudes that
deepen our capacity to empathize with and care for our neighbors.

For Thurman, honing our empathy starts inauspiciously, through the simple cultivation of
“interest in others,” as well as an effort to identify with them in their “need, anguish, or distress.”*
Though simple in practice, such activities as he explains them require a discipline of presence,
availability, and attentiveness that bears similarity to contemplative practices. For Thurman, this effort
to attend to and identify with others then deepens our ability to connect with our neighbor’s need.
Eventually, we search for avenues by which we might relate to her more fully and thus open a door
of understanding between us. Once this mutual understanding is established, we become increasingly
capable of exercising empathy, even in situations where we are the subject of this person’s hatred or
harm, particularly in the form of non-violence.

Eventually, however, Thurman underscores that the effort to empathize with others moves
towards the ultimate goal: that of loving our neighbor, even those whom we see as “enemies.” For
Thurman, such a practice of love begins with the sheer acceptance of the other person. This
acceptance, which is offered without condition, requires deliberate work: we must choose to move
past “all that alienates, that is distasteful,”** as well as our ideas about how the other should be or act,
and try to centralize the other’s need for to be cared for and understood. Only when we have chosen
to release our judgments and resentments can our primary concern become to meet her need.

It is essential to underscore that, for Thurman, choosing to “accept” the other does not in any
way equate to condoning or even subjecting oneself to hatred or violence. On the contrary, acceptance
of the other is the refusal to believe that the other person is somehow categorically “evil” and therefore
an exception to the rule of love. In this way, choosing to love and accept one’s neighbor is a form of
asserting one’s existence and worth, which we have had confirmed in experiencing the love of God.
Yet love, for Thurman, does not ultimately end with acceptance; rather, to develop a discipline of
love, one must also identify “the opening or openings through which [our] love can flow into the life
of the other, and at the same time locate in [ourselves] openings through which [her| love can flow
into me.”* Importantly, identifying such openings relies on an “increased understanding of the
other.” Tt is at this point that we see the potential role that “primaty encounters” might play in a
pedagogy for fostering love across lines of difference. Based on Thurman’s earlier emphasis regarding
the necessity of encounter in the formation of an attitude of reverence and respect for other, one
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would expect him to name face-to-face interactions as the way to both increase our understanding of
others and create an opening by which our love can flow out to another person.

Interestingly, however, Thurman does not move in this direction. Rather, he suggests that one
of the primary ways we can cultivate empathetic connection with and understanding of another person
is to deploy our imagination. Specifically, Thurman suggests we undertake a discipline of visualizing
ourselves in another person’s place, looking out through her eyes and location in an effort to try to
see and feel what she sees and feels."” This “disciplined use of the imagination” bears great similarity
to the practice of perspective-taking, in which we attempt to guess at what another might be thinking,
save one detail: Thurman’s emphasis here is not on connecting with another person’s thoughts, so
much as her emotional state. In this way, the visualization process that he describes - what I will
subsequently call imaginative inquiry - offers a way for people to practice empathizing with others
without being physically proximate to them. Significantly, Thurman likens this process of imaginative
inquiry as embodying the “angelos of God.”* Indeed, in sending forth our imagination “to establish a
point of focus in another man’s spirit, and from the vantage point so to blend with the other’s
landscape that what he sees and feels is authentic — this is the great adventure in human relations” and
a miracle.”’

The final avenue for fostering the discipline of love, which depends, as we have seen, on the
ability to empathy, is that of taking our time. Specifically, Thurman argues that we must seek to relate
to others “out of a sense of leisure,” of spaciousness.” Here we see the contemplative attitude
emerging once again as a central characteristic of developing understanding, empathy, and ultimately
love for neighbor. Specifically, Thurman’s emphasis here is on the practical act of taking one’s time in
relating to others. In other words, loving one’s neighbor, for Thurman, is not an activity that can be
hurried. In fact, the very attitude of patience, attentiveness, and care that we develop and hone through
prayer is the same one we must bring to our encounters with others. Indeed, as Thurman underscores,
“Whatever we learn of leisure in the discipline of silence, in meditation and prayer, bears rich, ripe
fruit in preparing the way for love.”!

It is here the we find ourselves returning to the theme of prayer and contemplation. For
Thurman, empathy and love emerge fruit as an abiding work of work of prayer. As we noted above,
Thurman sees prayer as the avenue by which we experience the assurance of God’s care. Such
assurance, in turn, becomes the reference point for our lives and sources of strength for living and
especially empathizing. Significantly, Thurman sees the assurance experienced in prayer as something
that infuses a person’s entire life and relationships.

The experience of prayer, as I have been describing it, can be nurtured and cultivated.
It can create a climate in which a man’s (sic) life moves and functions. Indeed, it may
become a way of living for the individual. It is ever possible that the time may come
when a man carries such an atmosphere around with him and gives a quality to all that
he does and communicates its spirit to all who cross his path.””

Given the significance Thurman sees for prayer to provide us with the assurance crucial for
empathizing, as well as tutor us in the contemplative posture central to its cultivation, how might
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religious educators engage prayer as a pedagogy for nurturing empathy and practicing neighbor-lover
While the possibilities for incorporating prayer into religious education abound, I briefly lift up two:
intercessory prayer and imaginative prayer. I argue that each practice builds upon the others identified
by Thurman to provide learners with both a fundamental experience of God’s care and the
opportunity to develop and deepen their empathy and care for others. When incorporated regularly
into our religious and educational contexts, such practices can form a contemplative pedagogy that
leads us towards the sacred: the sacred presence of God in us and our neighbor.

Prayer as Pedagogy: Praying Our Way to Peaceable Relations

Intercessory prayer. Intercession is one of the central practices of Christian communal life and
one of the richest resources we have for deepening love for neighbor. Indeed, to bring the need of
another before God is one of the clearest ways we can connect with that person in the space of prayer.
Yet our praying for another in her moments of need must start with deep attentiveness: we slow down
to see and linger with this person; we pause to contemplate and tune into her emotions, thoughts, and
experience; we channel all our mental and emotional resources into the work of bringing this person
before God. This kind of effort to “bring [a person| and his need clearly to mind, or into complete
focus, and expose him to the scrutiny and love of God through our own thought” — which Thurman
identifies as the work of intercessory prayer — can hone our capacities for both empathy and
compassion. Moreover, in developing a habit of intercessory prayer for a particular person, we deepen
the emotional and relational bonds we feel with him or her and thus strengthen the “mood of trust”
crucial to caring for our neighbor. This is especially true when this person is a stranger, rival, or the
religious or political “foe”: rather than focus on the harm done or hate between us and another person,
we gradually come to recognize them as like us, needing the same care, belonging, and love.
Intercessory prayer, in this way, can humanize those whom we have deemed as “other;” in fact, by
praying for and attempting to empathize with this person’s needs over and over, it becomes possible
to slowly deconstruct our previous categories and re-perceive this person as our kin in Christ.

At the same time, intercession does not — and cannot — always take the same form. In
interceding for others, particularly those who have harmed or oppressed us, our intercession may
initially look much more than laments or protests than bold requests for the other’s need for healing
or mercy meet. We may, in fact, find ourselves interceding much more for ourselves than for our
neighbors. Yet such intercession is hardly less valuable in terms of cultivating empathy than is
intercession for others. On the contrary, in expressing our need to God, we have the opportunity to
experience afresh the care of God that we did not receive — and deeply deserve. Only after

In the context of religious education and liturgical contexts, providing space for people of
faith to intercede on behalf of people in their communities and beyond them can serve as pedagogy
for cultivating empathy for others. Such intercessions can be engaged creatively, through performative
activities or poetry, or through more traditional forms of verbal prayer, as well as corporately or
quietly. It is essential, in all cases, however, that our intercessions are engaged with genuine emotion
and are offered from a place attentiveness and presence. Finally, intercessions, when they are spoken
or performed, can serve as sources of ongoing reflection and dialogue. By inviting a community to
engage in critical dialogue around its intercessory prayers, we can offer people a chance to nuance and
re-form their understandings of others and ourselves and thus deepen their capacities to empathize
with their neighbors on ground.

Imaginative prayer. Imaginative praying, though not something Thurman directly addresses,
offers another avenue for cultivating empathy. Much like the imaginative role taking that Thurman
describes, imaginative forms of praying draw upon our creative faculties and emotional sensibilities to
reach out towards God in prayer. Specifically, imaginative forms of praying involve placing ourselves
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in an imagined setting in which God and/or others are present in some way” and then using our
senses to imagine what we hear, see, smell, taste, or touch. Perhaps its most well-known developer of
imaginative praying is St. Ignatius of Loyola, whose Spiritual Exercises offer a method of imaginative
and dialogical prayer that rely on the imagination and the use of visual imagery and dialogue to deepen
our knowing of and communion with God.”

It is essential to underscore that many in Christian history and today have disparaged the role
of imagination in prayer. Some of this distaste for image-based praying is due to historical disputes
internal to Christian community; some of it is simply due to the preference for empirical or “objective”
knowledge. While Thurman notes that imagination is often ridiculed in his time (as often is in ours)
as anti-intellectual and childish, he claims that the ability to “send [our] imagination forth to establish
a point of focus in another man’s spirit,” is “the great adventure in human relations.” Moreover,
such imaginative activity is a sacred. As Thurman describes it, to take up for a moment another
person’s place: this is both the imagination’s greatest power and the avenue by which our knowing
can be transformed into the “angelos of God.””

Practically, imaginative forms of praying for others, similar intercession, can orient our
attention toward the other and arouse our emotional participation in relating to him or her, thus
serving as a gateway for cultivating empathy and love for our neighbor. To engage in imaginative
contemplation of one’s neighbor requires focusing our energy not on requests for the other’s welfare
but on the other person herself. This can be done in many ways: by imagining ourselves, as Thurman
describes, in the place and experience of another person; by observing God interact with another
person whom you find hard to love; by visualizing ourselves present with the other alone; by placing
ourselves on the sidelines of some moment in the other person’s life; or by calling up into memory a
previous interaction with that person. Regardless of the avenue one chooses, however, the goal of
such a practice is to attend fully to the other in way that helps us gain insight into her needs and
emotions, her thoughts and experience. As during intercession, we must slow down to notice our or
another’s emotional reactions. We take time to read wrinkled foreheads, to trace the anger in
someone’s jaw, to notice the sad smile. We pause to ponder the need behind the presentation: we ask
ourselves what this other might be feeling or thinking, what experiences past or present have come to
shape her, and how we might show her the care and presence she needs. Imaginative prayer can serve
as a kind of provocative seeing, a place where we come into deep contact with others’ pain, rage,
desperation, resentment, self-hatred, or grief. In either case, imaginative praying again is a chance to
cultivate a form of a contemplative practice. It requires mindfulness, involves holy listening, and
openness to the present moment and person without judgement, as well as the capacity to empathize
with the other person in her need.

At the same time, there is a danger in our that imaginative renderings of the other and
engagements with her will not only be misguided (namely, not fully accurate) but may actually
reproduce harmful historical and personal patterns of relating to others. In other words, both our
imaginative and intercessory praying can, rather than guide us towards genuine connection with others,

53 While the gospels have traditionally provided the content for such scenes, any kind of meaningful or even mundane
setting can serve as a starting point. In fact, many who practice imaginative prayer today comment on how some of their
most significant prayer experiences have come not through contemplation of the gospels but through imagining God in
one of the ordinary spaces of one’s life.

>4 Margaret Silf, Close to the Heart: A Practical Approach to Personal Prayer. (Chicago: Loyola Press, 2003), 127-29; Kevin F.
O’Brien, The Ignatian Adventure: Experiencing the Spiritnal Exercises of Saint Ignatins in Daily Life (Chicago: Loyola Press,

2011), 141.

55 Thurman, Disciplines of the Spirit, 125.

56 Thurman, 126.
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become “poisonous pedagogies” that conceal and reinforce dynamics of hatred, oppression, and
implicit bias.

Creating opportunities for people reflect critically upon and dialogue about their encounters
with others in prayer offers one way that religious educators can address this challenge. One might,
for instance, have people journal about their prayers and reflect on several things: how they
constructed the scene (who was involved, what actually transpired in the course of prayer, ie. what did
you do? God do? The other person or people do?), as well as their emotional reactions and any shifts
in their thinking post-prayer.

Another option would be to provide people with space during a class or catechetical setting
to engage in imaginative praying or imaginative encountering with people whom they normally dislike
or find hard to appreciate or love. Ideally, such an opportunity would accompany an engagement or
dialogue with another group. In either case, educators can create space for people to debrief and
unpack their prayers in a way that both cements and nuances the experience. Much like one might do
with a role play, theatre exercise, or “field trip”, religious educators can ask questions that help unearth
assumptions and misunderstanding, uncover habitual yet harmful patterns of interacting, and provide
opportunities for confession, hope, and the re-visioning of relationships, ideas, and systems that fuel
animosity, hatred, and distrust. In this way, having people discuss their prayers aloud with others can
lead to a renewing and even reconstruction of their ideas about who they and others are and thus a
tool for cultivating empathy across lines of difference.

Each of these practices of prayer on their own, when incorporated in religious educational
settings, offers a unique, yet complementary opportunities to help learners deepen their assurance of
God’s care, as well as develop the capacity to sense and honor another’s needs. At the same time,
when the practices are taken together, they offer a pedagogical pathway towards helping learners
develop compassion for and convert to their neighbor. Of course, the platforms by which one
integrates such practice into an educational pedagogy or curriculum can vary: for some it may entail
building prayer “assignments” into a syllabus; for others it may mean creating rituals of silence or
intercession; for still others it might look like joining such practices with other mediums such as music
or the arts. The creative doors are wide open. The only guideline is that the neighbor remains central
to the endeavor, with the goal that learners’ hearts — and ours as well — become refuges for the other”’
and homes in which our neighbor encounters God’s love.

Conclusion: Towards a Contemplative Pedagogy for Empathetic Practice

“The whole person responds — and only responds — to what it attends to,” writes Stephen
Chase.”® Attention is, in short, the first step towards moral response. As we have seen above, the
practice of prayer — of God and our neighbor — is ultimately an act of attentiveness. Our attentiveness
to God in prayer clues us in to the abiding love and mercy of God, awakening in us assurance and
bringing us into communion, an integration of our life with the life of our Creator. Our attentiveness
to people in prayer, likewise, which grows out of our own assurance before God, attunes us to their
particularities and complexities, their needs and hidden thoughts. For Thurman, such prayer-filled
attentiveness is crucial for developing care and love for our neighbor: “Whatever we learn of leisure
in the discipline of silence, in meditation and prayer, bears rich, ripe fruit in preparing the way for
love.”

57 Thurman, 127.
58 Steven Chase, Nature as Spiritnal Practice (Grand Rapids, Mich: William B. Eerdmans Pub, 2011), 298.
5 Thurman, Disciplines of the Spirit, 127.
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Christian religious education, like prayer, is a discipline in attentiveness. In this essay, I have
suggested that using contemplative practices such as those identified above can become a pedagogy
for a particular kind of attentiveness that leads to a conversion to our neighbor. Through experiencing
the confirming care of God and others, we become liberated to attend to others’ needs and begin to
pray for others in ways that deepen our abilities to show empathy, compassion, and love across lines
of social differences. Prayer in short pushes us outward, from the “trysting place where the soul and
God” meet to the tension-rife space between neighbors until we have cultivated the skill of “tarrying
with another” until our hearts becomes swinging doors. Can contemplation lead to compassion? Does
prayer lead to social peace? While such questions will never be fully closed, my hope is that this paper
is one, small step to clarifying the mystery. In either case, may religious educators keep us praying: for
our neighbor’s sake.
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Abstract

This paper highlights contemplative pedagogy as an educational approach with a demonstrated
capacity to facilitate unification within the individual and among different people. The early parts
of the paper present a biblically-rooted analysis of the human dynamics that impede peaceful
coexistence and a discussion of the ways educators can exacerbate learners’ alienation from the
transcendent, themselves, and others. The latter part of the paper discusses scientific research and
the author’s own experiences that suggest possibilities for promoting unity through contemplative
pedagogy, specifically through practices of transcendence, depth, and relatedness.

Introduction

The present historical moment is one of great cultural, political, and religious division. |
need not devote precious words to piling up examples, for this reality is widely recognized.
Although almost everyone laments this state of affairs and longs for a way out, overcoming current
divisions is proving difficult to say the least.

It is my hope and my belief that our work as religious educators can help to overcome the
things that divide us, and it is my aim in this paper to propose one kind of teaching that has proven
effective in doing so, namely, contemplative pedagogy. Recognizing the diversity of teaching
practices that fall under the descriptor of “contemplative,” Daniel Barbezat and Mirabai Bush
synthesize that they all have “an inward or first-person focus that creates opportunities for greater
connection and insight.”* To this inward focus, Oren Ergas adds “a different engagement with
time” and “an intention to be aware and attend to experience in a different way” as common
features of contemplative teaching practices.? Such practices have become so popular that Ergas
argues a “contemplative turn” has occurred in the world of education. One benefit of the popularity
of contemplative practices in education is that they have been well studied from a number of
disciplinary perspectives, yielding insights into the effectiveness of contemplative pedagogy for
enhancing students’ academic achievement, general well-being, and capacity for relationship and
social relating.® This last outcome makes contemplative pedagogy a particularly appealing realm
of inquiry for educators seeking to heal current social divisions.

Before diving into pedagogical considerations, | will offer a theological analysis of the
internal human dynamics that impede peaceful coexistence. | will argue that, if we encounter

! Daniel P. Barbezat and Mirabai Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education: Powerful Methods to
Transform Teaching and Learning (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2014), 5.

2 Oren Ergas, “A Contemplative Turn in Education: Charting a Curricular-pedagogical Countermovement,”
Pedagogy, Culture & Society 27.2 (2019): 255-56.

3 Barbezat’s and Bush’s book presents an overview of this body of research.

1

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Copyright remains with the author.
REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 53 of 768



divisions in the world “out there,” it is because our societies reflect a prior division “in here,” that
is, within the human heart. In the following section, | will analyze the ways in which education
and educators can, intentionally or unintentionally, exacerbate the divisions among us. In the final
part of the paper, | will explore the possibilities for promoting unity and openness generated by
practices of contemplative teaching.

The Divisions Within

The political and social events of recent years have brought out into plain sight many of
the things that divide us—political affiliation, citizenship status, religious and moral convictions,
and others. However, it would be too facile an explanation to leave our social analysis at the level
of these highly visible differences. Sociologist Arlie Hochschild’s research suggests that
underlying highly visible political differences are the unspoken “deep stories” that give meaning
to people’s experiences and the world in which they live.* Social psychologist Jonathan Haidt
offers compelling evolutionary and psychological evidence that the differences we see in people’s
political and religious views are largely due to innate intuitions or gut feelings.®> Scripture pushes
the analysis even deeper, offering valuable theological insights into the interplay of the human
need for communion and freedom at the root of our felt responses to others and of the stories we
tell ourselves to make sense of our experiences.

At the heart of the Christian faith and of Jesus’ teaching is a drive toward unity. Jesus
prayed that we all “might be one” (Jn 17:21) and instructed his disciples, “love your neighbor as
yourself” (Mk 12:31; cf. Mt 22:39). Pursuant to uniting all God’s children, he challenged his
followers to root out the causes of division and antipathy from within: “For it is from within, from
the human heart, that evil intentions come” (Mk 7:18-21). Although talk about the heart can strike
the modern person’s ear as mere sentimentality, Jesus’ words reflect a profound insight into human
psychology. The heart is the key.® Whatever we set our hearts upon determines where our lives
lead and who we become.” If we fuel our desires for material goods and social success, we become
materialistic, self-absorbed people. If we allow our desires for created things to run unchecked,
our desires multiply and our lives become fragmented. Like Saint Paul, we become conflicted
within ourselves, doing what we know we ought not and failing to do what we know we should
(Rom 7:15). And so, if we experience divisions in our societies and relationships and
fragmentation in our lives, that is first and foremost because our hearts are divided. These external
divisions have their origin in the divisions within.

The text of Genesis 3 reflects the Judeo-Christian understanding of whence these internal
divisions arose. The story of Adam and Eve taking the fruit from the forbidden tree dramatizes the

4 Arlie Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right (New York: The
New Press, 2018).

5 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion (New York: Vintage
Books, 2012).

8 For Jesus and his Jewish contemporaries, the heart (leb in Hebrew, kardia in Greek) represented the center of the
human person, the source of the human’s intellectual powers as well as the emotions.

" This anthropological insight is a central theme of Augustine’s Confessions and, more recently, James K. A.
Smith’s You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2016).
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tension human beings experience between their desire for communion and their desire for
autonomy. We want to belong, to experience intimacy and love, but we also want to be in control
of our own lives.2 The Genesis account suggests the first humans were unable to balance these
competing desires and so broke communion with God, grasping at what God had reserved for
Godself. This would prove a fatal mistake. It is in God that human beings find their center and
their wholeness. To turn away from God is, in the words of Saint Augustine, to turn from unity to
be lost in multiplicity.® The curses of Genesis 3:14-19 record the consequences of this break in
communion. Having cut themselves off from God, human beings would henceforth experience
alienation from themselves, one another, and the created world.

Fallen humanity’s alienation from God has been experienced in different ways in different
times. Much of Scripture and a certain strand of Christian preaching expresses this alienation in
terms of being “enemies” to God (Rom 5:8) or of suffering God’s wrath in punishment for sin.
In more recent history, many have experienced this alienation as God’s absence. This feeling was
perhaps most poignant in the wake of the atrocities of the 20" century, especially the Holocaust.
In the face of so much suffering and human brutality, many wondered, “Where is God? How could
God let this happen?”” Even more recently, many have questioned God’s existence, not because of
some great tragedy, but rather because they do not feel God’s presence and they feel they have no
need for God as an explanation for the world as they encounter it.!! In the words of Ronald
Rolheiser, they have no “vital sense of God within the bread and butter of life.”*? As Rolheiser
points out, many practicing Christians experience this sense of absence today, not only secularized
persons.

If the Christian tradition is right that in God we “move and live and have our being” (Acts
17:28), alienation from God unavoidably leads to alienation from ourselves. When we do not
recognize our true identity as beloved children of God, we are compelled to reinforce our own
egos by means of titles, achievements, and possessions in order to compensate for this lack of
sense of self.!® Because the ego is a shoddy construction, we find ourselves constantly defending
it by ignoring our faults, vulnerabilities, and insecurities or by scapegoating and projecting them
onto others.** We deny our embodiedness and our mortality. And because we human beings are
ultimately incapable of bearing the burden of creating ourselves and a meaning for life ex nihilo,

8 See Raj Raghunathan, If You re So Smart, Why Aren’t You Happy? (New York: Portfolio/Penguin, 2016), 239.

® Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 11.i(1).

10 A classic example of the latter is Jonathan Edward’s famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.”

1 For a historical account of how secularization occurred, see Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press, 2007).

12 See Ronald Rolheiser, The Shattered Lantern: Rediscovering a Felt Presence of God (New York: Crossroad,
2004), 17.

13 See Ronald Rolheiser, The Shattered Lantern, 37-38.

14 See Bernard Lonergan’s Insight: A Study of Human Understanding, ed. Frederick E. Crowe and Robert M. Doran
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992) on the dynamics of bias and Rene Girard, Things Hidden Since the
Foundation of the World, trans. Stephan Bann and Michael Metteer (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987) on
the scapegoat mechanism.
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many today are crumbling under the weight of it, succumbing to forms of mental illness including
anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, and substance abuse.®

Alienation from God and alienation from ourselves both contribute to our alienation from
one another. When God confronts Adam about disobeying God’s command, Adam’s immediate
response is to blame Eve (Gen 3:12). Adam’s response exemplifies the sort of defensiveness and
violence with which humans often respond to perceived threats, whether to bodily or psychological
integrity. When we feel that our well-being is threatened, we tend to project outward the tension
created by the perceived threat. Understanding this psychological proclivity helps to make sense
of some of people’s more regrettable social behaviors. The poor white man’s self-disdain has often
been redirected into boasts of racial superiority.’® Fears stoked by economic instability have
recently given rise to anti-immigrant sentiments around the world.!” Fearfulness for national and
personal security have fueled the demonizing of people from certain countries and geographical
regions. Such are the roots of racism, nativism, and every form of hate and discrimination.

The Genesis account thus illuminates how internal divisions—namely, alienation from
God and from ourselves—Ieads to divisions in our societies. Because God created us for Himself,
who is love (1 Jn 4:8), our wholeness and fulfillment as human beings lies in receiving God’s love.
However, receiving God’s love can be difficult because it requires acknowledging our dependence
upon something outside of ourselves. It means accepting our fundamental insufficiency. This is
essentially the same decision that the first human beings faced. Like them, we often fail to balance
our needs for communion and autonomy. Because it is difficult for us to accept our dependence
upon another, we pursue many lesser substitutes for love like honor, popularity, a sense of
superiority, and power. But because none of these substitutes is sufficient in itself, we are always
seeking more and end up pulled in many different directions. Being at war with ourselves, we
project our inner conflict out into the world.

The primary battleground for world unity, therefore, is not in the streets or at negotiation
tables but rather in the depths of the human heart. We will never heal the divisions we see in society
until we heal the prior divisions in our own hearts. This is why Jesus enjoins his followers to be
“pure of heart” (Mt 5:8). If we educators aspire to promote healing in the world, we do well to
seek methods of educating that encourage learners to turn to their own inner depths. However, as
we will see presently, the unfortunate reality is that modern education often does just the opposite.

When Education Contributes to Alienation
Education has tremendous potential to promote unity and connectedness in the world.
However, the sad truth is that education has sometimes had the opposite effect, contributing to the

15 For research on the connection between lack of meaning and mental illness, see Aaron Antonovsky, Unraveling
the Mystery of Health: How People Manage Stress and Stay Well (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1987). For an
psychological analysis of how modern life overwhelms many people’s meaning-making, see Robert Kegan, In Over
Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994).

16 See Jonathan M. Metzl, Dying of Whiteness: How the Politics of Racial Resentment Is Killing America’s
Heartland (New York: Basic Books, 2019).

17 Beets, Gijs, and Frans Willekens. “The Global Economic Crisis and International Migration: An Uncertain
Outlook.” Vienna Yearbook of Population Research 2009 (2009): 19-38.
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alienation of students from the transcendent, themselves, and each other. Such alienation can and
has occurred in religious and secular educational context alike.

Most obvious are the ways that secular institutions have sometimes contributed to students’
alienation from the transcendent by marginalizing the spiritual dimension of the human person in
educational settings. This marginalizing of spirituality commonly derives from a prioritizing of a
positivistic outlook and instrumental reasoning to the exclusion of what Michael Polanyi calls
“tacit knowing.”® In their book Cultivating the Spirit, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm criticize this
modern assumption, pointing out that what secular institutions and educators often present as a
neutral position is in fact nothing of the sort. By marginalizing the spiritual, secular institutions
are effectively promote a positivistic, materialistic, agnostic/atheistic perspective. Furthermore,
Astin, Astin, and Lindholm point out that, contrary to what they might profess, secular institutions
are actually very much involved in students’ spirituality insofar as activities like orientation,
advising, and residential life often bear upon students’ purposes, hopes, values, and beliefs, which
are commonly religious and spiritual in nature.'® The main purpose of their book is to present their
findings from a seven-year national study that highlights the many positive outcomes of supporting
students’ spiritual growth during their time at college.

Ironically, religious educational institutions can sometimes also contribute to students’
alienation from the transcendent. The most glaring instances are those pertaining to scandals, such
as the Catholic clergy sex abuse scandal that has driven many from the Catholic Church and, in
some cases, undermined people’s faith in God. What many people have found most repellent about
the abuse scandal is the apparently greater concern of bishops for protecting the reputation of the
institutional Church than for protecting and tending to the victims. A more subtle problem are
failures of religious communities and religious education to communicate the relevance and
meaningfulness of religion.?® Perceiving their religious community or tradition to be overly
concerned with the details of ritual and doctrine, some conclude that there is nothing of real
substance or value in their faith tradition.

Education has at times also contributed to students’ alienation from themselves. Many
would argue that this problem is particularly acute in modern education. Parker Palmer suggests
that part of the problem is that “objectivism” is the primary paradigm of knowing operative in the
educational world today. This is problematic because this mode of knowing “portrays something
we can achieve only by disconnecting ourselves, physically and emotionally, from the thing we
want to know.”?! It is easy to recognize this paradigm at work in secular educational institutions,

18 Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 4.

19 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm clarify that they employ the term “spirituality” to refer to “our inner, subjective life,”
“our affective experiences,” “the values we hold most dear,” and “aspects of our experience that are not easy to
define or talk about, such things as intuition, inspiration, the mysterious, and the mystical” (Cultivating the Spirit:
How College Can Enhance Students’ Inner Lives (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011), 4).

20 For a discussion of some reasons why young people fail to find meaning or relevance in the Catholic faith, see
Saint Mary’s Press, Going, Going, Gone: The Dynamics of Disaffiliation in Young Catholics (Winona, MN: Saint
Mary’s Press, 2017).

2L parker Palmer, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher's Life, 10th Anniversary
Edition (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2007), 52.
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especially in those that elevate the “hard” sciences above other areas of study. However, this
approach to education infiltrates religious institutions as well. It manifests in an intellectualist
approach to religious education that focuses relentlessly on doctrine while ignoring learners’
embodiedness, affectivity, personal history, relationships, and spirituality.?? Such was one critique
of the high school religion curriculum framework developed by the U.S. bishops some years ago.?®
To treat students as such truncated subjects—and bracketing their spirituality in particular—is, in
the words of Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, “to encourage a kind of fragmentation and a lack of
authenticity.”?*

Finally, education can further alienate people from one another. Palmer criticizes that the
objectivist approach to education divides the teacher (i.e., the one who controls the knowledge)
from the students (i.e., the ones who receive the knowledge). This occurs when teachers hide
behind their advanced degrees, titles, and lecture notes and refuse to engage with the deep
questions and lives of their students or to reveal their own humanity to them. Palmer compares this
development in education to developments in modern warfare, wherein it has become possible to
kill our enemies from ever greater distances and therefore avoid acknowledging their humanity.
While such objectivism might be the more common bias of secular education, sectarian education
can lead to similar outcomes for different reasons. Our faith community sometimes devolve into
insular “tribes,” and our religious convictions sometimes close us off from listening to the stories
and perspectives of others. One symptom of such distorted religion is the deployment of labels like
“heretics,” “bad Christians,” “liberals,” “conservatives,” etc.—all synonyms for the “other” with
whom we refuse to enter into relationship.

| believe that Palmer accurately diagnoses an underlying cause of these three forms of
alienation—whether in secular or sectarian settings—when he writes, “The external structures of
education would not have the power to divide us as deeply as they do if they were not rooted in
one of the most compelling features of our inner landscape—fear.”?® He continues, “We fear
encounters in which the other is free to be itself, to speak its own truth, to tell us what we may not
wish to hear. We want those encounters on our own terms, so that we can control their outcomes,
so that they will not threaten our view of world and self.”?® In other words, many if not all of these
alienating forces within modern education trace back to tensions within the inner lives of
educators, educators who desire certainty, clarity, and control and who fear the chaos they might
encounter in themselves or in genuine encounter with others. We are alienated from ourselves,
and, failing to acknowledge and address our inner fragmentation, we alienate ourselves from
others.

22 The problem in such an approach to religious education is not the instruction in doctrine (which is salutary) but
rather the imbalance in the formation of learners’ minds and these other aspects of their being.

2 See, for example, William J. O’Malley, “Faulty Guidance: A New Framework for High School Catechesis Fails to
Persuade,” America (September 14, 2009), https://www.americamagazine.org/issue/707/article/faulty-guidance

24 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 7.

% palmer, The Courage to Teach, 36.

2% palmer, The Courage to Teach, 37-38.
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Contemplative Teaching as a Resource for Healing Alienation

Palmer’s writing is one sample of a body of work that seeks to analyze and address the
causes of alienation within our educational systems and institutions, to return us to ourselves and
to one another.?” There is much of value in these previous works. My aim in this latter part of the
paper is to raise up contemplative pedagogy as another resources for healing division. In so doing,
I am not presenting a merely theoretical framework. One reason for raising up contemplative
teaching practices is that these methods have been rigorously studied and found to produce reliably
a variety of desirable outcomes.

Maria Lichtmann’s book wonderful The Teacher’s Way offers a helpful framework for
examining the methods and benefits of contemplative pedagogy. Lichtmann describes her
contemplative approach to teaching in terms of the four-fold design of the ancient Christian
practice of lectio divina. She explains:

Corresponding to lectio (reading) is attention, an abiding energy of the mind that
is a just and loving gaze upon reality; corresponding to meditatio is reflection, the
turning over and mirroring from different angles of the subjects that we attend to;
corresponding to oratio is prayer’s receptivity and relatedness, that inner openness
allowing us to be moved and changed by what we attend to and reflect upon, making
transformation possible; and finally contemplatio, which meant seeing God, leads
to that transformative vision that can see “that of God” in the other and in
creation.?®

Lichtmann describes contemplative teaching as a practice that embodies three spiritual practices
that “all serious practitioners exemplify”—namely, depth, relatedness, and transcendence—that
prove to be powerful resources for healing the three-fold alienation described above.?® While there
are many aspects of Lichtmann’s that merit reflection, | will focus my analysis below on these
three spiritual practices as they take shape in the practice of contemplative teaching.

Transcendence

Above we discussed how human beings’ alienation from themselves and others is a
consequence of our alienation from God. According to the Genesis account, the first humans
sought to seize control of their own being rather than gratefully receiving it from God. Their desire
for autonomy at the expense of communion was the beginning of humanity’s alienation from God.

27 Another notable work is bell hooks’s Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (New York:
Routledge, 2014).

28 Maria Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way: Teaching and the Contemplative Life (New York: Paulist Press, 2005), 12.
Bolding original.

2 Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 30.
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We also discussed how the “objectivism’ ensconced in modern education reinforces this alienation
by bracketing and diminishing the spiritual dimension of people’s lives.

Lichtmann’s writing offers profound insights into how contemplative teaching can help to
heal such alienation from the transcendent. When Lichtmann writes about transcendence as a
pedagogical and spiritual practice, she means the practice of relinquishing control and opening up
to something outside of ourselves. The contemplative approach stands in stark contrast with
modern methods of education that, in the words or Palmer, aim to “shore up our self-aggrandizing
myth that knowledge is power and that with it we can run the world.”*® We saw this mentality
exemplified above in narrowly scientific and doctrinal educational approaches and in those
educators and religious officials who exercise a tight-fisted control of the classroom or potentially
scandalous situations in order to keep chaos at bay. Attentive to the dangers of an overly-
controlling approach to education, Lichtmann offers that “in contemplative teaching what we are
teaching for is not freedom alone... but this deep communion.”®* Our need for communion is
inescapable, and we are only happy and at peace when we are in communion with God. As it says
in 1 John 4:18, “perfect love drives out fear” and as such is the only cure for the divisions we
experience within ourselves and in the world.

One way contemplative teaching reestablishes this balance of freedom and communion
(indeed, freedom in communion) is by utilizing the resources of poetry and story. There is always
more to reality than we can fully cognize. As Michael Polanyi puts it, “we know more than we can
tell.”’32 Our language is particularly limited when we restrict ourselves to analytical, scientific, and
conceptual modes of discourse. Nevertheless, we are attracted to these forms of language because
they appeal to our desire for clarity and control. Poetry, by contrast, does not attempt to
domesticate reality or pin down the transcendent aspects of our experience. Rather it evokes them
using the language of simile and metaphor. It utilizes the concrete to point us to the transcendent.
Breaking us out of an “immanent frame,” such language enables us to recover a sense of the
wonder and expansiveness of reality.®® In this way, writes Lichtmann, “metaphor carries us across
from the known to the unknown.”3* Entering into the realm of the poetic, we leave some security
behind, but we are compensated by rediscovering “a pattern of interconnectedness among the
things of this life and their inherent mystery.”*®

As an instructor in my university’s Core Curriculum, every fall | read through one of the
Gospels, including the parables, with a class of first-year students. The parables of Jesus are a
classic example of poetic language that ushers us from the realm of the familiar into the that of
mystery. Jesus’ parables always relate to something that would have been familiar to his
audience—casting nets in the sea, laboring in the vineyard, baking bread, shepherding sheep.
However, equally characteristic of the parables is an unexpected twist that upends the audience’s

30 palmer, The Courage to Teach, 57.
3 Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 90.
32 polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 4.

33 Taylor, A Secular Age, 542.

34 Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 98.
% Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 98.
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accustomed way of thinking about things: The vineyard owner gives equal pay to the last to arrive
and to the first. The disrespected father runs out to embrace his profligate son. The master
commends the dishonest steward. Walter Conn describes the parables’ effect eloquently: “Having
robbed us of the certainties of our given world, they would leave us at the brink of relativity, naked
and totally vulnerable before the divine mystery that is God.””*®

More often than not, the god that people reject is not the God of Abraham, Jacob, and Jesus
Christ but rather an idol, an image of god that is too small. They are right to reject a god that is so
insignificant. Reopening someone to the transcendent God requires an encounter with something
bigger than themselves and bigger than the productions of their limited imaginings and concepts.
In this regard, the confusion the parables produce is not a pedagogical shortcoming but rather their
intended effect. Jesus’ intention is to disrupt complacent thinking and open us up to the utter
mystery of God.

Contemplative pedagogy serves a similar purpose. Lichtmann suggests that “there is a
something ‘more’ in encounters between teachers and students and students and subjects that we
cannot wholly receive and assimilate... a mysterious third enters this encounter... We could call
it “truth’> or simply acknowledge our being called by it.””3" By utilizing the language of poetry and
story, creating space for silence, and dwelling upon the texts, contemplative teaching draws
students’ attention to this “mysterious third.” It frees us from the concepts and categories that make
us feel secure but at the same time cage us in. Such encounters and expansions of our awareness
are the necessary means of overcoming our alienation from the transcendent.

Depth

When Lichtmann writes about “depth,” she means “the recessive ‘ground’” behind our
decisions and actions, what psychotherapists call the unconscious and what the Bible calls the
“heart.”®® We have seen the problems caused when we become alienated from this dimension of
our lives. Lacking awareness of ourselves, we live in a state of dis-integration and self-deception,
and sometimes inflict on others that pain that we feel within ourselves. Furthermore, when
alienated from ourselves, we are cut off from God because our “psychological and spiritual
depths. .. is where God meets us.”*®

Lichtmann proposes silence and reflection as two tools for re-establishing the connection
with our inner depths. Silence is powerful, particularly today when there is so little silence in our
lives.*® From the omnipresent screens and advertisements to the chattering of their professors to

36 Walter Conn, Christian Conversion: A Developmental Interpretation of Autonomy and Surrender (Mahwah, NJ:
Paulist Press, 1986), 214.

37 Lichtman, The Teacher s Way, 103.

3 Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 31.

% Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 31

40 However, silence can also be frightening to certain students. See David A. Treleaven, Trauma-Sensitive

Mindfulness: Practices for Safe and Transformative Healing (New York: Norton and Company, 2018).
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the earbuds attached to their ears, our students are immersed in noise almost constantly. Taking a
contemplative approach to teaching transforms the classroom into an oasis of calm in a busy world.
Teachers can carve out a space for silence in a number of ways: asking students to turn off and put
away their electronic devices, allowing a meaningful pause (e.g., ten seconds) for reflection when
asking questions, inserting writing pauses into class discussions, and sitting quietly with the text
before diving into discussion and commentary. Silence makes deep reflection possible.

Time is another requisite. Teachers can give their students the gift of time in the form of
in-class writing, at-home journaling, and assignments of a length that makes real reflection
possible. Students should have opportunities to reflect on themselves as well as on the texts.
Teachers can encourage them to pay attention to their own thinking, their emotional reactions to
different events and ideas, and to their values.** Studies suggest that creating opportunities for self-
reflection that give students space to process their experiences and deepen their self-understanding
promotes equanimity and assists them in finding meaning in life.*?

Another way that modern education often alienates students from themselves is by treating
them as disembodied minds—Dby requiring them to bracket their values and feelings and by
privileging rational, empirical modes of knowing over experiential, intuitive, and imaginative
modes. Scholar-practitioners like Jerome Barryman and Courtney Goto have advocated for the
importance of play and embodied learning.*® Attention to the body is also characteristic of
contemplative pedagogy. Practices like walking meditations, yoga, and labyrinth walking have all
made their way into the educational context.**

One contemplative practice that incorporates both silence and the body is meditation. It has
become my own practice to begin each class with a period of silent meditation (a breathing
meditation for my undergraduate students and contemplative prayer for my seminary students). In
both cases the meditation involves assuming an upright, stable position, breathing deeply, and
focusing attention on our breathing, either the sensation of the chest rising and falling or the air
flowing in and then out. | remind students that, as any noises or thoughts distract them, they should
gently bring their attention back to their breathing. This practice is a valuable one for today’s
young people. Besides having their attention constantly divided by the hyper-sensory environment
in which they live, they face constant demands from parents, friends, employers, and general social
expectations to be this or that. Contemplative practices return learners to their bodies and generally
help them to center themselves. As a result, they feel less anxious and more comfortable in their
own skin.*

4L For guidance see Mark D. Morelli, Self-Possession: Being at Home in Conscious Performance (Chestnut Hill,
MA: Lonergan Institute, 2015) and Alexander W. Astin, Mindworks: Becoming More Conscious in an Unconscious
World (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, 2007).

42 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 54.

43 Jerome Barryman, Godly Play: A Way of Religious Education. San Francisco:

HarperSanFrancisco, 1991; Courtney Goto, The Grace of Playing: Pedagogies for Leaning into God’s New
Creation (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2016).

44 See Barbezat and Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, Ch.8

45 See Barbezat and Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, 27-29 for research on meditation’s
capacity to decrease anxiety and enhance health in other ways.
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Relatedness

When Lichtmann writes of contemplative teaching as a spiritual practice of relatedness she
means that it nurtures awareness of our interconnectedness. Despite its claims to superior
knowledge, purely objectivist approaches to education yield only a limited sort of understanding
because they require us to bracket certain aspects of our experience and our humanity. Lichtmann
suggests that a contemplative is likewise committed to understanding things clearly, but that a
contemplative approach pursues understanding by seeking connection rather than “objective”
distance: “If contemplation is seeing what is really there, then it more deeply relates us to the
world, not to our own fancies and projections.”*® Likewise, where sectarian approaches sometimes
put the emphasis on differences and boundaries, contemplative practices help us to approach others
in a spirit of openness and hospitality.

This has been my own experience in taking a contemplative approach to teaching. In my
first-year Core course, 1 make of point of cultivating attentiveness in my students in the early
weeks of the semester. Building upon our daily practice of attending to our breathing during
meditation, | coach them in attending carefully to the readings and to the comments of their peers
during class discussion. | warn them of the ways our assumptions and pre-conceived notions can
distort what we read and hear, and encourage them to make the effort to hear what the other person
is actually saying. These practices of attentive reading and listening dispose learners to receive
their classmates’ views with greater compassion and understanding.

The contemplative practices of transcendence, depth, and relatedness are mutually
reinforcing. As Lichtmann explains, “in seeing ourselves in our depths, we see the other in relation;
in seeing the other, we see God.”*” When learners receive the opportunity and support to enter into
their own inner depths and grow more comfortable with what they find there, they create a space
within themselves that is hospitable to others. Research on contemplative pedagogy gives us an
insight into how this occurs in practice. Because meditation puts the mind and body in a relaxed
state, it deactivates the body’s natural alarm systems and thereby helps students to engage in class
activities and discussions in a spirit of openness rather than defensiveness.”® Engaging in
meditation over an extended period of time instills in practitioners an ability to regulate their
emotional responses, which in turn enables them to respond less impulsively or defensively when
confronted with the unfamiliar.*® The ability to return to baseline more quickly increases the
likelihood that students will respond to another person calmly rather than reacting to them as a
threat. This is precisely what those of us who employ contemplative pedagogy have seen at Seton
Hall. Our students who engage in contemplative practices typically become more patient listeners,

4 Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 32.

47 Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way, 80.

“8 For research findings, see Barbezat and Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, 24-32.
49 Barbezat and Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, 30.
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disagree with one another more respectfully, are less inclined to escalate an argument, and exhibit
greater sensitivity and empathy toward one another.

One contemplative practice in particular, the loving-kindness meditation, seems to be
especially efficacious in terms of promoting healthy relating. This meditation involves first
thinking about all the good things one desires for oneself such as health, peace, and happiness and
then extending those same wishes to another person (a classmate, for example). Studies have found
that engaging in this meditation over time rewires the brain’s neural circuitry associated with
emotion, increasing the meditator’s empathy and other positive emotions when interacting with
others.> In their national study, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm found that students who engaged in
meditation practices like this one showed more growth in measures of caring and connectedness
than their peers.>

Conclusion

| have argued above that the external things that divide us—race, politics, religion,
nationality—are not the real problems. This is not to say that racism, nativism, and the like are not
highly problematic. Nor is this to dismiss the value of efforts to address these problems by means
of activism, dialogue, conflict mediation, and political mechanisms. Rather my point is that
underlying these external divisions are pre-existing divisions within each of us. Our struggle since
the beginning of human history has been to balance our desires for autonomy and communion. We
have failed consistently to strike the balance, preferring control over community. We seek to seize
what can only be received. We seek security on our own terms rather than entrusting ourselves to
God and one another. Ever grasping for more, our desires and insecurities multiply and our inner
lives become fragmented. At war with ourselves, we inevitably find ourselves at war with one
another.

If the root of our social divisions indeed lies within each individual, pedagogies that attend
to learners’ interior lives will be an indispensable resource for religious educators seeking to heal
these divisions. Drawing upon the work of Maria Lichtmann and current research, | have presented
examples of how contemplative pedagogy serves this aim and evidence that it serves it well. Each
of us “lives and moves and has our being” in an ecosystem constituted by self, other, and God.
The contemplative practices of depth, relatedness, and transcendence promote the habits and
learning conditions needed to attend to and restore balance to this ecosystem.

Of course, as with any educational approach, there are potential pitfalls associated with
contemplative pedagogy.>? Practitioner Anita Houck explains that contemplative practices can be
utilized out of context in a way that disrespects their native religious traditions.>® Furthermore,
teachers who engage their students with contemplative practices run the risk of exacerbating the
anxiety of students who have experienced trauma or who already feel silenced due to their

%0 Barbezat and Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, 30.
51 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 82.
52 For some critiques of contemplative pedagogy, see Oren Ergas, “A Contemplative Turn in Education: Charting a

Curricular-pedagogical Countermovement,” Pedagogy, Culture & Society 27 (2): 255-56.
53 Anita Houck, “Contemplative Pedagogy: Experiments and Reflections,” Horizons 46(1) (2019): 113-139.
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membership in a marginalized group.>* Given all that we have discussed above, it comes as no
surprise that contemplative teachers routinely encounter resistance or difficulty when inviting
students to enter their own inner depths. Often there are things hidden in the depths that we would
rather not confront. Notwithstanding, challenging ourselves and our students (respectfully and
responsibly) to confront the demons within is a necessary risk because, unless we do, will continue
to project those demons outward and to sow the seeds of division in our communities.

5 For a scholarly effort to address these issues in practice, see Treleaven, Trauma-Sensitive Mindfulness.
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EXAMINING FAITH:
THE INCLUSION OF THE SPIRITUALLY TRAUMATIZED LGBTQ BELIEVER OF
COLOR IN AFFIRMING AND INCLUSIVE MINISTRIES

Abstract

The main purpose of this writing is to study and discuss the emotional damage sustained
by LGBTQ Faith Believers of Color, and how such experiences affect their spiritual journeys
and belief in God. This paper seeks to aid [prospective] inclusive and affirming ministries in
their efforts to innovate and restructure their current curriculum so that it may provide the
spiritually traumatized Believer of Color services through which they could achieve holistic
healing and restore their dislocated or diminished faith. This research furthers the belief that
introducing new spiritual teaching methodologies and coaching strategies will prove beneficial
for the religious organization, teacher and student.

I. The Problem

In the Bible, there are many stories of those who had been feeling lost and then
miraculously restored. Even old songs suggest that being lost but found and brought back to God
could bring forth healing, power and joy. I do not challenge that fact; however, I do question
what occurs when being restored to a community, even one that is considered a group of one’s
peers, could potentially cause more anguish to those suffering from preexisting traumas. This
further raises the question: What must be taken into account in order to provide pastoral
counseling to a community of LGBTQ Believers of Color that best facilitates spiritual growth?

Issue

As a certified coach, religious educator and spiritual teacher, | have heard many stories
of spiritual trauma occurring in affirming and inclusive ministries.! Being a former minister in
the affirming and inclusive church, I understand the hurt experienced by those disillusioned by
conventional teachings, and their desire to let go of anything related to God. In this paper, | will
investigate the meaning of faith trauma, as well as its effects on the LGBTQ Believer of Color, in
order to eventually aid in the development of a new paradigm, or teaching methodology that

L «“Affirming” and “inclusive” descriptors imply that the organization asserts in its mission that it is
accepting of the LGBTQ Faith Community. However, there is a slight difference in the meanings. Inclusive means
that one is welcomed in the setting. Basically, they include all that would like to be a part. Whereas, affirming also
means that they also affirm one’s entire being, including sexuality. Just the same, there is not one better than the
other. They both offer a safe space for those seeking a worship space where they are free to be themselves.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Copyright remains with the author.
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would benefit the “spiritually traumatized” hoping to reintegrate themselves in an affirming
and/or inclusive ministry.

Under our current government’s administration, sexual orientation has reemerged as a
topic of moral turpitude, and the preaching hour has been filled with vehemence as pastors try to
bridge the gap between societal changes and traditional teachings that prohibit and condemn
homosexuality. James V. Brownson states: “The church is stuck on the question of
homosexuality. In many North American denominations, despite vote after vote and debate after
debate, questions remain, tempers flare, and peace and clarity seem continually elusive. In the
last two decades, no issue has been more polarizing or contentious, particularly for mainline
churches.” 2

Unfortunately, historical fundamental teachings in traditional churches, especially those
within the African [American] diaspora, have not only prevented the acknowledgement the
LGBTQ community outside of condemnation, but they have also defied the ability of members
to truly “love thy neighbor”. 3 It would seem that in an effort to free themselves from their
oppression, those have become victimized have also, in turn, become oppressors themselves.
Philosopher Paulo Freire noted that, “But almost always during the initial stage of the struggle,
the oppressed, instead of striving for liberation, tend themselves to become oppressors, or “sub-
oppressors.” The very structure of their thought has been conditioned by the contradictions of the
concrete, existential situation by which they were shaped.”

The question becomes: How can one overlook the effects of the traumatization that has
occurred within LGBTQ community while developing methods of pastoral care? Furthermore,
how does one heal a community that has suffered previously, while they continue to identify as
an oppressed collective?

One method is to examine at the faith journey of individuals within the African-American
LGBTQ community. Faith is often the thread that connects the African American historical
journey, church, community and family unit.®* Understanding the manner in which all these
aspects are enmeshed is crucial to implementation of updated religious curricula and how it
applies to the African-American LGBTQ community.

Understanding the effects of faith, as well as its connection to personal and spiritual
trauma in the LGBTQ community, requires the ability to explore key areas that have historically
shaped sexuality, as well as how the subject has been engaged among members. Without proper
analysis of the effects of faith trauma, there is a risk of leaving a vital aspect in need of healing
overlooked as it relates to the holistic health of the mind, body, spirit and soul.

2 James V. Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the Church’s Debate on Same-Sex
Relationships (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2013), 3.

3 (Mark 12:31 NRSV)

4 Paulo Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Bloomsbury, 2000), 45.

> James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning
(New York: HarperCollins, 1981), 90.
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Faith Healing and the Bible

Trauma is understood to be “a disordered psychic or behavioral state resulting from
severe mental or emotional stress or physical injury; an emotional upset; and emotional response
to a terrible event like an accident, rape or natural disaster”® Herein, | define faith trauma as “a
traumatic act that causes one to question the Image of God and/or the image of themselves in
God.” The most important thing to understand is what is perceived as traumatic is respective to
the person; so it is respectfully that | offer the idea that faith is important to acquiring healing.

In Acts, John and Peter are greeted by a lame man who was lain outside of a gate named
Beautiful. The “traumatized” man, who was disabled from birth, was begging for money. Peter
told him that he could offer him something else, in the name of Jesus. He then told the man to
stand up and walk. The Bible says that “immediately” the man’s legs were strengthened. The
people inquired of the man’s healing and was told by Peter that “faith in His name...has made
this man strong...”’

The woman with a hemorrhaging issue was healed by touching the cloak of Jesus. She
had been bleeding for twelve years but she believed if she could just touch his garment, she
would be cured. Upon her restoration, she was told by Jesus that her “faith had made her well.”®

Most popularly referred to as an example of restoration for a victim of trauma and faith
healing is the story of Job. It took a strong level of faith on Job’s behalf to remain loyal to God
and His Plan. God trusted Job enough to offer him as a beacon of faith.

In Luke 5: 17-39, there is a yet another story of healing. A few townspeople took a man
who could not walk to see Jesus. The space was so crowded that the group decided to cut a hole
in the ceiling and lower the man down to Jesus. These men recognized the needs of their brother
and overcame an obstacle as a unit in order to get him restored. The Word says that “when Jesus
saw their faith,” he looked at the lame man and spoke to him absolving him of any
condemnation.® Griswold points out that a congregation that sees itself more like family, as
opposed to a collection of members, tends to be unified by different incentives or motives, i.e.
community activism. ° Through their collective actions, not only was the man healed but others
were able witness the miracle themselves, forever imbued with the importance of supporting one
another.

& Merrian-Webster, Inc., Trauma. n.d. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/trauma (accessed
October 1, 2017).

7 (Acts 3:16 NRSV)

8 (Matthew 9:23 NRSV)

% (Luke 5:19 NRSV)

10 Griswold, Cultures and Societies in a Changing World, 121.
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I1. The Education of the LGBTQ Faith Believer of Color

In opening a conversation about redesigning the established curriculum in the church, it is
necessary to look at how the understanding of homosexuality historically and theologically has
affected Christian Education as a whole.** Considering the fact that the word, “homosexual” was
not coined until 1869, the questions that arise when trying to engage the universal church
regarding the subject seem to be never ending. The biggest historical and theological arguments
stem from the understanding of the differences in the sexuality models, and definitions as they
relate to present-day culture, as well as the interpretation of the Bible in its literal sense.*?
Although these debates have been ongoing for hundreds of years, the first biblical translation to
actually use the term, “homosexuality”, was the Revised Standard Version published in 1946.
Furthermore, in 1952, the American Psychological Association, listed homosexuality in the DSM
(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual) as a sociopathic personality disturbance, which remained an
accepted definition until 1973.

Historical Perspectives

When addressing historical perspectives of homosexuality in Christian Education, one
must begin with the Jewish and Greco-Roman writers and theologians. Around the 4™ century,
Greek philosopher, Plato in The Republic aimed to illustrate how government and education
could produce a “just” state.** During this time, ancient Greeks believed that human beings had
animated bodies which were driven by a three-part soul: 1) the appetitive part which expresses
the needs that brought their fulfillment; 2) the spirited part which shifts the unnecessary needs in
the interest of survival; and 3) the rational part which supersedes both parts to provide good
judgment.

As Plato’s teachings began to influence other writers on matters of sexuality and one’s
relationship with their body, other musings begin to emerge regarding same-gender eroticism.
One of the most vocal about the expression of same-gender eroticism was Philo of Alexandria, a
Hellenistic Jewish philosopher, who was also a contemporary of the Apostle Paul.

Based upon studies of the Torah, Philo formulated many speeches and writings that spoke
to the cultural declination of masculinity, as well as the loss of power and self-respect exhibited
by those that participated in such behavior. Women were considered property as well as weak,
needing a man to lead and guide them. Therefore, if a man were to allow for such a behavior,
then he, in turn, would be no better than a woman.

Philo wrote in the Special Laws IlI: “Moreover, another evil, much greater than that
which we have already mentioned, has made its way among and been let loose upon cities,
namely, the love of boys,... being accustomed to bearing the affliction of being treated like

11 GBT Issues Committee of the Group for the Advancement of Psychology, LGBT Mental Health, 2012,
http://www.aglp.org/gap/1_history/ (accessed March 5, 2016).

12 1n lieu of using the word, homosexuality, to refer to the behavior of same-gender-loving individuals, this
study chose to use the phrase, “homoeroticism” to indicate the action but understanding that the concept of what is
known as homosexuality today cannot be confirmed to be such in Antiquity.

13 Decker F. Walker and Jonas F. Soltis, Curriculum and Aims, 5th ed. (New York: Teachers College Press,
2009), 14.
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women, waste away as to both their souls and bodies, not bearing about them a single spark of a
manly character to be kindled into a flame..., are not ashamed to devote their constant study and
endeavors [sic] to the task of changing their manly character into an effeminate one.”*

However, based on his interpretation, the eroticism Philo was identifying was not same-
gender relations, but rather, as we understand it today, a preference that can be defined as
pedophilia, or as it was referred to in those ancient times, “pederasty” and effeminized men. Just
the same, his polemic teachings became the foundation for much of what is taught today.

In spite of the fact that Greek and Roman ideologies greatly impacted Christian
Education, the greatest influence has been that of the Hebrew writings.*> To offer a deeper
understanding of the mentality of early Christian Educators, Scholar Richard B. Hays further
asserts, “In point of fact, however, every pertinent Christian text from the pre-Constantinian
period (Romans, the Epistle of Barnabas, the Testament of Naphtali [if this is indeed a Christian
text,] the Apostolic Constitutions, Clement of Alexandria, Minucius Felix, etc.) adopts an
unremittingly negative judgment on homosexual practice, and this tradition is emphatically
carried forward by all major Christian writers of the fourth and fifth centuries (Chrysostom,
Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome, et al.)’¢

Another challenge that the LGBTQ community continues to face when defending
themselves against religious backlash, comes in the form of the interpretation of the New
Testament in the Bible. Although the Old Testament is considered archaic as it relates to culture,
traditional Christians argue that for Paul to make a point to reference “homosexuality” in the
New Testament, it must have still been relevant.

What is not taken into account is -- Paul’s teachings allowed for Stoicism to emerge on a
larger scale through his conversations regarding the difference between “natural” (kata physin)
and “unnatural” (para physin) behavior.r” This understanding sits at the core of Stoicism, whose
ideals regarding education lied in its ability to teach people to live according to the laws of
nature. Hay notes, “This categorization of homosexual behavior as “contrary to nature” was
adopted with a particular vehemence by Hellenistic Jewish writers, who tended to see a
correspondence between the philosophical appeal to “nature” and the clear teachings of the Law
of Moses.”®

Education in the African American Church

In previous years, much of the content that was included in the church’s curriculum was
void of the African American cultural experience. This was the same prevailing culture that used
verses from the Bible to justify slavery, ban interracial marriages, and place women in
subservient positions. It also begs the question, how could a culture previously oppressed by the

14 Philo, The Works of Philo, ed. C. D. Yonge (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1993), 1283.

15 Elias, A History of Christian Education: Protest, Catholic and Orthodox Perspectives, 6.

16 1hid, 4.

7 Richard B. Hays, “Relations Natural and Unnatural: A Response to John Boswell’s Exegesis of Romans
1,” Journal of Religious Ethics 14, no. 1 (1986): 192.

18 Hays, “Relations Natural and Unnatural: A Response to John Boswell’s Exegesis of Romans 1: 193.
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interpretation of scriptures not sympathize with the plight of another oppressed culture
encountering the same?

In spite of the cultural evolution that has resulted in the reversal of civil, human and legal
restrictions, many African Americans continue to believe that disapproving of homosexuality is
part of one’s Christian duty. Black theologian Kelly Brown Douglas argues that “By invoking
biblical authority [African Americans] place a sacred canopy, a divine sanction, over their views
toward gay and lesbian people.”®

Educator Mary Moore reminds us that “beings are affected by the entire past experience
of their culture, including the beliefs that help shape their character and action.”? She further
reminds us that history must be taken seriously in regards to education. Even Kelly Brown
Douglas agrees as to the importance of history, she challenges, “The Black Church community’s
obstinate stance in regard to issues surrounding gay and lesbian rights is most striking when one
considers both the historical black struggle for social equality and the Black Church’s prominent
role within that struggle. It appears inconsistent, if not hypocritical, for the Black Church to be in
the forefront of racial justice concerns, yet resistant, if not repressive, when it comes to the rights
of non-heterosexual persons.”#

In the early 1800s, Richard Allen, the first African American Bishop and founder of the
African Methodist Episcopal Church, organized a church in Philadelphia which included a
school for adults that centered on faith, reading and writing. This opened up the door for other
African American churches to open schools within their buildings leading what was known as
Sunday school. Sunday school was a prominent influence in the education of Black people from
the 1820s until the Civil War. However, due to tax-based funding in the public schools, Sunday
schools began to shift its focus from literacy back to doctrine and other relevant Christian
teachings.

After Blacks were freed from slavery, the focus of religious education in the Black
church shifted once again. The curriculum was tailored and developed for the use of preparing
the clergy rather than educating the laity. By the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth
century, there were colleges available for training Black clergy and educators, but the issue of
segregation would require the focus of Christian Education to change yet again, towards that of
safe haven as the civil rights movement began to emerge.

An issue that appeared to be in the forefront of the Black community was the criticism of
the Black Church and Sunday school education’s inability to meet the current needs of the
people. Many challenged that the teachings held a very traditional, European influence. Thus,
Black Christian Education, which predominately focused on biblical study, was overhauled and
geared more towards the Black experience, and social justice.

19 Kelly Brown Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church: A Womanist Perspective (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1999), 90.

20 Mary Elizabeth Mullino Moore, Teaching from the Heart: Theology and Education Method (Harrisburg,
PA: Trinity Press International, 1991), 176.

21 Kelly Brown Douglas, “Black Church Homophobia: What to Do About It?”” Yale University: Reflections,
2006, http://reflections.yale.edu/article/sex-and-church/black-church-homophobia-what-do-about-it (accessed March
20, 2016).
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1. Curriculum of Faith

C. S. Lewis once said “The task of the modern educator is not to cut down jungles but to
irrigate deserts.” This investment in a person mirrors the labors of working the ground and
sowing seeds for harvest but special tools should be used when developing curriculum for people
who have experienced faith trauma. The methodology should promote openness and
introspection making their journey all the more intrinsically spiritual.

Stages of Faith

James Fowler believed that faith was the “generic element” of human struggle to find
purpose, which may or may not rest in religious expression.? His furthered the explanation of his
viewpoint through his work on spiritual and psychological analysis, “The Stages of Faith.” The
Stages of Faith consisted of six cycles through which an adult would transverse as they
progressed from birth to adulthood. Very few human beings have been capable of completing all
six states of development involved in their spiritual journeys.

Although the understanding of each of these stages are necessary for a psychological
insight into the process of faith, for the sake of paper, the following developmental stages have
been truncated with an emphasis on the two areas (Stages 2 and 3) essential to the LGBTQ
Believer of Color religious education model:

- Infancy and Undifferentiated Faith - Approximate Ages: Birth to 2 years

This stage is not truly counted amongst the six, and Fowler classifies this post-natal era as
a pre-stage. During this stage, an infant begins to assess its environment, and begins to analyze
risk versus safety, which allows relies heavily on who or what the child decides is worthy of its
trust.
-Intuitive-Projective Faith - Approximate Ages: 3-7 years

It is this phase that is designated as Stage One and the most egocentric stage, because the

child may be less likely to be open to understanding the perspectives of others. It is during this
time that the child’s imagination begins to take shape, along with attempts to formulate ideas
regarding the definition of faith.

- Mythic Literal Faith - Approximate Ages: 6-12 years

As the child enters Stage Two, not only can they begin to question what they have
learned so far, but also begin to formulate and create their own opinions regarding “stories,
beliefs, and observances that symbolize belonging to his or her community.” The child is able to
distinguish between fantasy and reality, although God tends to be anthropomorphized. Soon
they are able to decipher and ascribe meanings to symbols, as well as be more open and able to
recognize the perspectives of others. It is also a phase in which they may develop strong beliefs
regarding justice (what is right/ what is wrong) and the concept of reciprocity. Although this
stage is typically attributed to school age children, some adults struggle to progress from this
stage.

22 Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, 90.
7
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- Synthetic Conventional Faith - Approximate Ages: 12 years and up

Stage Three is when the first buds of religious self-identity start to emerge. The
individual also begins to understand the need to conform to authority figures, which until then
may have been their parents, guardians, or other related adults. As they have grown older, these
perceived authority figures have come to include peers and members of their respective religious
communities, whose acceptance of the child is, at this point, to them very valuable. It is often in
this phase that many adults remain developmentally, unable to reconcile the contradictions that
inherently exist between what authorities teach and what the individual’s experiences have
taught them to believe.

- Individuate-Reflective Faith - Approximate Ages: Late Teens-Adulthood

One often enters Stage Four when deciding to leave the childhood home, and explore
other cultures, traditions and experiences. It is during this time that the source of authority ceases
to be solely ascribed to coming from an “external” origin and shifts to an “internal” one.

- Conjunctive Faith — Age 30 years and Up / Midlife

Stage Five, the penultimate stage of development, brings with it the lesson of acceptance
and appreciation of diversity and mystery. This time is referred to as the “second naiveté” for it
is a time of unabashed openness, especially to those of other faith perspectives.

Universalizing Faith — Adult

The final step, Stage Six, has proven to be the most difficult level of the spiritual journey
for most people to achieve, and is also often referred to as the stage of Enlightenment. It is upon
reaching this destination in their spiritual development that these individuals come to believe that
we are all of one universal body.

It is my opinion that the progression and focus of the model shifts slightly in respect to
the faith journey of a LGBTQ Believer of Color who has suffered deep spiritual traumas at the
hands of family, society or their religious community. Even though Fowler notes that many
adults often get caught in Stage Three, | believe that spiritually traumatized individuals actually
vacillate between the periods of Mystic-Literal Faith (Stage Two) development and Synthetic-
Conventional (Stage Three) and take time to fully rise from the intersectionality of both stages. A
deep seeded trauma, regardless of the stage in which it may have occurred, causes a great level
of uncertainty that proves to be a formidable hurdle as one attempts to process their faith
dynamics in the hopes of staying on track and progressing to Stage Three. It should also be
noted, that any recurrent traumas, such as abandonment, isolation, humiliation or condemnation,
could cause the individual to quickly regress to Stage Two.

Dr. Greg Popcak discusses how easily one can fail to progress and how Stage
Two can in manifest adulthood, “Even though this stage is common to early childhood,
many people stay at this stage for life. At best, in adulthood, this stage reflects a simple
piety with a humble, dutiful attitude toward faith leaders and moral norms. At worst, in
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adulthood, this stage reflects an angry kind of us-vs-them fundamentalism that persecutes
those who dare to think differently.”*

Those who suffer for at the hands of these closed minds for thinking “differently” also
have their own faith journeys paused, polluted, or annihilated all together. For those that
continue to struggle in spiritual anguish, the need to re-examine the concept of the Imago Dei
may once again arise.?* Once a spiritually traumatized believer arrives at this state, it is
imperative from this point forward they be offered a space of understanding and compassion.
Integrating elements of pastoral care and spiritual coaching into the religious education model is
essential to finding ways to address trauma.

IV. Holoklerian Coaching Methodology

One day, | came across a Bible verse that led me down a revelatory path: Acts 3:16 which
reads, “...Yes, the faith which comes through Him has given him this perfect soundness in the
presence of you all.” %

The phrase “perfect soundness” translated in Greek is “holokleria” which is defined as
being “of an unimpaired condition of the body, in which all its members are healthy and fit for
use.”? To refer to anything as “holistic”, the work must be characterized as “the treatment of the
whole person, taking into account mental and social factors, rather than just the symptoms of a
disease.”?” Thus, it is important to instill a holistic approach within religious education to
facilitate a deeper believing and healing.

After seeking input from others, conducting a community townhall and analyzing
coaching session summaries, | discovered four attributes that kept reappearing related to healing
in the mind, body, spirit, and soul especially within those spiritually traumatized:

1. Mind Attribute - Belief: This subject was not founded on the belief in a Higher
Power but rather how one felt about themselves and others.

2. Body Attribute — Intimacy: Although the term evokes the concept of sexual
intimacy, the intimacy being sought herein is spiritual. Even in the midst of pain and hurt, people
still seek a connection with something that feels real to them, without dogma and doctrine.

3. Spirit Attribute — Forgiveness: This is one of the biggest aspects of working with
someone who is spiritually traumatized. Whether they are seeking forgiveness for themselves or
the ability to forgive others, forgiveness is an act that takes a lot of hard work and time,
especially if their anger or disappointment is directed at God.

4.  Soul Attribute — Self Love —Although the term seems synonymous with Belief, there
is a crucial difference, being that it leads them not only to examine what they think about

2 popcak, Dr. Greg. What Stage is Your Faith? May 6, 2014.
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/faithonthecouch/2014/05/what-stage-is-your-faith/ (accessed January 10, 2019).

24 Image of God

% (Acts 3:1-10 NRSV)

26 Thayer and Smith. Holokleria. January 1, 1999.
http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/holokleria.html (accessed June 28, 2014)

27 Merriam-Webster. Holistic. n.d. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/holistic (accessed January
4,2019).
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themselves but how do they love themselves through the process. | have come to this as “Pink
Love”, a practice by which the awareness and amity moves within the heart chakra to heal,
transform, and evolve the way one sees themselves and the world.

Holoklerian Learning Theory

These attributes serve as foundational elements onto which a strategy for innovating
instruction and learning in religious education can be built. Educators often hope that their
students will be intrinsically motivated but this is not usually the case. According to Eggan, et
al., ““it isn’t realistic for all or even most, learning activities.”?® Previously, | discussed James
Fowler’s Stages of Faith and my analysis as they relate to a spiritually traumatized LGBTQ
Believers of Color. | assert if an understanding of these spiritual stages is combined with the
introspective strategies of Holoklerian Coaching Methodology, a new teaching philosophy can
be created — The Holoklerian Learning Theory. This theory could then be applied when
developing a curriculum for the spiritually traumatized LGBTQ Believer of Color in churches,
religious institutions and other sacred spaces.

One element to keep in mind is that educators must be willing to approach delicate
subject matters with an open mind, regardless of personal belief. If they are unable to offer up an
unbiased ear that inspires confidence and trust, the possibility for intrinsic motivation will be
lost. Malcom Knowles, a pioneer of adult learning, found that adults learn better when they
understand why the information they receive is important to know or how it will be of use to
them.?® Knowles’ assessment furthers my argument that the teaching model I propose, The
Holoklerian Learning Theory, could prove to be truly beneficial. In an effort to better showcase
my stance, let us examine the type of learning involved in this andragogic approach, which could
be described as an example of Transformative Learning. ¥

Coined in 1833, the term “andragogy” was reintroduced by a German scientist in the
1920s, and then brought to the American forefront in the 1960s, where it was used to explain
how adults learn.?* It is also important to understand the two different types of motivation that
reveal themselves when comparing andragogy to pedagogy -- intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
These drives differ in regard to who rewards the behavior. In the case of presenting information
with intrinsic value, the individual will be keen to learn more because they understand that as a
result of this information, they gain a tool. This is a tool they can use to better themselves and
their situations.*

The Holoklerian Learning Theory suggests that your role as religious educator is to serve
as a holistic guide as well as a scholarly vessel. If the educator understands that this individual

28 paul Eggen and Don Kauchak. Strategies and Models for Teachers: Teaching Content and Thinking
Skills. 6th. (Boston, Massachusetts: Pearson Education, Inc., 2012), 49.

29 Deb Peterson. "5 Principles for the Teacher of Adults." About.com Continuing education. n.d.
http://adulted.about.com/od/teachers/a/teachingadults_2.htm (accessed 25 June, 2014).

%0 Scott Wallace. Transformative Learning Theory. n.d. http://www.transformativelearningtheory.com/index.html
(accessed June 28, 2014).
31 Karen Jarett Thoms. "They're Not Just Big Kids: Motivating Adult Learners." Proceedings of the Annual Mid-

South Instructional Technology Conference. Murfreesboro, TN: U.S. Department of Education, 2001. 2.
32 Raymond J. Wlodkowski. "Fostering Motivation in Professional Development Programs." New Directions for

Adult and Continuing Education (Wiley) 98 (Summer 2003). 1.
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may have regressed back into Stage Two (Mystic-Literal), where they have lost sight of their
own internal authority as well as the trust in what they have already learned, then the response
can be tailored in such a way that does not leave them feeling chastised or isolated in their
spiritual development or the questioning thereof. Ultimately, the purpose of The Holoklerian
Learning Theory, is to create curricula in supportive environments which foster a state of
“perfect soundness” within the sense of self, subsequently allowing them to seek and find
purpose, identity, life experience, intellectual growth, and new levels of spiritual confidence.

In order for the Holoklerian Learning Theory to be effective, there are three strategic
processes that must be utilized. Although the terminology utilized to put forth these strategies
may appear to be quite academic, these practices can still be integrated into spiritual curricula
such as Sunday school lessons, Bible Studies, lectures, etc. These approaches are described as
the following:

1. Create a healthy, successful adult learning environment through
multidimensional sharing.®® It is imperative for an adult learner to feel included. If the
program’s elements imply that everyone’s perspective is respected, then the potential
for intrinsic motivations increases among its pupils.

2. ldentify at least three core Applicable Components of Relevancy (ACR) in
which the instructor can demonstrate for the student how the content speaks to
achieving harmony and growth in their personal life.

3. Create a curriculum that speaks to intrinsic motivation and purpose. When
the concept of intrinsic purpose is introduced, it enthuses the student to move forward
in their journeys via introspection.

Regardless of the setting, the Holoklerian Learning Theory (alongside Holoklerian
Coaching Methodology), can serve as a foundation for creating teaching strategies to help lessen
societal and religious influences that have negative emotional impacts on their communities.

Although curriculum is defined as a “course to be run,” when looking at the spiritually
traumatized LGBTQ Believer of Color, the term aligns itself with the description utilized by Iris
Cully — “all learning experiences — the curriculum of life.”** In order to achieve the seamless
integration of these concepts to the current platform, it is important to remind the religious
educator that the meaning of curriculum is fluid and that church/religious curriculum has always
been “broader than schooling alone.”® This is a powerful observation as it relates to inclusivity
and the concept of homosexuality in religious education because it implies that one can develop
new approaches to helping the universal church and/or other religious entities educate their local
communities.

Before fully introducing curriculum of inclusivity to the intended community, an in-depth
conference or educator training module centered on the LGBTQ lived experience is essential.
One that allows discussion of theological analysis, biblical interpretation and LGBTQ equality as
it relates to present societal norms will help instructor to feel confident in the materials that he or
she is developing as well as address any questions that they may have regarding inclusion. The

33 Wlodkowski, "Fostering Motivation in Professional Development Programs," 4.

34 Maria Harris, Fashion Me a People: Curriculum in the Church (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 1989), 55.

% Ibid., 62.
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training exercises can be taught by one teacher, or overseen by multiple teachers so that each
would focus on a separate area of expertise. Each segment must have a central focus; in addition
to its purposes fully outlined in the session.

Conclusion

When making an effort to shift the dynamics in place in the African American religious
community faced with the concept of faith trauma inclusivity, the why as it relates to cultural
history and how it can manifest cannot be overlooked. Foremost, one must understand that it is
not odd for a group of individuals that have struggled to obtain their own voice, to create a wall
of distrust in the face of adversity, especially if the struggle appears to either contradict or
challenge a core belief system of their own cultural existence. The very structure of their thought
has been conditioned by the contradictions of the concrete, existential situation by which they
were shaped.”* This is where we must introduce the “pedagogy of the oppressed,” which is the
“pedagogy that must be forged with, not for, the oppressed (whether individuals or peoples) in
the incessant struggle to regain their humanity.”%

Paulo Freire said, that “the more radical a person is, the more fully he or she
enters into reality so that, knowing it better, he or she can better transform it.””*® However this
cannot occur if one’s reality is negated based on the assumption of another. Brown states, “The
blackness of the black church is more than a matter of color or culture. The blackness of this
church depends upon its morally active commitment to advance the life, freedom and dignity of
all black bodies. When this church, for whatever reasons, becomes alienated from certain bodies,
its very blackness is threatened.”3®

In order to arrive at a pedagogy of communal inclusivity, one must closely examine the
realized truth of the LGBTQ community. Incorporating another’s lived truth is essential. Author
Gloria Jean Watkins, otherwise known as “bell hooks”, affirms that the “engaged voice must
never be fixed and absolute, but always changing, always evolving in dialogue with a world
beyond itself.”*

In conclusion, the historical vehemence towards homoeroticism and further investigation
of theological perspectives and embedded hermeneutics approaches allows for the reconstruction
of methodologies, aims and ideologies. It is in everyone’s best interest that the dismantling
of traditional and despotic teachings begin now, for it will allow affirming spaces to openly
welcome those who have suffered as a result of these oppressive stances, and allow faith leaders
to navigate those deeper, denied truths and create a holistic healing process for the LGBTQ
Believer of Color, and finally offer others a religious practice that considers inclusion as a truly
inherent principle.

% Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 45.

%7 Ibid., 48.

% Ibid., 39.

%9 Kelly Brown Douglas, Black Bodies and the Black Church: A Blues Slant (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012), 3.

40 pell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education as a Practice of Freedom, 11.
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Addressing the Sex Abuse Crisis in Communities of Faith and Learning
Abstract

This paper argues that educational communities of faith and learning (e.g. Catholic colleges and
universities) are especially primed to face into the pain and reality of the sex abuse crisis in
honest and constructive ways. Citing the need for strategic collaboration between mental health
professionals and religious educators, it calls for pedagogies which: are trauma-informed and
utilize the insights of neuroscience; promote open dialogue in the face of organizational silence;
foster safe and courageous spaces; attend to the dangerous memory and deep impacts which
accompany survivors of the sex abuse. It argues that failure to address the sex abuse crisis with
open and interdisciplinary discourse fosters a null curriculum that will only serve to have
corrosive implications.

Introduction

“The Sex Abuse Crisis in the Catholic Church: Reckoning, Repentance, and Renewal,”
was a three-day symposium held at my home institution in March 2019. The planning for this
symposium began in Fall 2018, soon after the release of the Pennsylvania Grand Jury Report
(2018) and the revelations about the extensive abuse by the defrocked Cardinal McCarrick as
well as the actions of Bishops who participated in decades of cover-up about priests in their
dioceses who were abusers. The college’s Faculty Steering Committee for the Catholic
Intellectual Tradition was deeply convinced that this topic deserved paramount attention if the
institution was to maintain its integrity and to attend with honesty to the signs of the times in the
church and in Catholic higher education. The symposium included presentations from
journalists, theologians, therapists as well as scholars of English, Philosophy, History, and
Criminal Justice. A spokesperson from the Survivors Network of those Abused by Priests
(SNAP), the college’s sponsoring religious community leader, and campus ministers helped to
lead sessions. Award-winning Catholic journalist, author, and film maker, David Gibson, gave a
keynote address. A prayer service for healing was held and more than 600 students attended
eleven sessions.

In assessing its impact, the planning committee was very pleased with the program’s
breadth and scope but especially noted how exceedingly grateful faculty and staff were for the
opportunity to engage in conversation about the painful topic of sex abuse in the church, a reality
that so many have been affected by in some way or another. Colleagues from outside the college
and parishioners in the local community echoed a tremendous sense of gratitude for this
symposium while recognizing that the topic of sex abuse is simply not discussed enough. So
much so, the significant number of notes and comments of appreciation for the symposium
provoked in me a fundamental question which is at the heart of this paper: what took so long?
Why did it take the disclosing of scandal in the highest levels of the church and the scathing
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report of a state’s grand jury to trigger the necessity of a conversation that seemed to have been
put off for years?

Given the gravity of the issue, there is a perception that, despite some notable exceptions,
analysis and dialogue of the sex abuse crisis in Catholic higher education circles has been
somewhat sparse.! In religious education literature there is a dearth of analysis of this crisis and
its impacts on teaching and learning in communities of faith. Why this apparent lacuna,
especially in light of the pain the sex abuse crisis has inflicted? As a religious educator | seek to
highlight the resources that may equip educators and ministers in communities of faith and
learning to address the sex abuse crisis in informative and healing ways. In particular this paper
argues that conversations about the sex abuse crisis in communities of faith and learning are
strengthened by: 1) the implementation of a diversity of teaching languages; 2) education about
trauma-informed religious education practices and theological insights; 3) gleaning key insights
from neuroscience related to imagination, brain development and story-telling; 4) the
development of strategic collaborations with mental health centers and, 5) the utilization of
pedagogies that present sex abuse as a dangerous memory in the face of intractable amnesia and
organizational silence.

Languages and Learning Spaces

First, languages of teaching and learning. To promote dialogue and healing, institutions
of faith and learning must utilize the resources of a variety of teaching languages: homiletic,
academic, aesthetic and therapeutic. The pain of the sex abuse crisis cannot be addressed by
relying only on rationalistic speak. Kieran Scott (2001) unpacks a variety of teaching
languages while suggesting that they all might contribute to more holistic learning in settings of
religious education.? Certainly, the higher education setting is most accustomed to the academic
manner of teaching. At the lona College symposium (March 2019), academic analysis from an
inter-disciplinarian lens shaped many of the presentations ranging from theology to religious
studies. At the same time, there was recognition of the need for therapeutic language. Scott
describes examples of such language as words and actions of mourning, healing, welcoming, and
calming.® It is only fitting that attempts to educate about the sex abuse crisis provide space for
people to express anger, voice confusion, vent frustration and to mourn for the pain of survivors
and for the many who brought to their graves their silent suffering. A John Jay College study
(Terry, Mercado, and Perillo 2008) reveals that about 4% (4,392) of all U.S. priests in ministry
from 1950-2002, had serious allegations of sexually abusing a mean average of over 2.1 male
and .48 female victims; these statistics do not include the numbers of other religious or lay

! The author recognizes the Boston College conference of February 2004 and the work of this institution’s Church in
the 21% Century center, and the on-going, pioneering work of Voices of the Faithful as well as other initiatives
across the country which are exceptions to this observation.

2 Kieran Scott , “To Teach Religion or Not to Teach Religion: Is that the Dilemma” In Religious Education as
Practical Theology, ed, Bert Roebben and Michael Warren (Louven: Peeters, 2001) 145-173.
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professionals affiliated with the church who also were accused of sexual abuse.* In all, these
numbers speak to the significant impact of this crisis and the likelihood that in teaching and
learning contexts many may have been affected by the sex abuse crisis, either by knowing
personally or knowing of a survivor. Unrelated to the crisis in the church, some will have
experienced some type of trauma in their own lives and conversation about the sex abuse crisis
may serve as a trigger unleashing harsh memories. It is critically important that they be given
the space to express themselves.

L. Callid Keefe-Perry and Zachary Moon (2019) argue persuasively that the study of
trauma in the area of religious education be “more than a niche area of interest,” calling for an
understanding of trauma as “a regular part of the reflective lenses of all religious educations’
scholars and practitioners.>” Citing the work of Bruce Perry, they suggest that the numbers of
people in any given classroom whose lives have been disrupted by some form of trauma could be
1/3 of those gathered.® Such numbers certainly support the necessity of safe spaces and the
embrace of therapeutic language in religious education concerning abuse. But Keefe-Perry and
Moon challenge the notion of safe spaces, calling for learning contexts in which both survivors
and teachers foster, not just safe spaces, but communities of courageous risk-taking. Identifying
learning spaces only as “safe spaces,” they maintain, places the onus primarily on the facilitator
to create such spaces.” The fostering of courageous risk-taking may take a commitment of all
learning participants.

Attending to risk-taking, especially for those who have suffered trauma, may involve
expanding languages of learning and teaching to aesthetic forms of writing and expression.
Frank Rogers (2008), a narrative arts therapist, speaks of his drama program with teenage boys
who have suffered abuse and live in a residential treatment program.® He describes how their
imaginative agency in creating plays that portray the experience of God’s total indifference in
their lives can help his students name and discover truths about their lives. In addition, Keefe-
Perry and Moon, heeding the work of Rebecca Chopp, caution against an “over-emphasis on
rationalism” which “inherently suppresses the expression of experiences wherein one’s very
sense of self is violated, ruptured, or damaged.®” Acting calls for embodied knowledge; poetry
invites symbolic expression. Both of these imaginative forms may foster deeper and more
authentic communication especially for those who struggle to articulate in discursive ways the
impacts of their trauma.

4 Karen J. Terry, Cynthia Calkins Mercado, and Anthony D. Perillo “Priests Who Abuse and Were Abused:
Understanding Victimization in the Catholic Church,” Victims and Offenders (3, 2008) 412-422.
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Religious Education,” Religious Education. (V. 114, 1, 2019) 30,31.

® 1bid, 32.
" 1bid, 33.

8 Frank Rogers, Jr, “There is the Hope: Abused Boys Finding God Through Fiction,” Religious Education, (V. 103,
3, 2008) 293-296.

9 Keefe-Perry and Moon, 36.

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 87 of 768



Another key language in promoting dialogue and healing in communities of faith and
learning is that of the homily. Homilies can provoke new insight and engender a renewed sense
of solidarity with persons and pericopes in Scripture. Their tones can reflect both the challenge
and the affirmation of the prophets; the stories and the examples the homilist offers may indeed
meet the listeners just as they are in their panoply of emotions. Homilies, though, can easily fail.
Shelly Rambo’s (2010) work on trauma and theology points to a frequent articulation of the
paschal mystery of Christ as a linear narrative of new life swallowing up the pain of death.*°
Those who have suffered the trauma of sex abuse, either directly or indirectly, often cannot
experience that new life. Their trauma does not allow them to shake off their pain, as it were;
instead they often find themselves simply remaining, trying to make it through each day,
carrying with them their deeply internalized scars. Rambo proposes a “theology of remaining,”
that correlates better with the experience of those who have suffered trauma. How might the
homilies in communities of faith and learning embrace such a theology? Good homilies reflect
nuanced theology that demonstrate empathic understanding of the impacts of the trauma of sex
abuse.

Gleaning Insights from Neuroscience

In addition to a diversity of languages employed in addressing the sex abuse crisis, the
positive impacts of neuroscience research on the field of religious education cannot be
underestimated and relate directly to fostering learning and healing for communities addressing
the sex abuse crisis. David Hogue’s (2003) work on imagination and storytelling is especially
instructive in this context.!! Hogue describes imagination as “the distinctively human capacity to
envision multiple alternative realities.!?” Imagination can usher in a world of
possibility: possible vocational interests and career opportunities, possible gifts and
talents to develop, possible relationships to pursue, possible goals to set. The scenarios
are endless and the possibilities of promoting healing through fostering imagination and
storytelling are promising.

The workings of the imagination are creative by nature. Integrally linked
with perception and memory, the creative nature of imagination is related to how humans
record information in the first place. Neuroscientists tell us that the very act of brain
perception is interpretive and creative by nature.*® Rather than passively
recording data, the brain works to create images and connect them to sensory data.
Perception and imagination work hand in hand as a creative dynamic. The images in the
brain, Hogue maintains, are “more like art than snapshots.” Thus, the processes of perception and
imagination, are not so much mechanical ones, functioning like a machine, but artistic ones.
Hogue offers the example of the visual artist engaged in the creative work of drawing a

10 Shelly Rambo, Spirit and Trauma: A Theology of Remaining (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010)
11 David A. Hogue, Remembering the Future, Imagining the Past (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2003)

12 1hid, 44.
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portrait.}* Such an artist does not simply reconstruct a person’s face on a piece of canvas through
precise measurements and calculations. As Hogue contends, an artist’s rendering of a portrait is
an interpretive exercise which captures the soul of the individual being portrayed, not only his or
her facial proportions in correct alignment with each other. The final rendering of the portrait

is a result of the interplay of perception, memory, and imagination all of which are integrally
linked for the artist. Telling stories is similar to creating portraits. They allow participants to
craft stories that, while attending to memory, also invite new possibilities and can nurture hope
and healing.

Not many of us are portrait artists nor are we necessarily trained in the healing
work of art or narrative therapy. While religious education is not meant to be therapy, how might
we cultivate imagination in liberating, healing ways, given the crippling reality of sexual abuse
that many students face? David Hogue (2011) has disabused us of the notion that memories are
locked files that are neatly stored in distinct categories that make up the brain.'® The brain
encodes or records information by filtering images and sounds throughout the brain. Every time
we re-collect those images, we can do so in different ways. As Hogue contends, our feelings
and experiences at the time our re-collecting those memories help to shape the ways in
which we re-collect. In other words, the circumstances that promote imaginative story-
telling can shape the very content of the stories. As practitioners and academics, then, we
are challenged to foster productive settings that can indeed shape the story-telling in positive
ways.

In discussing imagination and storytelling, several religious educators and pastoral
theologians raise salient suggestions that can offer some helpful parameters for our
consideration. | would like to draw upon the insights of Claire Annelise Smith (2011) and Mary
Clark Moschella (2008) to provide insights about imagination and story-telling in the context of
communities that have been traumatized by sexual abuse.

Utilizing the findings of neuroscience on the development of the pre-frontal cortex and
the limbic system, Smith emphasizes the critical role that reflection time can play in allowing
space for the imagination to expand. Commenting on adolescent brain development, she notes
how the limbic system, driving emotional responses and reactions, evolves at a markedly more
rapid pace than the pre-frontal cortex, the executive functioning component controlling critical
thinking, deliberation, and planning.*® Smith suggests that especially in the current technological
age, one that has gifted us with the strengths and limitations of manifold social networking sites
and a vast array of mind-numbing video games, a habitus of passivity and disengagement with
others could hamper the growth of reasoning and reflective capacities. Citing the work of
Patricia Greenfield, Smith notes that “critical thinking and imagination are somewhat stymied by
constant stimuli.!™ To develop imagination and critical thinking as a complement to emotional

14 Ibid, 20.
15 David Hogue, “How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Brain,” Religious Education (V 106, 3, 211) 260.

16 Claire Anneliese Smith, “Still Developing: Teenagers, Brains, and the Arts,” Religious Education (V 106, 2,
2011) 262

7 1bid, 263.
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development, young people need opportunities to reflect in safe, challenging and liberating ways
that are not easily found through technology. Even more, young people who have suffered
trauma such as sexual abuse especially need healthy and reflective spaces because they may be
particularly vulnerable to intense emotional reactions in their relationships and overall
interactions. Such spaces could help provide time to process, to share, and to foster relationships
rooted in trust. Out of such positive interactions, participants can imagine “future stories,” in
which people can envision their future in healthy, productive, and hopeful ways.

To develop productive spaces for reflection and imagination, academicians and
practitioners can benefit from Mary Clark Moschella’s (2008) scholarship as a pastoral
theologian. Moschella speaks of “ethnographic listening,” a type of deep listening that forces
one to renounce any pretense of expertise.'® This intense level of listening involves suspending
judgment and allowing oneself to become a learner again. In academic settings it may be
especially difficult to surrender one’s role as expert. Moshella describes this approach to
listening as floating. “As you stop being an expert,” Moschella says, “you start really being
there; suspended, you listen, watch, perceive, take in the context of the interaction, and perhaps
begin to sense the currents of group life.’®” According to Moschella, people know instinctively
when they are heard and may readily admit that the quality of listening provoked the depth of
sharing, as painful as it may have been. Moschella further relays that it would not be
uncommon for someone to comment “you heard me into sharing.?%”

Strategic Partnerships

Fostering listening and healthy spaces of interaction is especially aided through
partnership with mental health professionals. In order to be attentive fully to the needs of
learning communities addressing the sex abuse crisis, homilists, teachers, and pastoral ministers
should not work in a vacuum. They need to consult and collaborate with mental health
professionals. Most higher education contexts have counseling centers with professional
therapists and psychologists. Local houses of worship may have access to community mental
health centers that can possibly be a resource. Partnership with professional counselors is vital to
the success of efforts to educate about the sex abuse crisis in the church and to attend to the
needs of participants. It is important that those who have suffered the trauma of sex abuse be
informed ahead of time about what will be discussed. Participants deserve the permission to opt
out of discussions that may elicit in them pain, panic and severe anxiety. Presenters need to be
trained and prepared to refer students to counseling centers if the need arises. The presence of
counselors at seminars also helps to convey the solicitous concern of the community and
communicates clearly that the organizers take very seriously the needs of the learners.

Partnerships among the various academic disciplines also can foster more robust and
holistic discussion of the impacts of the sex abuse crisis. By its nature the sex abuse crisis

18 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2008) 142.
19 1bid, 143.
20 |bid, 142.
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connects inherently to disciplines such as psychology, law, criminal justice, history, philosophy,
and theology. But the fields of business, marketing, management and mass communication also
provide critical lens by which one can examine the crisis. It is important to be multi-dimensional
in one’s approach to this extensive and systemic topic.

Pedagogy of Dangerous Memory

Finally, it is very important that the communities of learning, in all their efforts to be
pastorally sensitive to the needs of those who have suffered trauma, never forget that sex abuse is
a justice issue, not to be dismissed because of the intensity of pain it evokes. Religious educators
must counter the attempts of communities of faith to silence discussion about the sex abuse crisis
in the church. Some might suggest that since the establishment of the USCCB’s Dallas Charter
for the Protection of Children and Young People (2002) that the problem has largely been
addressed. While advances have certainly been made, such an attitude can easily lead to
passivity. Michael Warren (1989) warns about the tendency of churches and schools to
“domesticate” young people rather than to “politicize” them.?! The power dynamic must not be
forgotten. At Boston College’s conference on the sex abuse crisis more than a dozen years ago,
Paul Lakeland (2006) posited that institutionalized secrecy is critical to the systemic problem of
the scandal.?? At the same conference, Jean Bartunek (2006) emphasized the “organizational
silence” so common to hierarchical structures which rely on underlings to keep its secrets.”® The
barring of the organization, Voices of the Faithful, from Catholic diocesan facilities is a prime
example of this silencing. Likewise, the hesitation of Catholic institutions of higher education
to address directly the sex abuse crisis also reflects this notion of organizational silence.

Employing the language of theologian, Jean Baptist Metz, Russell Butkus (1989) calls
religious educators to a pedagogy of “dangerous memory” as a process of critical reflection on
suffering.?* At the time Butkus was lamenting the amnesia common to contemporary, middle
class U. S. Catholics who forgot their heritage as poor immigrants or asylum seekers. Thirty
years later, Butkus’ argument sadly still applies to the issue of immigration. At the same time
this pedagogy of dangerous memory might well be directed to education about the sex abuse
crisis in communities of faith and learning. For Butkus, the second and third movements of
Thomas Groome’s (1991) shared praxis model are employed. In this second movement one
might reflect critically on the current and past influences that shape an individual’s assumptive
world as it relates to the topic of the sex abuse crisis. In the third movement one turns to the
Story/Vision of the tradition and particularly the subversive remembrances of narratives of those

21 Michael Warren, Youth, Gospel, Liberation (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987) 34.

22 Paul Lakeland, “Understanding the Crisis in the Church,” in Church Ethics and Its Organizational Context, ed.
Jean Bartunek, Mary Ann Hinsdale, and James F. Keenan (Lanham, MD: Sheed and Ward, Roman & Littlefield,
2006) 7.

23 Jean Bartunek, “The Sex Abuse Crisis as Social Drama,” in Church Ethics and Its Organizational Context, 19.

24 Russell Butkus, “Dangerous Memories: Toward a Pedagogy of Social Transformation,” in Religious Education
as Social Transformation, ed. Allen J. Moore (Birmingham, Alabama: Religious Education Press) 220-227
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who seek justice. In this component participants can learn of the exemplary witness of justice
seekers and peacemakers whose risk-taking can inform educators of the strategies and stamina
needed to take on this subject. The final component of the third movement involves some type
of personal interaction with a survivor who has suffered injustice. A thoughtful integration of
these three movements, following from Butkus’ argument, has the capacity to instill in learners a
sustained commitment to undo the injustice and effect positive action. Butkus’ notion of a
pedagogy of dangerous memory deserves serious attention especially in the face of the insidious
tendency for institutions to gloss over the harmful effects of the sex abuse crisis. Such a
pedagogy may ensure that the sex abuse crisis does not become part of a null curriculum that
falls to the wayside as a victim of amnesia.

Conclusion

These insights begin and end in the same place: with my reflections as a practitioner of
religious education, as the director of a mission and ministry center at a Catholic college, seeking
to attend effectively and with integrity to the sex abuse crisis in the church. The March 2019
symposium at my own institution sparked a dialogue that needs to be sustained here and at many
institutions of learning in American Catholic Higher education. James O’Toole (2006) has
described the history of the Catholic church in America in six stages: the priest-less church; the
church in the democratic republic; the immigrant church; the church of Catholic action; the
church of Vatican 1I; and the church in the 21% century.? In some ways, the phrase, “what goes
around, comes around,” is apt especially in noting the dwindling number of priests in the current
stage, resembling O’Toole’s first stage. What remains unresolved is O’Toole’s final quandary:
that in this age lay people may finally be taking their leadership to a new level. As he said,
“Perhaps, in combination with the gradual disappearance of the clergy, laypeople will again
become the principal sustainers of their own religious identity, thereby leading the American
Catholic church back to the future.?®” Such leadership will not occur in healthy and exemplary
ways if the sex abuse crisis is put under the carpet. Its impacts need to be addressed thoroughly
and systematically. Neuroscience, trauma-informed practices, diverse teaching languages and
pedagogies help provide the tools necessary to sustain the conversation about the sex abuse
crisis. Educators need to rise to the challenge with courage and confidence.

%5 James O’Toole, “The Six Ages of Catholicism in America,” in Church Ethics and Its Organizational Context, ed.
Jean Bartunek, Mary Ann Hinsdale, and James F. Keenan (Lanham, MD: Sheed and Ward, Roman & Littlefield,
2006) 31-41.
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Language of Hope in Europe
Abstract

In Europe, the diversity in religions, cultures, languages and historical backgrounds is enormous. World
War Il and the Soviet Regime have played a large part in this and the flow of refugees from other
continents increases the pluralism even more. How can people live together in these countries and how
can religious education add to this bridging between differences? The language across all Euroean
countries is very different. This is not only literally the case between countries, but also figuratively
speaking and inside individual countries. These differences occur in cultural sense and across age
groups as well.

Secondary education has the task to form young people to become firmly rooted people who can hold
their own in society and contribute to a better world. It is essential that they learn to examine their own
core values and their roots during their time at school. A language is needed in which pupils recognise
themselves and their values. This should be a main focus of spiritual and religious education. It happens
especially in religious education classes in denominational schools. However, these schools are currently
accommodating increasing numbers of non-religious pupils. What role do religious values still play in this
situation? How do pupils feel about active involvement in religious institutions, and about basing life
choices on religious beliefs? Can other, non-religious values be detected which could form the basis for
value-oriented personal formation and a language in which this is brought to light

Research of these subjects has been ongoing in the Netherlands for more than twenty years now. This is
currently being expanded to two other European countries: the Czech Republic and Germany (former
East Germany). These are also secularized countries, where denominational schools are attended by an
increasingly diverse population, and yet these countries have a very different history. Will the results here
be similar to those of the earlier Dutch studies? Or do the history and context of these countries play a
stronger role, and does this show in the values that are important to pupils? A comparative pilot study is
being conducted as start of this broadening perspective. This is geared towards greater insight into the
values of pupils in various school classes in denominational schools in these three European countries.
This information will allow us to detect their language and with this design appropriate new forms of
spiritual and religious value-oriented world view education.

Keywords: religious affiliation, religion, belonging and believing, values, religious education
1. Introduction

Three countries were selected and first will be shortly described, where the focus is on
their religious and cultural developments in recent history. A flow of secularization has
taken place in these three European countries especially which is why we choose to
compare the religious values and beliefs of pupils in these countries. We focus on
religion and belief in these secularized countries and try to highlight differences based
on culture and history more than on religion. Former research on religion, belief and
religious values will be presented. Our research questions are based on this and will be
presented at the end of this chapter. With answering our questions we hope to add to
new forms of religious and worldview education on denominational schools in
secularized countries, taken into account the differences in culture and history.

1.1 Three European secularized countries

Like many Western European countries, the Netherlands is a pluralistic, multireligious
and secularized country. Originally mainly Protestant and Roman Catholic, the
Netherlands nowadays has low percentages of religious affiliation: 40 % of the
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population call themselves Christians, and 49 % non-affiliated. The expectation is that
this decline will continue over the coming years. Hellemans has called this decline the
third stage in the development of the main established churches: “far-reaching
secularization and increasing marginalization of the main churches without the rise of
new churches or groups to fill up the void. (...) these countries are tending towards
becoming ‘post-Christian’ in the near future”. (Hellemans 2012 p.3) The place of young
people in today’s Dutch society is not very different from that in the rest of Western
Europe. Dutch researchers have studied the way young people in Western Europe
currently experience faith, and have concluded that for most, faith is oriented towards
family, friends, and themselves as individuals, which is defined as ‘immanent faith’.

The Czech Republic is among the most secularized countries in Europe when it comes
to belief in the basic elements of Christian doctrine. On the other hand, in terms of belief
in magic, amulets, and the powers of fortune-tellers, the Czech Republic is almost at the
top compared to other European countries. People in the Czech Republic have
practically no interest in Eastern philosophical and religious systems (Hamplova, 2013).
Closer analysis of sociological data further reveals that when it comes to Christians’
identification with the doctrine of the churches to which they belong, the Czech Republic
is not closest to Slovakia, with which it was joined in a federative state for seventy
years, but to Austria (Vané — Stipkova, 2013).

The position of religiosity and spirituality in the Czech Republic is quite specific. The
Czech Republic has approximately 10.5 million inhabitants. According to a 2011 census
of persons, houses, and apartments, almost 1.1 million of these inhabitants are
members of the Catholic Church. 51,000 people stated that they were members of the
second largest church, the Evangelical Church of Czech Brethren, and 39,000 that they
belonged to the third largest church, the national Czechoslovak Hussite Church, which
was founded in reaction to anti-modernist tendencies in the Catholic Church after the
First World War. By contrast, more than 4.5 million inhabitants did not answer the
census question on religious affiliation at all. 3.6 million stated that they professed no
religion, and 708,000 that they were believers but were not members of any church
(CSU, 2014). However, people who believe neither in God nor in any other supernatural
power or phenomenon form an absolute minority in Czech society. In the 2008 ISSP
enquiry, only 6% of the respondents responded in these terms and can thus be labelled
real atheists (Hamplova, 2013).

In an extensive study which combines a religious studies approach and a
historiographical approach, David Vaclavik (2010) has convincingly shown that the roots
of the contemporary negation of ecclesial forms of Christianity and the associated
skepticism with regard to anything formally or manifestly religious grew gradually and
continuously in Czech history. Its beginnings must be sought at the latest in 1867 when
the Austrian Empire was transformed into the Austrian-Hungarian monarchy. When
official opposition politics against the Viennese government began, the Catholic Church,
or practicing the Catholic faith, were rejected, since the church was perceived as part of
the state and government apparatus, and practicing the Catholic faith as consenting to

4 The question was optional and a part of the public manifested its disagreement with the otherwise obligatory census
of persons, houses, and apartments by not answering the optional questions. But Christians were generally encouraged
by the churches to answer these questions, among other reasons because at that time census results still affected
church financing.
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the existing order in state and society. The communist regime was thus merely an
episode, albeit an important one, in the process of the Czech nation’s breakaway from
established forms of religiosity. In a way, the social processes of the 19" century,
including those at the turn of the 19" and 20" century, and therefore also the massive
wave of defections from the Catholic Church after the First World War, appear to have
been a greater influence on the Czechs’ breaking away from the Christian faith than the
forty-year-long period of communist government (Hamplova — NeSpor, 2009). In the
1920s alone, approximately 2.5 million people left the Catholic Church. About half of
these entered the national Czechoslovak Hussite Church; the other half remained
without any religious affiliation. This movement of defection from the Catholic Church
probably has no parallel in world history as to scale and speed. However, a “general
religiosity”, calling for a renewal of the churches and demanding that religion serve
humanity and national development, was already apparent at that time. In addition,
alternative religiosity was developing markedly in Bohemia, a phenomenon which only
became widespread elsewhere in Europe at the end of the 20t century (Hamplova,
2013).

We may conclude therefore that the proverbial Czech atheism, which is so often quoted,
does not exist at all; or, to put it more precisely: “The proverbial ‘Czech atheism’ is
anything but real atheism” (NeSpor, 2010). The present situation of religiosity and
spirituality in the Czech Republic and its historical development cannot be interpreted,
therefore, as constituting an atheistic society. “Despite all changes that have occurred in
the Czech religious scene in the course of the 20" century or even by means of these
changes, it is possible to observe a long-term transition from ecclesial forms of
religiosity and especially from the established churches to ‘alternative forms’,

to personally experienced and especially in extreme moments utilized transcendent
anchoring (Nespor, 2016)”. For the sake of completeness, we should add that belief in
traditional Christian elements (God, heaven, hell, miracles) is more widespread and
more stable in the Czech Republic than are belief in elements of Eastern religious
philosophical systems (nirvana, reincarnation), although a minor decrease can be
observed as the above implies (Hamplova, 2013).

Germany, in its turn, also has a peculiar history of its own. Article 4 of the constitution
guarantees freedom of religion for the German people: the “Freiheit des Glaubens”, the
"Gewissens" and the "Freiheit des religidsen und weltanschaulichen Bekenntnisses sind
unverletzlich".The separation of church and state was proclaimed in 1919.

In 2002, approximately 34% of the population belonged to the Protestant, mainly
Lutheran churches, and another 34% to the Roman Catholic Church; 3.7% belonged to
the Islamic faith. In 1995, the Jewish community counted 72 communities with a total of
nearly 54,000 members. In 1933, before Hitler came to power, the Jewish population in
Germany came to about 530,000. The largest Jewish community is located in Berlin,
followed by Frankfurt and Munich. Traditional Jewish communities in Leipzig and
Dresden have been actively professing their faith, also since the German reunification.
18 Lutheran and Reformed (reformierte) churches in West Germany are united in the
Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (EKD). In 1991, the EKD was merged with the
Bund der Evangelischen Kirchen from the former GDR. The Evangelical churches in
Germany belong to the World Council of Churches and there is close collaboration
between them and the Roman Catholic Church. Protestant churches organize biennial
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national gatherings: the so-called church days.

Up to 1994, the Roman Catholic Church was divided into 23 dioceses, five of which
were archdioceses. After a reorganization necessitated by reunification, Germany
currently has 20 dioceses and seven archdioceses: Bamberg, Cologne, Freiburg,
Munich and Freising, Paderborn, Hamburg (new), and Berlin. The archdiocese of
Cologne is the richest in the world, thanks to the German system of church tax
("Kirchensteuer"). The Roman Catholic Church organizes biennial meetings: the so-
called Catholics Days (Van der Mark).

The German Democratic Republic (German: Deutsche Demokratische Republik, DDR),
often also called East Germany, was a communist country in Europe. It was founded in
1949 in the Soviet-occupied part of defeated Germany. Officially, the GDR existed from
7 October 1949 to 3 October 1990, the day of German reunification. On that day the
GDR and the Federal Republic of Germany were united, thus forming present-day
Germany. Most of the old federal states that had existed before the GDR were restored.
More than half of the population in the area of the former GDR and in the northern state
of Hamburg have no religion. A huge shift has taken place in East Germany in this
regard. There was an ongoing marginalization of the influence of organized religions by
the Communist government of East Germany. The great emphasis of the state was on
avoiding religion (Kellner).

1.2 Religious thinking and discourse

People in Central and Eastern European countries are not as familiar with open
discussion of religion and values as their counterparts in so-called Western European
countries are. The main reason for this is that the thesis of the colonial history of Europe
does not hold for Central and Eastern Europe. The former Austro-Hungarian Empire
and its successor states were never colonial superpowers in the sense that Great
Britain, France, Spain, or the Netherlands were. Their experience with oversees
countries was always mediated. From the point of view of the colonial history of Europe,
the question is rather to what extent individual European countries such as the Czech
lands, Croatia, Slovakia, etc., were Austro-Hungarian colonies. But in Central and
Eastern Europe, this question is not and cannot be posed in this way, because the
relationships between states and nations were ordered differently.

In the past decade, however, a colonial role has been ascribed to the European Union
and its leading member states, especially Germany. The EU has also been compared to
the Soviet Union and its “colonial” endeavor, even though most Central and Eastern
European countries were never part of the Soviet Union. An important conclusion that
follows from this is that the mentality that is prevalent in contemporary Central and
Eastern Europe is like the mentality of the victims of colonial oppression. This has an
important impact on public and political discourse on key issues, as well as on the way
current world events are interpreted. As a result, significant segments of society in
Central and Eastern European countries a priori reject a focus on the outside world and
on concepts such as secularization. The societies of the individual states are polarized
between two basic positions. One can be characterized as a position that insulates itself
from everything foreign, a priori rejecting social change and the impact of world
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developments, rejecting the findings of the humanities and social sciences — e.g.
regarding the social construction of reality. The other position is open both to foreign
influences and to social change and development, and strives for rational and objective
assessment of these, as well as other information. The first position fears “colonization”
on the part of the EU, the second points out contemporary Russia’s “colonizing” efforts.
This polarization has led to a ideological fight in the whole of society, in discourse, and
in political debates.

Older investigations of spirituality and religiosity already confirmed that certain kinds of
fear are felt especially in Central and Eastern European societies, regardless of whether
these are predominantly Catholic, such as Poland, or secularized, such as the Czech
Republic. These fears are associated with the transformation of society, and they arise
from a low standard of living and also include existential fears, especially the fear of
death, of one’s own futility and uselessness. The American Pew Research Center’s
2017 investigation of religion and national belonging in post-communist Central and
Eastern European countries reached similar conclusions. Religion, which helped to form
and reinforce, develop and defend identity in Central and Eastern European countries,
is becoming an instrument of oppression of everything that is different. A highly
secularized country like the Netherlands can, for instance, be seen as representative of
a new way of life that must be opposed, and might therefore be seen as a new kind of
enemy, or opponent.

Earlier research amongst Dutch pupils (age 15-18) showed that faith related values are
not important for them, nor being religious, having faith or belonging to a religious
institute (Van Dijk 2015).

1.3 Religion in the three countries
We look first at the figures in the three countries, compared to world figures.

Netherlands Czech Saxony World

republic

« Christian* 40% 27% 26 % 33%
*  Orthodox --- 1% <1% ---

¢ Muslim 5% <1% -- 22%
* Hindu 0.5% --- --- 14%
* Buddhist 0.5% --- --- 7%
» Other religion 5% --- 1% 12%
» Atheist - 25% - ---

* No religion 49% 46% 73 % 2%

(*Christian here includes Protestant and Roman Catholic. Data: Netherlands: Schmeets
and Van Mensvoort, 2015 p. 4; Czech Republic: Pew Research Center 2017, World
Johnson and Grim, 2013 p.12; Saxony: Ergebnis des Zensus 2011)

For East Germany we have chosen the Saxony figures. Some details were not available

in the data sets for all countries (---in the list). What is clear is the Christian nature of
these countries, and the presence of a large percentage of non-affiliated people. In
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Czech republic, the label of non-religious or atheist is often used by fans of alternative
spirituality/religiosity, including horoscopes, amulets and so on. Compared to the rest of
the world these countries have very few Muslims (the Netherlands tops the list in this
respect with 5 %) as well as few Hindu or Buddhist people.

The key findings of the Europe’s Young Adults and Religion survey contain the following
figures on young people’s religiosity:

- The proportion of young adults (16-29) with no religious affiliation (‘nones’) is as
high as 91% in the Czech Republic, 80% in Estonia, and 75% in Sweden.

- 70% of Czech young adults — and 60% of their Spanish, Dutch, British, and Belgian
counterparts — ‘never’ attend religious services.

- Only 2% of Catholic young adults in Belgium, 3% in Hungary and Austria, 5% in
Lithuania, and 6% in Germany say they attend Mass weekly. This contrasts sharply
with their peers in Poland (47%), Portugal (27%), the Czech Republic (24%), and
Ireland (24%).

Source: Stephen Bullivant (2018).

1.4 Research Design

In our research we will focus on these three countries. Especially on denominational
schools it is hard to come up with fitting religious education lessons with its highly
secularized population. Knowledge about their religion and their belief, and the role it
plays in meaning making in life will help to develop RE-lessons. Therefore, we ask
pupils on denominational schools questions regarding their religious affiliation, their
religious activity, their belonging and believing, their religious and nonreligious values
and the sources where they find inspiration in their lives as possible entrance for
religious education. We compare these three countries to find out whether, despite their
almost equal secularization level, values differ or concur. This might add a purpose for
learning in religious education addressing the different worldviews and historical
context.

2. Method
2.1 Introduction

In this chapter the variables, respondents and methodological choices will be described.
The translation of the questionnaire, the respondents and their characteristics as well as
the sampling procedure is presented in the following paragraphs.

2.2 The questionnaires

In this research project we used a questionnaire which was used in the Netherlands for
over twenty years to establish the religion, belief, values and worldviews of secondary
school pupils (Van Dijk-Groeneboer 2001, 2005, 2008, 2010, 2013). The items were
translated by native speakers in Czechic and German language and very slightly
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adjusted when necessary for the specific context, for instance the school levels, and
expressions as ‘Protestant’, ‘Evangelical’, ‘Lutheran’ and ‘Christian’, which in all three
countries have different pronunciations and meanings. Especially the real, through
meaning of certain values remains hard to grasp, as will be elaborated on in our
discussion paragraph.

The full original questionnaires are obtainable via the authors.
2.3 Sampling Procedures

To find respondents, a convenience sampling method was used. Especially when
religious elements occur in research, many schools decline participation, so finding an
entrance into schools is difficult. All three researchers have their contacts in this
religious education field with denominational schools through the RE teachers.
Therefore, since this is a pilot study, the schools that participated were those with
teachers who were known to the researchers. This of course has an effect on the
possibilities for generalization of the data, which will be focused on in our discussion
paragraph. All pupils could complete the questionnaire digitally using their own devices.

300 Czech pupils, 300 German pupils, and 900 Dutch pupils in denominational
secondary schools completed the same questionnaire. In Czech Republic, the pupils
came from 59 high schools across the country, 21 of which were founded by political
parties, 31 were Catholic, 5 were Protestant, and 2 were Jewish. In the Netherlands, 4
Catholic and 4 Protestant secondary schools participated, and in Saxony three Catholic
Gymnasium (=highest education level) schools participated.

In the Netherlands 954 questionnaires were send out, 954 returned of which 903 were
valid to enter the analysis. In Saxony 307 out of 318 lists were valid and in Czech
Republic 292 out of 320. Some of the returned questionnaires were invalid for analysis,
primarily due to missing data or flippant and/or inappropriate answers.

2.4 Data management

The survey was conducted for scientific reasons only. The data will be saved and
guarded according to the data management rules in scientific research. All data will be
kept without any personal details, so that none of the answers can ever be traced back
to the respondent. The respondents participated voluntarily. The data will be kept as an
original data source at the Faculty for Catholic Theology for ten years, and is open for
other researchers to check the reliability of our analyses and conclusions. Approval for
the research was given by the data management team of this Faculty and their data
management policy is in line with the Fair Information Principles in the GDPR.

3. Results
3.1 Statistics
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Descriptive analysis of the data was conducted with SPSS. This yielded in frequencies
tables and crosstabs tables. Since this is still a pilot study, the analysis conducted so far
is quite basic, but further analyses will be made in the future as well as a more
representative sample study as follow up is prepared. In some questions a Likert scale
was used where possible answers were ‘totally disagree’, ‘disagree’, ‘neither agree nor
disagree’, ‘agree’ and ‘totally agree’. These were assigned numbers 1 to 5 and the
weighted mean was used in the data description.

3.2 The data
Our analysis will first answer questions regarding their religious affiliation.

Table 1 Religious affiliation (in %)

Czech Nether- Saxony

republic lands
Roman Catholic 37 12 20
Protestant 3 2 28
Christian 23 18 9
Jewish 1 1 0
Muslim 0 3 0
Atheist 7 12 10
Humanist 4 2 1
Non-affiliated 20 43 26

Over a third of respondents in Czech Republic, a fifth in Saxony, and a tenth in the
Netherlands call themselves Catholic. AlImost a third of German young adults call
themselves Protestants, either Evangelical or Free Evangelical, i.e. belonging to the
“Evangelische Freikirchen”. 18 % of the Dutch respondents and 23 % of Czech
respondents call themselves Christians. Almost half of Dutch young adults are non-
affiliated, as are a quarter of their Eastern German, and a fifth of their Czech peers.

Table 2 Religiosity and religious activities (in %)
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DISAGREE AGREE

SA CZ NL SA CZ NL
| call myself religious 37 28 61 59 63 32
| know exactly what | believe 23 31 43 65 61 46
| want to believe but somehow | cannot 77 82 79 9 6 15
If I marry, | will do that in church 27 22 56 56 58 27
If | get kids, | will baptize them 40 30 69 39 54 15
| would like to have a religious funeral 27 21 62 50 60 24

Statements on religiosity and possible involvement with the church for future life events

were presented and pupils were again asked to express their level of agreement. Czech
and Saxonian pupils call themselves religious far more often than their Dutch peers, and
more of them know exactly what to believe. Life events like marriage, the birth of a child,
or a funeral are much more associated with religion for Czech or German young people

than for Dutch pupils.

We furthermore asked the pupils what they think it means to be faithful with regard to
religious affiliation and attending church services (believing and belonging). In all three
countries, about 50 % of the respondents say that “when you believe you do not need a
religion, nor do you need to attend services”.

Table 3 Believing and belonging (in %)

Czech Saxony Netherlands
Republic
Actively religious, strong belonging
to one religious organization 37 27 6
Actively religious,
feeling connected with
different religious organizations 13 15 4
Actively religious, not connected
to any religious organization 27 18 10
Not actively religious,
belonging to one religious organization 8 16 24
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Not actively religious, not connected

to any religious organization 15 24 55

This table shows Dutch pupils are hardly feeling belonging to a religious organization
and more than half of them is not actively religious. Most of the Czechian pupils are
actively religious as well as half of the Saxonian pupils.

The survey tries to identify the values upon which the respondents base their identity
formation. A list with 23 variables was presented to the pupils, and they could then mark
whether they regarded each of these values as very unimportant, unimportant, neutral,
important, or highly important (ranking 1 to 5). In the list were three faith-related values,
which produced the following results (the percentage that agreed or strongly agreed that
this is an important value).

Table 4 Faith-related values (in %)

CZ NL SA
Having a life guided by God, Allah or a Higher power 32 13 22
Having trust in God, Allah, or a Higher power 52 15 40
Having faith 67 21 47

Furthermore, we present the three values that were most often chosen in each country
(the values that had the highest weighted mean, marked with *), and we have placed
these beside the figures of the other countries for comparative purposes, as the
following overview shows.

Table 5 Values ranked high (weighted means)

Netherlands  Czech Saxony
Republic
Being free and independent 437 * 410 4.42
Being happy with yourself 449 * 4.60 * 463"
Living for your family 3.48 449 * 4.22
Enjoying life 453 * 4.32 453*
Having a happy relationship 4.23 455 * 447 *
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One of these values was among the highest in all three countries, “Being happy with
yourself”. Saxonian and Dutch pupils value “Enjoying life” very high and Czechian and
Saxonian pupils value “Having a happy relationship” very high.

Finally we describe the respondents’ religious and mystical experiences in music,
sports, and nature. Pupils were asked to select whether they believed that the following
statement applied to themselves or not. The ‘agree’ figures (adding up “agree” and
“totally agree”) are shown here in percentages.

Table 6 Inspiration in music, sports and countryside (in %)

CZ NL SA
Music is important,
because it helps me when | am sad 75 57 79
Sports are important,
when | do sports | can really feel happy sometimes 27 37 43
| like going into the countryside,

it makes me feel at ease and | experience unity 53 23 46
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4 Discussion

In our data we find indications that confirm our hypothesis that the values of the pupils
in the three secularized countries differ. Religious affiliation and religious activities,
religious and nonreligious values, as well as the relationship between believing and
belonging to a religious institute are different in these countries. For religious education
in all countries however, the entrance might be found through music and by entering
into a dialogue about the meaning of religious experiences in this music, as well as in
sports or in going to the country.

Doing comparative research in different countries with different languages is very
difficult. Especially doing quantitative research, since the real meaning the respondent
attaches to certain concepts cannot be checked, as is often the case in surveys. This is
especially problematic with religious and value-oriented questions, because the
concepts themselves have everything to do with the real, true meaning of words.
Unfortunately, this cannot be avoided and we are aware of it. Nevertheless, this
research gives some direction in which pupils in these countries differ from each other
on certain values and this enhances further thinking on their language and what
religious education can add to bring these core values into dialogue in the classroom.

Some remarks are to be made concerning possible bias in our data. The questionnaire
was spread during RE classes, so pupils might have been tempted to answer ‘more
religiously’ than usual because their expectations in this setting turn more towards
religion. Moreover, the lists were spread amongst denominational schools that were
also known to the researchers, so generalization to all Catholic or to all denominational
schools in the country or towards non-public schools in general are hard to make.
Thirdly, it is important to point out that the results of these pupils on denominational
schools are also likely to be much more ‘religious’ than the average figures for young
people in these countries, as believing and religiously active families are more likely to
choose these denominational schools that have been founded by churches (in all three
countries) and by local authorities (Czech Republic) than to choose public schools. The
representativeness of the figures is therefore somewhat uncertain; we would like to
emphasize that this is only a pilot study to obtain first insights and ideas on young
people and their religion in these three countries.

18 % of the Dutch respondents and 23 % of the Czech respondents call themselves
Christians, which is interesting in itself. Are they just Christians ‘in general’, as in: ‘good
citizens’? Or are they in fact Protestant or Catholic, but without using this more precise
definition due to their religious illiteracy? The latter is most likely the case at least for the
Dutch respondents. The percentage of pupils calling themselves atheist is worth further
elaborating on, taken into account the remark of NeSpor whether atheism in Czech
Republic is real atheism. However, with these quantitative data unfortunately there is
not much more to conclude on this point.

Looking into the results on believing and belonging to religious institutions, there is a
wide tendency to be skeptical about institutions, which have lost their importance, as
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other research has confirmed. In Czech Republic, over a third of respondents stated
that they belonged to and believed in one specific religious institution. This was a little
less than a third in Saxony, whereas hardly any Dutch pupils at all shared this
statement. Another interesting fact is that almost a third of the pupils in Czech Republic
said they were actively religious but did not feel connected to any religious institution,
whereas about a fifth of the Dutch and Saxonian respondents said that they were not
religiously active but did feel connected to one religious institution. This appears to be
more a case of having an old feeling of belonging to a specific religious institution, which
however the respondents in question attend only at Christmas and for life-changing
events. These different types of belonging and believing can be connected to earlier
research outcomes (Riegel, Van Dijk-Groeneboer & Ziebertz).

The results show insight in the values pupils give meaning. The religious oriented
values are only found important by Czech pupils, especially having faith and having
trust in God, Allah or a Higher Power. In the Netherlands, the values that scored highest
were all individually oriented, whereas in Saxony and Czech Republic, two out of the
three highest ranking values were family- and relationship-oriented. This might have
something to do with the history of these countries. A good relationship and good family
life is important especially for Christian and Catholic people, as they live lives that are
not promoted by the state itself and, even more importantly, have been opposed for
many years by the communist regime. As a result, faith was opposed and became a
private matter. Many Czech people feel religious bonds across borders and say that
religion is important in life, but do not feel proud to be a citizen of their country. This
alienation or feeling of loneliness among Christians is a known phenomenon in Czech
Republic and to a lesser degree in Saxony (Okumenismus der dritter Art).

Different values are appreciated differently in these three countries, partly because of
their diverging histories and the deeply rooted cultures these have evoked. Religious
Education can enhance the creation of meaning for pupils in secularized countries.
Value-oriented religious education is needed to form young people in a realistic
worldview, especially now they are loose from religions in this secularized context, and
in recognizing a horizon towards which they can steer their lives. But this is easier said
than done, especially with regard to young adults in these three countries. Religion and
religious traditions have been pushed to the background; narrative discussions are
therefore needed in the classroom to re-open the search for pupils’ roots and values.
According to our research results, music, nature, and sports might be interesting points
of departure to begin these value-oriented educational activities.

After analyzing the quantitative data, the final step will be to search for the words young
people use themselves when they describe what they think is important in their lives in
the field of religion, meaning and purpose in life, and of their philosophy of life. The
qualitative part of this comparative research will yield information about the language
that secondary school pupils use in these three countries. The analysis is currently
being carried out and it will be finished around spring 2020. It takes much effort to
identify the real, underlying meaning of concepts that are used in each country, but this
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can contribute significantly to getting to know young people, their language, and their
core values. This means it will be possible to develop better educational practices to
form them (Kienstra, Van Dijk & Boelens 2016, 2017). These activating and reflective
educational tools will help to create brave, strong young people, who are open and
aware of their own values in today’s world.
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“There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots, the other, wings.”
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Abstract

Despite their sharing the idea that the primary reason why youth and young adults are leaving
Catholicism is largely due to their not encountering Christ and his love within the structures of
Church teaching and tradition, tensions between neo-traditional and postmodern religious
educational approaches have continued to swell. As Catholic neo-traditionalists continue to press
forward a return back to ‘how the Church once was’ postmodern religious educators worry that
those who already live in the margins will continue to be pushed further away from opportunities
for encountering Christ. This paper will outline the “Wedge Model” of youth ministry,
deconstruct it, and then reconstruct it (in conversation with lived experience) as a sacred
pedagogy centered upon teaching Catholic youth how to connect to and practice the liberating
love of Christ.

Keywords: disaffiliation, neo-traditional, post-modernism, sacred pedagogy, youth ministry
1. Introduction

As disaffiliation continues to swell among young Catholics, the Catholic neo-traditional call to
abandon postmodern inspired forms of religious education, like that of Terence McLaughlin’s
“openness with roots,” has grown stronger over the last decade. For some Catholic neo-
traditionalists, the growing number of young Catholics who have renewed their interest in
medieval scholasticism and the Latin Mass indicates that reverting back to ‘how the Church once
was’ is the needed answer for solving the current crisis of faith, disaffiliation. Other religious
educators, however, worry that a retreat away from postmodern pedagogical methods will only
further enflame the rate of disaffiliation among Catholic youth and further delay the building of
bridges to the LGBQT, immigrant, etc. communities. Despite hailing from two different religious
educational approaches, however, Catholic neo-traditionalists and postmodern enthusiasts do
share one common understating: the primary reason why Catholic youth are leaving the Faith is
largely due to their not encountering Christ and his love within the structures of Catholic
teaching and Tradition.

Christ does not limit his presence to just the context of Catholicism. Therefore, for Catholic
religious education to be successful in reconnecting its young church to Christ and his liberative
love, it should seek to employ sacred pedagogies which connect Christ’s presence in the secular
culture to the Christian faith tradition. That is, to be successful in re-guiding the disaffiliated or
outcast back to their roots and give the young church the wings it needs in order to move its faith
tradition forward from division to coexistence, a recasting of a sacred pedagogy is needed.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Copyright remains with the author.
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Through a recasting of the wedge model of youth ministry into an “openness” pedagogy, this
paper will present a new sacred pedagogy that religious educators may use to connect young
Catholics to Christ and his liberative love. The developed sacred pedagogy presented in this
analysis will also offer Catholic, as well as other, religious educators a new tool for creating
spaces of coexistence between Catholic neo-traditionalists and postmodernists. Specifically, by
looking at the primary stages of the wedge model (relational ministry, evangelization,
recognition, catechesis, and service), this paper will recast these stages into conversation with
McLaughlin’s “openness with roots” in such a way that a new model, focused upon placing
Christ’s liberative love into practice, will spring forward. This refashioned sacred pedagogy will
present a new religious educational model for healing the divides which currently hinder
Catholicism (as well as other Christian denominations and other faith traditions) from sharing
and doing the work of Christ’s liberating love — the love frees persons from political and social
discrimination.

1.1 Methodology: A Qualitative Community of Practice

Developed from an exploration of the past, present, and future, this paper employs a two-fold
qualitative method: narrative and grounded theory. The narrative method is used to create a
cohesive image of current tensions between Catholic neo-traditional and postmodern religious
educational approaches. The narrative method, moreover, offers a clear portraiture of the past
and present tensions which exist between neo-traditionalist and postmodern religious educational
approaches. The second primary method this paper uses is the qualitative method of grounded
theory. Specifically, by using an inductive approach, this paper offers an outlining of the wedge
model of youth ministry, deconstruct it, and then reconstruct it (in conversation with lived
experience) as a sacred pedagogy centered upon teaching Catholic youth how to connect to and
practice the liberating love of Christ.

2. “Straw for the Bricks”: Definitions & Understandings

In a 1989 article for the Interdisciplinary Journal of Pastoral Studies, Stephen Pattison offered
the observation' that students in pastoral studies programs are often asked to partake in the
process of Theological Reflection before they are properly prepared to do so; or in the words of
Pattison, “students are being asked to make bricks without straws.”? Structures made with straw-
less bricks crumble easily in challenging climates. Similarly, students and scholars who do not
frame a foundational understanding of the words and theories which form the underpinnings of
their path of study will also find their research questions, thought experiments, and arguments
crumbling around the work that they are trying to achieve. Therefore, before this paper moves
forward in its exploration of its proposed thesis it will first offer some “straw for the bricks.” For
it will be these “straws” that will bring forth clarity to the re-construction and use of the “Wedge
Model of Youth Ministry” as a form of sacred pedagogy practiced in Catholic youth ministry.

2.2 Neo-Traditionalism

! The root metaphor of Pattison’s observation is derived from the Book of Exodus 5:1-23.
2 Stephen Pattison, “Some Straw for the Bricks: A Basic Introduction to Theological Reflection,” Practical
Theology (August 26, 2016): 2-9.

2
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One of the most interesting effects that social media has had upon Catholicism is the organic
development of #catholictwitter and “weird Catholic Twitter.” The diversity of thought and lived
Catholicism housed in these social media handles is nothing short of prodigious. Anyone who
casually scrolls through those who post to these handles will find debates and discussions
ranging on whether or not Pope Francis is the legitimate pope of the Catholic church to whether
or not it is appropriate to allow a crying baby to stay in the pews during Sunday liturgical
celebrations. These “Catholic tribes,” as observed by Michael Warren and Damian Thompson in
their Catholic Herald article, “Meet America’s Catholic Tribes,” are filled with “noisy groups of
priests and laity who disagree on pretty much everything. There are fault lines everywhere,
growing wider thanks to a deadly combination of scandals and social media.” Fault lines which
have grown in large part to a rapid rise in neo-traditionalism (or “rad-trads™ as they like to call
themselves on social media) among American Catholics.

One of the reasons why the Catholic neo-traditional movement has successfully moved the fault
lines of Catholicism is rooted in their rapid movement away from traditional Catholicism. A
decade ago, the writings and teachings of 20" century Catholic theologians (e.g., Pope Benedict
XVI, Dr. Scott Hahn, Bishop Robert Barron, and George Weigel) worked to reorient Catholics
toward placing modern Catholic theologies in continuity with Catholic tradition and its teachings
in regard to unchangeable “Truth.” In contrast, neo-traditionalists are suspect of any theological
developments formed in postmodernity and they are especially suspect of the postmodern
methods currently employed by Catholic academics and the United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops (USCCB). Neotraditional Catholics, in other words, hold and openly express a
deep disgruntlement towards modern Catholicism, an institution that they believe has been
infiltrated by secularism. In the compendium work, Fundamentalism Observed, theologian
William D. Dinges (Catholic University), offers the following observation of what Catholic neo-
traditionalism seeks to accomplish in its fervor:

[Neo-traditionalism] seeks to arrest and reverse religious change among Catholics and to
preserve the ideological, organizational, and cultic patterns altered, abandoned, or
discredited in the post conciliar era. [It] is a protest against the blurring of Catholic
identity and the loss of Catholic hegemony in the social, cultural, and political sphere.’

In as far as neo-traditional approaches within youth ministry there are some shared similarities
between neo-traditional and postmodern youth ministry programs. The neo-traditional Mater Dei
parish (Irving, TX), for example, offers the following to the youth of their parish:

Little Flowers (Young Girls Social & Spiritual Group): A program for teaching virtues
and studying through Scripture, saints’ biographies and the Catechism for girls (9-12).

3 Warren Davis, Michael, and Damian Thompson. “Meet America's Catholic Tribes.” Catholic Herald, November
15, 2018. https://catholicherald.co.uk/magazine/the-time-of-the-tribes/.

4 For more information on ‘Rad Trads’ and their use of social media to press forward a return to traditionalism see
Mary Meisenzahl, “Inside the World of Weird Catholic Twitter — and the ‘rad Trads’ Keeping the Old Traditions
Alive,” Mel Magazine, March 2019, https://melmagazine.com/en-us/story/rad-trad-weird-catholic-twitter.

5 William Dinges and James Hitchcock, “Roman Catholic Traditionalism and Activist Conservatism in the United
States,” in Fundamentalisms Observed, ed. Martin Marty and Scott Appleby (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1991), 67.
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Our Lady’s Fiat: For young ladies (13-18). Meeting time consist of a tea party brunch, a
short devotion and a talk led by [our pastor], and an activity

St. John Bosco Boys Group: A boys’ formation program (13-18) which aims to foster the
virtues of purity, temperance, prudence, justice, and fortitude along with the development
of Christian conviction and true leadership. Courses offered provide spiritual formation
alongside intellectual growth.

Youth Group (13-18): A meeting of the parish’s youth which begins with a rosary and is
followed by a group dinner and interactive talk (with a parish pastor), followed by games.

What lies at the fault line between postmodern approaches youth ministry and neo-traditional
approaches is the neo-traditional youth’s devotion to the Tridentine Mass — the Extraordinary
Form of the Roman Rite or The Latin Mass (TLM) — and to intellectual formation.

The international youth movement Feederatio Internationalis Juventutem (F1J)) is a good example
of the integrated approach that neo-traditionalists have formed in relation to ministering to the
youth of their parishes. According to its website, F1J is committed to connecting Catholic youth
(practicing and disaffiliated) to the “doctrinal presentations of the divine truths so eloquently
expressed by” TLM. A feat in which F1J aims to achieve through their broader commitment in
offering opportunities for “prayer, friendship, and learning.”® Neo-traditional youth ministry
deeply roots itself in the practice of traditional forms of liturgy. Youth not only are encouraged
to participate in TLM but are also pressed to use their experiences formed within TLM as a
“springboard” into better understanding the teachings of the Catholic faith.

Although one could say that the use of liturgy in youth ministry is an approach shared by
postmodern parishes’, the approach employed by neo-traditionalists differs in as far as they do
not see the liturgy as a place for youth expression. That is, unlike the Roman Rite, TLM does not
offer opportunities for the integration of youthful liturgical music and other expressions of faith
(e.g. holding hands during the recitation of the Lord’s prayer). “Meeting the youth where they
are” in relation to liturgy is shuddered as it is seen as a “watering down” of divine worship and
tradition.

In relation to the second point, neo-traditional approaches to youth ministry also emphasizes a
call to be formed by Catholicism’s intellectual tradition. Instead of creating programs which
work from the baseline that the youth who participate know little to nothing about their faith,
neo-traditionalists press their youth to explore challenging theological teachings, historical
developments, and criticisms of the “outside world.” It is not uncommon to find neo-traditional
youth debating Aristotle and Plato or St. Thomas Aquinas and Augustine in relation to the ills of
the outside world during a youth group gathering. To simply know the catechism or be able to
explain how the Ten Commandments can be helpful in “guard railing” teen life, neo-traditional
youth programs challenge their youth to deepen their intellectual understandings of the great

® Feederatio Internationalis Juventutem, “About,” Feederatio Internationalis Juventutem, accessed July 25th, 2019,
http://juventutem.org/about/.

7 A popular program used by many postmodern parishes which emphasizes the use of liturgy and Eucharistic
celebrations to be the essential core of youth ministry is Life Teen. For more information about Life Teen and its
employed ministerial models, visit https://lifeteen.com.
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philosophers and theologians who neo-traditionalists believe to have properly interpreted the
Deposit of Faith.

Neo-traditionalism’s approach to religious education reflects its held suspicions of the outside
world. In a 21 century, ordinary diocesan school theology class, for example, one will find a
plethora of approaches employed by the teacher in his/her attempt to teach their students about
their faith and how to place it into practice as they move through their ordinary lives. Neo-
traditionalism, in its protest against religious change, approaches religious education through the
lens of “regurgitation.” Youth should learn theology and the traditions of their faith, but
opportunities for questioning are not encouraged in as far as they cause confusion. An example
of this form of approach can be found in the use of the Baltimore Catechism in the late 19" and
early-mid 20" century catechetical programs. Written in a “Q & A” style, the Baltimore
Catechism does not concern itself with explaining the teachings of Catholicism in great detail nor
offers opportunities for Catholic teaching in conversation with lived experience.; youth are read
the questions and are to recite or regurgitate, verbatim, the answer:

Lesson Seventh: On the Incarnation and Redemption

Q. 318. What does "incarnation" mean, and what does "redemption" mean?

A. "Incarnation" means the act of clothing with flesh. Thus Our Lord clothed His divinity
with a human body. "Redemption" means to buy back again.

Q. 319. Did God abandon man after he fell into sin?
A. God did not abandon man after he fell into sin, but promised him a Redeemer, who
was to satisfy for man's sin and reopen to him the gates of heaven.

0. 320. What do we mean by the "gates of heaven"?
A. By the "gates of heaven" we mean the divine power by which God keeps us out of
heaven or admits us into it, at His pleasure.®

In their pursuit of “passing on the Faith” in a way that does not diminish or tarnish Catholic
teachings, Neo-traditionalists encourage a return back to religious educational practices that are
“fixed” and focused upon a “predetermined content.” Any approach that encourages a
deconstructing of a teaching or tradition and its reconstruction through a sociological,
anthropological, etc. lens is viewed as offering youth an opportunity to open gates towards
heresy.

2.2 Postmodernists

Pope John Paul II’s thirteenth encyclical, Fides et Ratio, explicitly reminded the Catholic church
that its relationship with postmodernism is one of great complexity. Postmodernism, according to
Poe John Paul II, can also mean a lot of different things as “the term designates the emergence of
a complex of new factors.” The judgement placed upon it can be “sometimes positive and

8 Frances J. Connell. The New Baltimore Catechism, No. 3. New York: Benziger, 1941.
° For a detailed examination of how catechetical approaches have changed in the last century, see Tommy King, Can
We Say Catechesis? in “Children and the Church,” special issue, Leaven 4 (January 1, 1996): 34-38.
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sometimes negative.”!? For many youth ministers in Catholic parishes, postmodernism is and has
been a largely positive influence on the work that they do “in the trenches.” Moreover, given the
use of inductive models and the ‘public theology’ which organically rises through the practice of
youth ministry, one cannot deny the positive presence of postmodernism within many Catholic
parishes today. It is in light of this understanding that the use of the term “postmodern parish”
has been employed. The next “straw” that this paper will offer will be a broader comprehension
of what Catholic postmodernists believe as well as what youth ministry looks like in a
postmodern Catholic parish.

For many Catholics who value the spirit of Vatican II, postmodernism is a “fresh wind of the
Spirit sent to revitalize the dry bones of the Church.”!! This is especially true of the “rebuilt”
Church movements that have casted new tools to be used for the Church’s mission of reaching
the margins of the postmodern world.!? For postmodernists:

“The fruit of the Spirit emerges in our lives from the seeds planted by the practices of
bring in the Spirit, it becomes a witness to a postmodern world (John 17). Nothing is
more countercultural than a community serving the Suffering Servant in a world devoted
to consumption and violence. But the Church will have this countercultural, prophetic
witness only when it jettisons its own modernity...postmodernism [is] another catalyst
for the church to be the church.”!?

In her book Postsecular Catholicism: Relevance and Renewal, Michele Dillion (Professor of
Sociology, University of New Hampshire), offered an exploration of how “Catholicism
negotiates the tension between the forces of tradition and those of change,”'* In her exploration
of postmodern Catholicism, Dillion asserts that the “Catholic Church is very much a public
religion as it is a “universal institution dedicated to the public common good” that houses
teachings on social justice “particular pertinent to the problems of contrite modernity.”!> For
Dillion, “Vatican II’s rejection of a false opposition between religious and social activities and
its explicit affirmation of human agency, lay competence, and honest discussion in discerning the
issues of modernity marked a highly significant” shift in how the Church approached its
expressions of faith. The Church’s relevance in an ever-increasing complex social world is
reliant upon whether or not it successfully joins secular practices, understandings and hopes into
the delivery of the Church’s teachings.'® Postmodernists, unlike Traditionalists, embrace this
same ideal. For the Church to remain relevant and perceived to be a place for all people, it must
remain in conversation with the outside world. Postmodernists do not see the outside world as a
imminent threat against Catholicism. Although they proceed with caution, postmodernists
understand that there is great truth and beauty worth capturing from secular theories and
philosophies. In relation to youth ministry, postmodernists believe that the teachings of the

10 Pope John Paul II, “Fides Et Ratio” (lecture, Saint Peter's, Rome, Italy, September 14, 1998), paragraph 9.

1 James Smith, Who's Afraid of Postmodernism? Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault to Church (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Baker Academic, 2006), 18.

12 Tbid.

B 1bid., 30

14 Michael Dillion, Postsecular Catholicism: Relevance and Renewal (New York, New York: Oxford University
Press, 2018), 1.

5 1bid,, 5

16 1bid., 19
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Church will only be explored by the youth as long as their presentation are written in a language
that youth understand.

“Meet them where they are” is perhaps one of the most famous Jesuit colloquiums of our day.
The phrase highlights the belief that God will come into your spiritual home even in the midst of
spiritual chaos and in a manner that you understand. “Meet them where they are,” in other words,
is a good example of how postmodernists approach the “doing” of ministry. There are many
Catholic parishes in the US that have radically transformed their approach to ministry with tools
that they have gathered from this ideal. The Church of the Nativity, for example, in Timonium,
Maryland is an example of the good that may come from using postmodern approaches in an
effort to inform new approaches in ministry. According to the pastor of the Church of the
Nativity, Father Michael White, when he first arrived at the parish he found a “languid
community aging in place” with 96% of weekly Mass goers reporting that the reason why they
chose to be a member of this parish or attend liturgy there was because the church had
“convenient parking.” Externally and internally the parish was also a mess, spiritually and
physically.!” Knowing what most likely laid ahead in as far as Mass attendance and low
participation in offered ministries, Father Michael created a dynamic strategy to bring the parish
back to life. His attention to intentionally bring in the outside culture of his parishioners and
those whom he hoped to reconnect to the Faith brought a deep breath of fresh air to the parish
and its pastoral leaders.

Refashioned for the 3™ millennium, the Church of Nativity’s youth ministry program now
flourishes with several hundred youth attending parish events on a regular basis. Its long-time
youth minister, Christopher Wesley, explains that the primary reason for its success is rooted in
the parish’s attentiveness to “the coming together of the present and future of the Church. It [is
this type of] movement that takes the Church relevancy and impact to the next level.” '* By
making the youth ministry program “more accessible,” postmodernists have been effective in
showing youth that “Faith is not dead,” but very much alive in the midst of their messy lives.
God is where they are.

Another example of how postmodernists differs from traditionalists is centered upon the modern
approach to “accompaniment” in relation to youth’s spiritual journeys. In the post synodal
apostolic exhortation, Pope Francis notes the importance of respecting the freedom of young
people as they build their lives and explore the world.!” Moreover, Pope Francis urges the
Church to be more welcoming to youth much in the same way that other secular educational
intuitions are. The Church, in the words of Francis, should avoid “rigid criteria for students”
since these types of conditions would “deprive many young people of the accompaniment that
could help enrich their lives.”?° That is, the Church must be open for the free flowing of youth
culture in and out of its institutions as it too accompanies youth as they walk on their spiritual
journeys. Youth culture, which is largely formed out of postmodern thought, is to be cherished

17 For more information on the Rebuilt Parish association and to see other success stories in relation to parishes
renewing their visions and ministerial plans, visit: https://rebuiltparish.com .

18 Christopher Wesley, Rebuilding Youth Ministry: Ten Practical Strategies for Catholic Parishes (South Bend,
Indiana: Ave Marie Press, 2015), 3.

19 Pope Francis. “Christus Vivit,” paragraph 242.

20 Ibid., paragraph 247.
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and welcomed in the Church as it offers an opportunity to make meaningful connections to the
youth that the Church hopes to connect to the life and love of Christ. Traditionalists approach, as
mentioned before, secular youth cultures with great suspicion. Therefore, in ministering to young
people they do not see the benefit of inviting the youth culture into conversation with the
traditions and teachings of the Church.

As mentioned above, in contrast to traditionalism, postmodernists employ a plethora of
approaches in their sharing of Catholic teachings and traditions. Moreover, it is not uncommon to
find a Catholic theology or religion teacher or catechists who has not found some form of
cultural tools to enliven the lessons that they teach in an effort to bring their students to a better
understanding of why their faith teaches what it does. In his blog, seanmcdowell.org, high school
theology teacher, Sean McDowell, posted the question: “How do we make theology come alive
for students?” His question, which he did explore in more detail in his April 2019 blog post of
the same title, is a good example of the form of questioning that postmodernists begin with in
their exploration of how to connect youth to their faith traditions. Sean’s list of answers to his
“research question” show a broad snapshot of postmodern religious education “at work:”

Use stories

Use cultural examples

As good questions

Connect theology to practical life

b=

At the heart of well-formed postmodern pedagogies, as the above shows, is an explicit attention
to what captures the religious imagination of youth: relevancy. Youth, as seen at the 2018
Catholic Youth Synod, want to be seen and heard; they house a deep desire to learn about truth,
but only in a manner that is fashioned out of the images that they share. This is one of the
essential cores of the postmodernists’ approach to religious education.

3. From Roots: Revisiting & Deconstructing a Forgotten Youth Ministerial Model

If there is one concrete known fact in regard to youth ministry is that practitioners in this field
have a plethora of models to choose from in determining the right “fit” for their ministerial
context. Often, these models are presented in flashy “boxed programs” marketed with the
promise of fun, relevant podcasts, dynamic images, and relevant discussion questions, all easily
accessible online or through a downloaded app. Beyond the tree limbs, however, deeply buried
beneath the ground lies the forgotten youth ministry models that continue to inspire and support
the new models and approaches ministers use today. It is within these roots that the “Wedge
Model” situates itself, freely branching out into the 3*¢ millennium and sharing its rich wisdom
with the next generation of religious educators and youth ministers who long to return the
disaffiliated to the feet of Christ and strengthen the faith of those who remain so that they do not
ever leave.

Constructed through the research and practical experiences of Southern Californian youth
ministers, the “Wedge Model” of youth ministry is a six-stage process that can be used and
adapted as a method for the faith and spiritual formation of youth in almost any context. The six
stages that outlines this model, as shown below, are as follows: 1. Relational ministry, 2.
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Evangelization, 3. The “moment of recognition,” 4. Systematic Catechesis, 5. Service, and 6.
Leadership development and peer ministry.
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Figure 1.1. Wedge Model in Thomas Zanzig, “Youth Ministry: Directions and Reflections,”
in Readings and Resources in Youth Ministry, ed. Michael Warren (Winona, Minnesota: Saint
Mary's Press, 1987).

Iy

Stage One: Relational Ministry

The first stage of this model, relational ministry, has, in recent years, seen a renewed interest as a
result of Pope Francis’s ministerial direction. In a homily (May 8, 2013) at a weekday Mass,
Pope Francis reminded the faithful that if Christians are to be effective in proclaiming the Good
News of Christ, they must be like Paul and build bridges and not walls. These bridges, Pope
Francis added, must reach out to where people are, eager to listen to everyone, to become
acquainted with them, and form relationships with them. This is relational ministry at work.
Effective youth ministry is not possible without relationships. “Until young people feel
welcomed by and into the parish community of faith, there is no reason why they should be open

to the message it proclaims.”?!

Although relational ministry is widely accepted as the first step in youth ministry among many
other models, it would be disingenuous to not explore some of its weaknesses as a point of
deconstruction. The first weakness of this stage hails from within the current crisis of the
Catholic sex abuse scandal. As more dioceses tighten up the processes of how youth ministers
interact with the youth that they serve, forming cohesive relational ministries is becoming more
difficult. In order for this stage to benefit the youth and not offer additional opportunities for
them to be harmed in ill formed relationships, the family will have to take on the role as a guide
for this process. The youth minister, on other words, will have to shift their relational ministry to
the whole family rather than forming a bridge towards where the youth reside. Without a strong,
safe, and secure relationship between the youth minister and the youth the rest of the process

risks also being dismantled.

2! Thomas Zanzig, “Youth Ministry: Directions and Reflections,” in Readings and Resources in Youth Ministry, ed.
Michael Warren (Winona, Minnesota: Saint Mary's Press, 1987), 45.

9

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 121 of 768



Another weakness in the relational ministry stage is that too often overzealous ministers forget to
“shut-up” and listen to the youth in front of them. Youth should not have to fight for a place at
the table or to be heard.?? For relational ministry to achieve its goal of “welcoming” youth
ministers who use this model must keep in mind that the voice of the youth that they minister to
is valuable. By “shutting-up” and listening to what the youth needs, wants, desires, etc. youth
ministers will be better positioned to teach them about the faith in a language drawn from what
has been shared.

Stage Two: Evangelization

Once youth have formed a healthy connection to the faith community, it will be natural to want
to share what they have found with others. At this point, youth ministers should offer social
activities and service-learning experiences as they will most likely be eager to share the joy that
they have, hopefully, found in the Church. It is at these gatherings that the youth minister will
have the best opportunity to evangelize.?’

The essential elements that youth ministers should incorporate into the stage of evangelization
are witness, outreach, proclamation, invitation, conversion, and discipleship. Of these, the most
important element of evangelization is proclamation as “there is no true evangelization if the
name, teaching, the life, the promises, the Kingdom, and the mystery of Jesus are not
proclaimed.” Evangelization, in other words, begins with the sharing of Christ.>*

In deconstructing this stage, the primary concern that arises is the presence of proselytizing in
place of faith sharing. A youth minister or even youth who are excited to share their faith and to
proclaim the work of Christ may, at times, press others to accept and believe Church teachings
and traditions before they are ready to. This is especially common among traditionalists who, as
this paper showed above, see it as their duty to convert non-believers to the Faith and believers to
seeing the teachings and the traditions of the Church in the same way that they do.?> To approach
evangelization in this way causes great harm. Youth cannot be pressured to accept Faith
teachings and traditions until they are ready to, especially those who struggle with genderism,
sexual identity, racism, etc.. Evangelization through youth ministry must allow them the space
they need to explore the Good News in light of their social context and understanding. Jesus took
his time in evangelizing non-believers, youth ministers must also do the same if they are to be
effective in fostering meaningful connections to the life and love of Christ.

Stage Three: The “Moment of Recognition”

22 For a more detailed look at the theology of place sharing, see Andrew Root, Revisiting Relational Youth Ministry:
From a Strategy of Influence to a Theology of Incarnation (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2007).

23 Zanzig, Youth Ministry, 46

24 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Renewing the Vision: A Framework for Catholic Youth Ministry
(Washington DC: USCCB, 1997).

25 An example of a traditionalists who has been identified as proselytizing under the name of “evangelization” is Dr.
Taylor Marshall. Dr. Marshall is a well-known traditionalists scholar who uses social media platforms to explain the
Faith through the lens of rigid traditionalism. To learn more about Dr. Marshall and his ministry, see
https://taylormarshll.com.
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The “moment of recognition” is not the same as “conversion or encounter that a youth in some
way was thunderstruck by the faith in some emotional sense overwhelmed by the presence of
God.”?% Although some youth do experience these moments of great conversion, like St.
Augustine did as a youth in a garden, not many of them do. The essential goal of this stage is
therefore to guide a young person to a new understanding or acceptance of something that they
had not thought of before or had previously dismissed or rejected. Moreover, although the youth
minister can (and should) offer opportunities to youth in which “the individual might find the
faith attractive and worthy of consideration, it cannot force the youth to accept the faith or live it
out.”?’ Like the stage of evangelization, youth must feel free to explore, whether through
questioning or thought experiments. For it is through the process of exploration that they will
find either what they are looking for or what God desires for them. Those are the moments that
will bring them to “recognition,” and they will see the Faith fully alive and at work.

A weakness in this stage is that youth ministers may be tempted (or feel pressured) to
manufacture the perfect opportunities for “moments of recognition.” A good example of this can
be seen in the summer teen conferences held across the US. Any youth minister who has taken a
group of their youth to one of these conferences often lament that it is hard to keep their youth
excited about their faith after they return home. Opportunities like these, which are designed to
prompt these types of moments, fail to offer youth suitable, lifelong recognition of faith
teachings; youth ministers should be aware of the fleeting theological awakenings that this stage
may encourage them to foster.

Lastly, postmodernists who are eager to deconstruct theological insights or guide their students
through a process of reflection in an effort to prompt youth towards “moments of recognition,”
also may cause harm if they do not adequately prepare the youth for what they experience.
Therefore, postmodernists should take the necessary time in providing the necessary foundation
that you need in order to “unpack” the experience for which they encounter within and outside
the walls of the Church.

Stage Four: Systematic Catechesis

In stage four, the “Wedge Model” sees that youth are now ready to participate in the systematic
teachings of the Faith, its depth and meaning. It is not enough to just have the youth recite the
teachings of the faith, for this stage to be effective, youth need a safe space to explore and
question the teachings and traditions of the Faith. So that youth stay engaged with what is
presented in this stage, this exploration must also be “creative, enjoyable, and interesting.”?®
Youth, that is, should be offered lessons on the Faith written in a language that they understand
and in a manner that captures their interest so much so they remain lifelong Truth seekers.

One major weakness this stage has lies at the question of whether or not it should come before
the “moment of recognition.” As mentioned above, it is important to provide youth the anchors
they need to be able to discern theological teachings and Church history and traditions. With this
in mind, it would make better sense to situate this stage of intellectual formation earlier in the

26 Zanzig, Youth Ministry, 46.
YIbid.
28 Ibid., 47-48.
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process. A response to this question will be furthered explored in the reconstruction of the
“Wedge Model.”

Stage Five: Service

When youth are properly formed it is natural for them to find ways to give back to their
community. “This is not only the natural desire of Christians but one of the most attractive
characteristics of many young people.”?*Thus, as youth mature in their faith, they often begin to
look for ways to fulfill their desire to live out the Good News. A well-formed youth ministry
program offers many service-learning opportunities for youth to explore what they have learned
in the classroom. It is these forms of volunteer opportunities that youth will learn about the
beauty of their faith practice, informed by their own experience, in an environment that also will
offer the opportunity to explore and question what they are now experiencing in their serving of
the other.

The weaknesses of this stage are similar to the “moments of recognition” and “evangelization.”
Any service opportunity must be constructed with great care and thought if it is to be effective in
guiding youth to a deeper appreciation of their faith. A youth leader, for example, should not
return home from a service-learning experience without having a plan for their youth in terms of
discerning what it is that they encountered. So that the youth experience is not forgotten as soon
as they arrive home, group discussions, a review of major events during the time volunteering,
and an examination of one’s faith understanding is needed.

Stage Six: Leadership Development & Ministry

The last stage of the “Wedge Model” process is the acceptance of a leadership role within the
faith community. Youth who have successfully moved through each of the prior stages and who
have a desire to accompany youth on their journey “will respond [to the invitation to lead] as
well as seek ways to share and celebrate the Good News with others in the community.”° The
overarching aim of the “Wedge Model” is to foster this natural process which will guide the
formation of strong Christian communities.

Rooted in the theology of friendship and accompaniment this last stage has few weaknesses. It is
important to remember, however, that youth are emotional beings and may need additional
guidance in forming proper leadership styles. For a faith community can be gravely damaged, as
evident in the most recent scandals of the Catholic church, by poorly formed leaders.

3.2 Reconstructing the Wedge Model

Now that the “Wedge Model” has been deconstructed, it is now time to refashion the pieces into
a new cohesive unit that that both traditionalists and postmodernists may use to create effective
youth ministry programs. As this model is reconstructed, there are two insights that are worth
briefly exploring as theses may serve as good guides for traditionalists and postmodernists in
framing the use of this model in their contexts.

2 Zanzig, Youth Ministry, 41-70.
30 Ibid.
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Lens of Disaffiliation

The first insight that traditionalists and postmodernists should keep in mind is that this new
model is refashioned through the lens of disaffiliation. As mentioned in the introduction,
postmodernists and traditionalists both share a common concern in regard to the rapid
disaffiliation among Millennials and Generation Z.3! The disaffiliation lens, therefore, is needed
as any new model of youth ministry must keep in mind the youth who live on the margins of
faith. Postmodernists and traditionalists must find meaningful ways to reach beyond the youth
who regularly attend Mass, youth retreats, and other youth-oriented evets as reaching out to the
those who live in the faith margins is at the core of missionary discipleship.

Lens of Liberation

The next needed lens for new models of youth ministry is liberation of human dignity. /n the
Scandal of Redemption: When God Liberates, Oscar Romero asserts that the need to liberate
human dignity, especially among the oppressed, is paramount. Romero goes further to explain
that “salvation begins with the human person, with human dignity, with freeing everyone from
sin.”? Youth today are oppressed in many ways whether it be due to their gender identity, race,
religion, or because of their young age; their voices go unheard and they are often not invited to
the table of meaningful dialogue. Therefore, new youth ministry models must also include a
liberative lens; it must seek an answer to the question: how may youth ministry liberate youth
from objects of oppression?

Arthur Canales explains that “pastorally, liberation involves growth, learning, maturing, and
conscious development, and adolescents, as with all people, must continue to struggle toward
transformation if authentic liberation is the goal.”** For a new model of youth ministry to have
liberation as its practicing lens it must include these types of opportunities, youth must be
accompanied and freely given the space that need for spiritual, emotional, and physical
development. Canales further asserts that “liberation within youth ministry should facilitate the
challenge and struggle that young people encounter moving from a na“tve consciousness to a
critical consciousness.”** Youth, therefore, should be challenged to look beyond their ordinary
lives and go out to the margins, just as Christ did and continues to do.

The “Bridge Model” for Youth Ministry
The “Bridge Model” for youth ministry is a redacted model drawn from the deconstructed

“Wedge Model” of youth ministry. For the purpose of brevity and clarity, this paper will present
this new model with some reflective thoughts on what each stage would look like in practice.

3! For more information in regard to religious trends in Generation Z, see the Barna Study: Gen Z available at
https://shop.barna.com/products/gen-z.

32 Oscar Romero, The Scandal of Redemption: When God Liberates the Poor, Saves Sinners, and Heals Nations,
Plough Spiritual Guides: Backpack Classics (New York: Plough Publishing House, 2018), 53-54.

33 Arthur Canales, “Models for Adolescent Ministry: Exploring Eight Ecumenical Examples,” Religious
Education 100, no. 2 (2006), 214.

34 Ibid.
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With this in mind, broader future conversations on this model will further assist its development
and use within the traditionalist and postmodern Catholic parish.

Critical Awareness Evangelization Critical Awareness
Reflective Praxis Reflective Praxis
Service Learning Service Learning
| | Catechetical & Biblical Formation Catechetical & Biblical Formation | |

< Relational Ministry >

Figure 1.2. illustrated by Dr. Jodi Hunt, PhD
Stage One: Catechetical & Biblical Formation (Systematic Catechesis)

The first stage of the “Bridge Model” of Youth ministry is reflects both of the traditionalist and
postmodern belief that youth cannot be properly formed unless they are provided “straw for the
bricks.” By offering youth the teachings and traditions of the Church as a first stage in their
spiritual journey, they will be well equipped to better understand Christ and his teachings which,
in turn, will afford them the opportunity to nurture a relationship with Christ and his teachings.

To add, Biblical formation is also needed as youth can gain valuable insight in studying and
contemplating the Scriptures. For it is only when youth have basic knowledge of their faith that
they will be inclined to reflect upon this knowledge in dialogue with their everyday lived
experience. Intellectual formation, in other words, serves as the catalyst for further inquiry into
the teachings and traditions of the faith. Youth who are not intellectually formed remain stagnant
in their faith life as they lack the necessary maps to assist them in understanding where they are
going and have been while walking on their faith journey.

Stage Two: Service Learning (Service)

Once youth have been instructed about their faith they should then be encouraged to go out and
see the world which lies beyond the walls of the Catholic Church. Contrary to what many of
today’s youth ministry programs do in relation to service-learning projects (i.e. mission trips,
volunteering in soup kitchens, visiting the elderly, etc.), the stage of service learning is not
directing youth to spread the message of the Gospel (that will come in the final stage) to those
who live on the margins.

Service learning is a chance for youth to “see and to know;” to be challenged in thinking beyond
themselves, to connect to their neighbor. It is during this stage that youth should be also provide
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ample opportunity to reflect upon what it is they are experiencing in the greater world in
conversation with their intellectual formation.

Stage Three: Reflective Praxis (“Moment of Recognition”)

Stage three offers youth the space and freedom to explore what they have seen in their lived
experience as well what they have learned about their faith. After experiencing life of the
margins, some youth may struggle with reconciling the Faith with the shared experiences of “the
other.” Youth, therefore, will need to be made to feel safe in exploring questions like “what does
God allow suffering?” As they need to know that judgment will not be past for their questioning
of the teachings and traditions of the Church.

In some ministerial contexts, it may be good to guide youth through the reflective process using
a specific model of reflections or praxis. These can be helpful in that they allow participants
clear guidance in the process of reflection. For traditionalists and postmodernists, reflection can
serve as a “springboard” into helping youth better understand why they think the way that they
do. This process in its self can be quite liberating as it allows youth to see that their questioning
is a valuable expression of their human dignity.

Stage Four: Critical Awareness (Leadership Development and Ministry)

Stage four of the “Bridge Model” is rooted in Paulo Freire’s pedagogical method of critical
consciousness or awareness. Working from Freire’s understanding that critical awareness is the
act of interjecting into a lived reality in order to transform it, the goal of this stage is to guide
youth in unifying what they have learned through their intellectual formation with the
experiences they encountered outside the walls of the Church. It is during this stage that youth
minsters should continue the process of reflection, but with the added aim to uplift the cries of
the voiceless.®> Youth should, moreover, be challenged to reflect upon their own social and
cultural context in light of what they have seen or experienced as doing so will open their hears
and eyes to seeing how changes in their immediate surroundings can greatly impact the other.
Arriving at the point of critical awareness is an essential step youth will need to take on their
journey in becoming part the liberative process of changing the world.

One of the primary concerns of the traditionalist movement and subsequent parishes is that they
do not engage in the outside world. Although traditionalists are critical of the outside world, they
do little to dialogue with it. Many traditionalist parishes, moreover, are largely insular.
Therefore, this stage will press traditionalists to go outside of their immediate faith community
and connect to and seek to better understand the secular world.

Stage four offers youth “new eyes” to see their faith as it connects to the greater world in which
they are citizens of. A youth’s efforts to evangelize will not be effective if they are not aware of
the real needs, spiritually, emotionally, and physically, of the those whom they long to share the
Good News with. Much in the same way that Christ intimately knows his people’s needs, wants,

35 See Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Bloomsbury, 2014).
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and desires, youth should also be challenged to get to know their neighbors in the same way for
if critical awareness is not pursued, evangelization will remain ineffective.

Stage Five: Evangelization (Evangelization)

The final stage of the “Bridge Model” of youth ministry is evangelization. Once youth have
reconciled their faith beliefs and understandings and have a better sense of the needs and faith
desires of “the other” will they be ready to go out and share the Good News. The primary reason
why evangelization was placed as the final stage is, as mentioned above, the Good News wil not
be well received if it is not extended out like a bridge to “the other.” Youth should be encouraged
to act like engineers of a bridge, to extend the Good News one steel beam at a time, reaching
towards where “the other” is. At times, youth may feel discouraged or uncomfortable in sharing
the Good News with people with whom they have little in common with, but with solid formed
critical awareness these barriers to evangelization will, in time, diminish.

The central goal of evangelization in the “Bridge Model” of youth ministry is to offer Christ’s
liberative love to “the other.” With this in mind, this stage must be critical of any method of
evangelization that encourages proselyting. Additionally, in sharing the Good News, youth
should be encouraged to also seek opportunities to integrate the living of Catholic Social
Teaching in fighting for justice and defending human dignity. Traditionalists and postmodernists
should reclaim the process of evangelization as it was practiced in the early Church. Although
Christ did not avoid teaching the Truth to nonbelievers, no matter how difficult it was to do at
times, he was also very clear that his love for God’s children never changed, no matter who the
person was and what he/she chose to do; Jesus loved them simply because they were a child of
God. If the Catholic Church is to ever move people back to the Faith, this too must be at the heart
of how it evangelizes. Once can imagine how well-formed youth evangelizers could change the
greater world for the better.

Relational Ministry

In the “Wedge Model” of youth ministry, relational ministry is situated as the first stage,
however, in the new model that this paper offers it is intentionally moved from the status of stage
to “constant.” The reason why relational ministry is approached this way in the “Bridge Model”
is based upon the understanding that relational ministry is not a single stage, but rather a
continually foundation for the accompaniment of youth. That is, without strong relationships,
youth will flee their faith journeys altogether, whether it be out of fear, confusion, or lack of
interest. For this reason, relational ministry should be viewed as a tool for sustaining the context
of accompaniment. It is, in other words, the earth in which our bridges are built upon.

4. To Wings: A Sacred Pedagogy for Youth Ministry

The Catholic Church and secular world are both gravely concerned about the social and political
chaos that has befallen much of our world today. The Third Millennium has, unfortunately, bred
renewed hatred between people of different faiths, genders, sexual identity, and race. Within in
the Catholic church, fault lines, as mentioned in the introduction, continue to swell between
traditionalists and postmodernists as they fight to show who is “really” Catholic or which
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liturgical celebration is going to keep Catholics “Catholic.” In the midst of these tensions, as this
paper outlines, are places for unifying different pastoral approaches in one cohesive model that
will benefit both in their own quest in bringing the liberating love of Christ to young people. This
is what good sacred pedagogy offers, some dirt to repair the fault lines between faith divisions.

At the root of Yves Congar’s “sacred pedagogy” is his understanding that the “world can become
sacred; but that this is decidedly not an ontological transformation” of reality so much so that this
transformation is a “functional” one. That is, Congar “advocates a sacred pedagogy that can
respond to both the loss of a sense of the sacred in culture in general, and to the muddled
attempts made by others.”*¢ In light of the newly formed “Bridge Model,” the art of refashioning
the “Wedge Model” out of the roots of liberative methods creates aims to create this same sacred
pedagogy for use within both traditional and postmodern Catholic parishes. For the traditionalist
parish who has lost a sense of the culture, this sacred pedagogy will assist in their formation of
dialogue between the sacred and the lived experience of the disaffiliated. On the other hand, the
sacred pedagogy that arises out of this model will also help the postmodern parish in as far as it
will help their youth ministry programs reconnect to the sacred out of their understanding and
embracing of the outside world. It is through this sacred pedagogical balance that traditionalism
and postmodernism will find unity which, in turn, will benefit the growth and development of the
future Catholic church.

What does sacred pedagogy look like in practice? There are numerous ways to incorporate the
“Bridge Model” into a youth ministry program as many programs already have the stages in
place in some form. Even so, to be effective in deepening youth’s connection to the sacred and
their call to express liberative love, these stages should be reformed to reflect how they have
been outlined here. To properly achieve this in both traditional and postmodern settings, the
primary task that needs to happen is the intellectual, spiritual, emotional formation of youth
ministers. That is, if the “Bridge Model” is to be effective in accompanying youth to acting as
liberators, the leaders that guide them there (ordained, religious, and laity) must also be at a place
of critical awareness. The witness of youth ministers is the necessary step in offering wings to
youth so that they may fly out into the world to shar the liberative love of Christ.

5. Conclusion

Terrence McLaughlin’s work in Catholic education centers upon offering youth pathways “from
roots to wings.” Youth, in short, need strong roots for flight; they need to be intellectually
formed, religious inspired, and critically aware before they leave the ground. Youth also need the
freedom, however, to fly or to go out and place into practice what they have witnessed and
learned for if we do not let them fly then we have failed in our own mission of evangelization.

In the post synod exhortation, Christus Vivit, Pope Francis urges youth ministry to create
opportunities that are “creative and daring” for youth so that they are inspired to “get messy” or
involved with the life of the Church. The “Gospel,” Pope Francis points out, “also asks us to be
daring, and we want to be so, without presumption and without proselytizing, testifying to the

36 Alec Arnold, “How to (Not) Make the World Sacred: Congar's “Sacred Pedagogy”,” New
Blackfriars (September), http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12411.
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love of the Lord and stretching out our hands to all the young people in the world.”?” Providing
youth with roots through models like that of the refashioned “Wedge Model” will, as this paper
has shown, give them the speed and wind that they need to fly out of the tensions which lie
between traditional and postmodern approached to youth ministry — their sharing the liberative

love of Christ will see no boundaries. And that in itself is an awesome thing for our future
Church.

37 Pope Francis, Christus Vivit, paragraph 235.
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“The Remix”: Hip-Hop as a Culturally Relevant Pedagogy for Religiously
Educating Youth

Abstract: One significant contributor to low levels of engagement with biblical content
among young people is a perceived lack of cultural relevancy. One option to consider
when exploring alternative methods for biblical engagement is the significance of the
cultures that are shaping and influencing the lives of urban youth. This study will
specifically highlight hip-hop culture, its healthy integration within youth ministry
programming and the ways it might serve as a culturally relevant pedagogy essential to
the increase and encouragement of young people’s engagement in religious education and
spiritual practices.

Introduction

Throughout the history of Christian tradition, scripture has held primacy as the
central text for both Christian faith and education. It informed the moral instruction that
took place in the home and the formal observance of rituals that took place during
corporate meetings in churches, temples and schools. Bible-based Christian teaching was
embodied and actualized in the life of the believer, indicating that one was in covenant
with God. Fluency of biblical text contributed significantly to one’s spiritual formation
and who they were as individuals.' Biblical disengagement, whether as the result of the
Bible’s complex history as an oppressive tool, people’s repeated exposure to ineffective
teaching or something else, is a pedagogical problem. This paper argues for a pedagogy
of cultural relevance by reclaiming teaching from the Bible in ways that resonate with
urban youth.

According to Harold Burgess, one essential function of the educational work of
the church is, “[t]o introduce learner to the Bible. This biblical introduction, it is
acknowledged, must go well beyond the mere transmission of information about the
Bible or the rote memorization of biblical passages. It must promote an understanding of
the Bible in terms of its relevant contemporary message. The Bible, then, is considered to
be worth knowing in and of itself because it is the primary written witness to revelation.
Furthermore, the Bible is the basic source of Christian theology, and its principles

" Russell G. Moy, “American Racism: The Null Curriculum in Religious
Education,” Religious Education 95 no. 2, (2000): 119-122, DOLI:
10.1080/0034408000950202. Within the text, Moy quotes Grant S. Shockley, “Christian
Education and the Black Religious Experience,” in Ethnicity in the Education of the
Church, ed. Charles R. Foster (Nashville, TN: Scarritt Press, 1987), 32.
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provide potential solutions to many human problems. In addition, it has been theorized
that a knowledge of the Bible will prepare the way for men to receive God and to respond
to Him in the present.”” While this is true, given the ways in which it has been misused,
constituents of marginalized communities might not want to engage the Bible.
Additionally, it has been subjected to ineffective and pedagogically unsound methods of
teaching.

Young people today are struggling to connect and engage with scripture. In
particular, many youth have difficulty identifying how the Bible — with its dense
language, ancient stories and strange rituals — is relevant to their lives. A recent study
conducted by the Barna Group highlighted young people’s perceptions of the Bible, the
role they believe it should play in their lives and their level of personal engagement with
it. According to that study, nearly half (47%) of American millennials (ages 18-33) are
not engaged with the Bible.” This is especially alarming, given that there are more
versions and ways to access the Bible today than there were in the past. Among urban
youth, Bible engagement seems particularly low. In general; young people tend to engage
sources through which they acquire the most fulfillment and meaning, neither of which
they encounter when they read scripture.

Mark Roncace and Patrick Gray in Teaching the Bible Through Popular Culture
and the Arts offer a wealth of pedagogical possibilities to assist in this crisis of biblical
disengagement among youth. Arguing that the integration of musical texts in the religious
education of youth can curate a space for engagement, they discuss how music can
provide a catalyst for engaging young people specifically with the Bible. In addition, the
amount of music available makes it possible to locate items that relate to the variety of
biblical text and themes. Utilizing music as a comparative text alongside the Bible in
order to explore particular themes, opens up fresh avenues of inquiry and interpretation
and slowly closes the gap of disengagement.’

Bridging this gap calls for cultural relevance and, while the biblical text is in no
ways irrelevant, the methods which we’ve used to communicate and teach young people
are. Engagement with scripture has been regarded more as a religious practice than a
relational one. This represents a failed opportunity to encourage, young people to reflect
on scripture for meaning in their lives while encountering God through His word, thus
connecting the realities of their world with the revelation of the word. Beginning with
irrelevancy, Charles Foster in Educating Congregations: The Future of Christian
Education offers insight regarding flaws within religious education as it relates to the
teaching of scripture and the ability to make it applicable to one’s present life.

* Harold W. Burgess, Models of Religious Education: Theory and Practice in
Historical and Contemporary Perspective (Nappanee, IN: Evangel, 1996).

? American Bible Society, State of the Bible 2018: Bible Engagement
Segmentation (Ventura, CA: Barna Group, 2018), 6-13, http://american.Bible/Bible-
engagement-research-state-of-the-Bible (accessed February 7, 2019).

* Tim Hutchings, “E-Reading and the Christian Bible,” Studies in
Religion/Sciences Religieuses 44, no. 4 (December 2015): 423-430.

> Mark Roncace, and Patrick Gray, Teaching the Bible through Popular Culture
and the Arts (Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007).
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The generational gap between literature and congregants makes interpretation
difficult. This gap has resulted in individuals developing their own interpretations, ones
compatible with their experiences and current realities. Foster argues that it’s not the text
that’s irrelevant, but rather the way in which the text is taught. This is not to suggest that
nothing is working, but that the growing number of young people disengaged with the
Bible should urge us to consider alternative methods that are culturally relevant, and
which cause youth to think critically, connect individually, apply spiritually and live out
actually.® Hip-hop culture, in particular, is playing a formative role in the lives of urban
youth. The contributions of hip-hop are significant, emerging out of experiences that
continue to speak to — and echo the sentiments of - young people. It’s musical, it’s
artistic, and it’s rooted in cultural sensibilities that are attractive to this generation.

Hip-hop is one of the most popular cultural movements and one of today’s most
lasting and influential forms of art. Comprised of and characterized by music, art, dance
diversity, quality, innovation and influence, it is, in many ways, the language of this
generation, a language one must embrace to effectively engage and educate young
people, because it articulates young people’s matters of importance that otherwise would
not be heard. Hip-hop doesn’t just transcend cultural barriers, but religious categories
also emerge out of hip-hop. While some view hip-hop as just a contemporary cultural art
form, hip-hop is also an educational and historical coded language that speaks to and for
this generation. Hip-hop is a cultural cookie cutter that contributes considerably to the
cultivation of young people today. Hip-hop’s significance has and continues to form
young people’s attitudes, language and identity.

Method

This paper employs an art-based methodology that seeks to speak directly to the
ways in which hip-hop can serve as a powerful tool for biblical teaching and learning
when appropriately aligned with the prevailing social and aesthetic interests and
experiences of urban youth. The works of Gloria Durka, Joanmarie Smith and - more
specifically - Maria Harris, explicitly address the aesthetic dimensions of religious
education, in particular Harris describes an aesthetic approach to curriculum. Each argues
that, unless the process of religious education is aesthetic, it is not education and it is
certainly not religious.” Hence, this paper seeks to: 1) explore the intersection of hip-hop
culture and religious education, 2) examine how the integration of pop culture within
youth ministry programming can inform our pedagogical practices and encourage young
people’s engagement in spiritual practices, and 3) reimagine religious education that
resembles, relates and responds to the spiritual needs of young people.

Within the context of an aesthetic approach to curriculum, I will examine the
significance of hip-hop for Christian faith and aesthetic teaching-learning from within
religious education. As an art-based form, hip- hop represents an opportunity to re-
envision and reform the pedagogical approach to young peoples’ religious education.

® Charles Foster, Educating Congregations: The Future of Christian Education
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1994).

7 Gloria Durka and Joanmarie Smith, eds., Aesthetic Dimensions of Religious
Education (New York: Paulist Press. 1979).
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More specifically, hip-hop presents an aesthetic curriculum that is effective for teaching
the Bible. In the field of religious education, there have been explorations into identifying
the importance of specific artistic expressions in teaching the value of faith. This research
will follow this same course of study, emphasizing an aesthetic approach to curriculum to
explain how hip-hop as a cultural art form presents an aesthetic curriculum that is
effective for engaging young people with the Bible.

Like Harris’s forms of curriculum, hip-hop as a cultural art form serves as a
model of a holistic approach to curriculum for religiously educating youth. Through its
five essential elements, hip-hop provides a number of aesthetic pathways through which
learning can be achieved and conveyed: by way of movement, spoken word, music etc.
all of which include a mode of learning. Hence, hip-hop models a more holistic approach
to teaching scripture than those previously and presently employed in work with youth. In
addition, this holistic approach is intentional in ensuring that the curriculum tends to the
young peoples’ teaching and learning needs while simultaneously affirming their
contributions to the learning process.

The notion of hip-hop as a pedagogy of cultural relevance aims to create
meaningful connections for young people, authentically and practically incorporating the
creative elements of hip-hop into teaching, and inviting young people to make a
connection with the content while meeting them on their cultural turf by teaching to, and
through, their realities and experiences. When a curriculum does not reflect the culture,
interests, and realities of youth, they lose interest in the content and context.

Hip-hop History: Emergence, Effect & Expansion

Hip-hop is a genre of music and a way of life which emerged from the housing
projects of New York City in the late 1970s. At its inception, hip-hop was a direct result
of overflowing creativity, suppressed energy, and a lack of available outlets for release
and expression among impoverished teens and young adults. This alternative to the gang
involvement and violence that followed the defunding of afterschool programs, music
and art classes grew into a vehicle for African American inner-city youth to host block
parties and fundraisers as DJ’s and promoters. Hip-hop wasn’t engaged beyond New
York City until 1979 when “Rapper’s Delight” brought hip-hop national and international
recognition. Since the seventies, hip-hop has become a billion dollar industry and the
language of young people.

Although no single individual can claim credit for the founding of hip-hop music
or the hip-hop culture, Afrika Bambaataa, Busy Bee Starski, and DJs (disc-jockeys)
Hollywood and Kool Herc are generally considered among the most prominent figures in
the early years of the genre.® Collectively, their gathering in the Bronx started the humble
beginnings of hip-hop. The result of their endeavors grew into what is known as the hip-
hop culture of today. Despite challenges and numerous critics, hip-hop has become one
of the most popular musical forms in the world. Its reach and longevity have been much

8 Jeff Chang, Can'’t Stop Won't Stop: A History of the Hip-hop Generation (New
York: Macmillan, 2005), 12.
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greater than most expected when it surfaced in the late 1970s. Hip-hop, through its
various modes and messages, has broken down racial, ethnic, gender, class, language and
regional barriers to become the greatest bridge in the pop culture of America today. It is
the avenue through which young people contest and convey the challenging forces in
their lives.

Since its beginning, hip-hop has been a youth movement. Young people gave hip-
hop life. In hip-hop, they have found a religion that gives them principles to live by. For
many of these youth and young adults, hip-hop is their only way of life, an identity until
they find their own. Through hip-hop they’ve encountered authenticity, advocacy and
agency. Hip-hop continues to evolve to the present day, altering generational thinking
from politics and race to art and language.

Hip-hop and Spirituality

In Noise and Spirit: The Religious and Spiritual Sensibilities of Rap, Anthony
Pinn uncovers the significance of the spiritual in the world of rap music. He argues that
there is no distinction between the sacred and secular, and that they coexist and merge in
unexpected places. Rap, like the various forms of black popular music which preceded it
has profound connections to the myriad religious traditions found within African
American communities.” The sacral roots extend from the spirituals and gospel right
through to the blues, jazz, soul, and finally hip-hop. Although it has often been deemed
blasphemous, hip-hop is ripe with deep religious potential specifically because it explores
life’s complexities and current conflicts, and normalizes the tension of both sacred and
profane expressions coexisting within the narrated experiences of marginalized youth.

In The Soul of Hip-hop: Rims, Timbs and a Cultural Theology, Daniel Hodge
writes: “Hip-hop allows everyday life, language, and culture to be given fair examination.
There is nothing too sacred to talk about or deal with. Hip- hop that exposes injustice is
considered political and socially conscious and is often associated with [a] hip-hop
spirituality [which] portrays [a] God of “the streets” and Jesus as a “social critic and
revolutionary.”'’ Hip-hop’s offensive and profane elements also reflect deep religious
truths that challenge traditional Christian perspectives”. This broader conversation of
what spirituality is and can be, allows room to highlight the ways in which young people
engage spirituality and the significance of hip-hop as a viable tool for exploring biblical
themes and Christian faith with young people.

Both Smith and Jackson argue that, while hip-hop embodies a spiritual
dimension, hip-hop alone isn’t enough to tend to one’s spiritual needs. They state: “The
spirituality hip-hop offers is attractive but can’t provide consistent, holistic solutions,
internal peace and sustainable life change. Like all other musical styles, hip-hop is
spiritual by nature; however, its influence depends on the artist and his or her
interpretation of life. It would be putting too much weight on hip-hop to expect it to meet

® Anthony Pinn, Noise and Spirit: The Religious and Spiritual Sensibilities of Rap
Music (New York: New York University Press, 2003).

""Daniel W. Hodge, The Soul of Hip-hop: Rims, Timbs and a Cultural Theology
(Downers Grove, IL: Inter Varsity Press, 2016), 13-28.
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all the spiritual needs of its people.”'' Smith and Jackson contend that faith communities
can glean from hip-hop, specifically from its criticism, with hopes that meaningful
examination will foster a greater understanding of hip-hop culture’s power to effectively
engage young people. Hence, this paper argues that, by utilizing and exploring the art of
hip-hop through a cultural, political and theological lens - and pairing hip-hop culture
with spiritual practices and programming - religious educators can acquire new
pedagogical approaches that engage young people and create a space for transformative
learning and spiritual formation.

Hip-hop and Theology

The underexplored dimension of hip-hop is its theology. Theology, in its basic
sense, is the study of God, how God interacts, intercedes, speaks, lives, thinks, wants and
is, and hip-hop repeatedly depicts God showing up in the most unusual and interesting
places. Hip-hop theology argues that popular culture can be a sacred place, an area in
which one can encounter God in what’s deemed the most unholy of places. Since hip-hop
theology embraces both the sacred and the profane, it challenges us towards a basic
theological understanding of the profane.

In their article Theomusicology and Christian Education: Spirituality and The
Ethics of Control in the Rap of MC Hammer, N. Lynne Westfield and Harold Dean
Trulear state: “Theomusicology treats black music in a holistic manner and secularity as a
context for the sacred and profane rather than as the antithesis of the sacred ... As such,
theomusicology is a tool for us to move beyond the simplistic notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’
that are uncritically used to characterize black secular music and especially rap music,
and to help us develop an understanding of the meaning system under construction by
African American youths.”

Hip-hop is a community where sacred and profane expressions coexist and
describe both positive and negative experiences interchangeably. Performers and listeners
of hip-hop claim to undergo euphoric experiences, which suggests that a spirituality
resides in so called profane expressions as well. This fits well within what is known about
the history of black popular music and its entanglement with the divine and the religious.
Yet, while those who engage hip-hop experience a sort of spiritual ecstasy through its
lyrical content and musical arrangement, there is an inability to experience the sacred
dimensions of rap music by those who don’t engage fully, perhaps borne of an
unwillingness to acknowledge how hip-hop exists along the continuum of evolving black
musical expressions. Namely, within the context of the church, generational gaps and
tensions have hindered the validation of hip-hop and its significance in the lives of young
people and its contribution to their faith formation and liberation.'*

Evelyn Parker in Bridging Civil Rights and Hip-hop Generations, notes:

"' Efrem Smith and Phil Jackson, The Hip-hop Church: Connecting with the
Movement Shaping Our Culture (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 154.

'2 Harold Dean Trulear and N. Lynne Westfield, “Theomusicology and Christian
Education: Spirituality and the Ethics of Control in the Rap of MC Hammer,”
Theomusicology: A Special Issue of Black Sacred Music: A Journal of Theomusicology 8
(1994): 218-238.
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“The struggle of black youth and their adult affiliates to validate hip-hop while debating
with adults who seek to reject hip-hop as a viable culture elucidates the contemporary
generational divide that needs bridging if the black Church is to be healthy and
wholesome and live out its prophetic mission.” Parker argues that the church’s inability
to: 1) acknowledge that young people are engaging spirituality through alternative
cultural resources they’ve located in hip-hop and 2) validate it as a tool for teaching and
learning, has made it almost impossible for young people to view the church as
progressive, culturally relevant or culturally responsive." The lack of cultural relevance,
agency and acceptance within the church has caused many youth, particularly black
youth to shape spaces of their own, utilizing hip-hop as a tool by which they experience
liberation and encounter the divine.

Religious Education through Hip-hop

In the field of religious education there have been explorations into identifying the
importance of specific artistic expressions in teaching the value of faith. This paper
endeavors to do the same. The sole purpose of religious education is to provide, develop
and promote programs that equip individuals for discipleship. The core elements of
religious education are biblical teaching and learning. It is through active participation in
religious education programs that students acquire the tools and skills needed to grow
spiritually in a community of believers. In order for this discipleship to happen, the
teaching and learning experience must be authentic, relevant and holistic, meeting
students where they are and at their level of need.

Hip-hop as a teaching technique within church-based religious education is an
authentic, relevant and holistic approach that encourages the analysis and incorporation
of one’s experiences in order to meet young people where they are emotionally, socially,
intellectually, morally and spiritually. Hip-hop’s emergence as a youth led movement to
contest dehumanizing forces in their lives and communities positions it as a prime tool
for addressing young people’s oppressive realities and communicating a hope for change,
liberation and justice. Thus, utilization of hip-hop as a form of teaching will aid young
people in understanding and engaging with their faith and viewing hip-hop through the
lens of cultural heritage and relevance will help them achieve liberation.

Hip-hop as a teaching tool requires both exploration and activation of the
imaginative dimensions of young people. Integrating the aesthetic thoughts and ideas of
youth and granting them full control to implement what they dream will increase
participation and will link them to the work at hand. In Reclaiming the Spirituals: New
possibilities for African American Christian Education, Yolanda Smith offers (through
the utilization of the spirituals) a template to teach all cultures and forms of art.'*
Drawing from Smith’s template and approach to religious education, this paper furthers
the scholarship examining the potential for hip-hop as a cultural art form of teaching and

" Evelyn Parker, “Bridging Civil Rights and Hip-hop Generations,” in Black
Practical Theology, eds. Dale P. Andrews and Robert London Smith (Waco, TX: Baylor
University Press, 2015), 19-34.

" Yolanda Smith, Reclaiming the Spirituals: New Possibilities for African
American Christian Education (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2004).

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 139 of 768



learning within a religious context. It lifts up the significant and far-reaching
contributions of hip-hop and highlights its inherent value as musical, artistic, rooted in
cultural sensibilities that are attractive to this generation and useful in the way that it
echoes the sentiments of young people.

Hip-hop is a popular and enduring cultural movement comprised of and
characterized by music, art, dance diversity, quality, innovation and influence. Hip-hop,
in many ways, is the language of this generation, a language one must embrace to
effectively engage and educate young people because it articulates young people’s
matters of importance that otherwise would not be heard."” Like the spirituals, hip-hop
transcends specific cultures. Just as spirituals aren’t restricted to the church, hip-hop isn’t
restricted to the streets or to the realm of secular entertainment. As it continues to form
young people’s identity, style, attitudes, language and fashion, hip-hop is an educational
resource also. Hip-hop opposes the oppressive occurrences in the lives of young people
and validates and gives voice to their concerns. The more it is accepted and integrated
into religious educational programing, the more a cultural pedagogy will be forged that
attends to the circumstances of youth and gives them a voice through the biblical
narratives.

Hip-Hop and The Bible: The Art of Storylinking

Hip-hop’s four primary artistic elements (knowledge is the fifth and foundational
element) - emceeing (rap music), deejaying (playing, mixing and scratching records), B-
boying/B-girling (break dancing) and graffiti (visual art) - resemble the curriculum forms
Harris utilizes. Each embodies a pedagogy of cultural relevance and curriculum in the
way it requires a reciprocal exchange between young people and those executing the
element. Each element offers young people the opportunity to join the teaching and
learning experience. For the sake of biblical engagement with young people, the
curriculum of engagement helps young people connect their stories with the biblical
narrative in order for them to witness God’s presence and action in their lives. Merging
faith and hip-hop will foster unique spaces of theological formation, where youth are able
to connect their feelings, expressions of meaning, faith in God and Christian living.

To connect refers to the act of attaching, joining, linking, associating or relating to
something. Connecting is essential in helping young people see themselves — both present
and future - as a part of the everyday story displayed in both hip-hop music and the larger
story of God found in scripture. Anne E. Streaty Wimberly, through the lens of African
American tradition, presents a modern model of religious education she identifies as
storylinking. It mirrors the methods of religious education during slavery where teaching
and learning was fixated on liberation and vocation. Storylinking is the process of pairing
portions of one’s lived experience with the biblical narrative and those of the Christian
experience not found in scripture for the purpose of fortifying the faith of members of a
community who lived through similar circumstances.

Employing this narrative approach to teaching will help young people to critically
reflect on their life stories in light of the Christian faith story by pairing the biblical

1> Bakari Kitwana, The Hip-hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in
African American Culture (New York: Basic Civitas, 2002), 3-24.
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narrative with everyday life stories conveyed through hip-hop lyrics. Each element of
hip-hop entails story-linking, allowing young people to engage in deep, layered and
echoed God-talk as biblical and personal narratives expressed through hip-hop intersect,
forging connections with what was read through scripture and heard through song. '°

Hip-hop and Education: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

There is a significant amount of research in urban education that focuses on
cultural relevance as an essential component of teaching and learning. Scholars, such as
Gloria Ladson-Billings, discuss the importance of engaging urban youth through
culturally relevant and even culturally sustaining pedagogies. Ladson-Billings defines
culturally relevant pedagogy as: “A pedagogy that empowers students intellectually,
socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural references to impart knowledge,
skills, and attitudes.”' " Therefore, culturally relevant pedagogy is a method that
encourages educators to join students’ lived experience to their learning experience while
simultaneously adhering to the expectations of the core curriculum. In Ladson-Billings’
studies of effective educators in urban settings, she identifies cultural relevant pedagogy
as a pedagogical approach and a way of educating African-American constituents,
ensuring that students are excelling academically, critically thinking and culturally aware
in order to contest the status quo of the current systems and social structures.

As Ladson-Billings outlined, culturally relevant pedagogy is critical to student
learning. It fosters academic success and opportunities for students to develop cultural
competence and critical consciousness to challenge social constructs. Culturally relevant
pedagogy can also promote understanding of the content being taught among students,
because of the precise connection between the content and students’ lived experiences
and realities, fostering an environment where students are eager to learn and are engaged
in learning. Thus, religious educators who strive to be culturally relevant become relevant
in their practice and the communal disparities that have an emotional impact on young
people. This necessitates that religious educators learn more about their students, their
students’ lived experiences and the community from which they come, diminishing the
divide and building bridges rather than walls (of content comprehension, lived experience
and generational differences) within both ecclesial and academic settings.

Evelyn Parker, presents the metaphor “walking together” in her attempt to bridge
the gap between the hip-hop generation and those who grew up in the Civil Rights Era.
Comparing the contemporary content of Kanye West’s, “Jesus Walks,” with the
traditional gospel lyrics “walk with me” suggests that walking together is a collaborative
ministry approach that fosters relationships between young people and adults. Parker
highlights the role of the previous generation in helping young people search for
meaning.'® Here, Parker is making the connection in order to bridge the gap utilizing hip-

' Anne Streaty Wimberly, Soul Stories: African American Christian Education
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1994), 50.

'7 Gloria Ladson-Billings, “But That’s Just Good Teaching! The Case of
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy,” Theory into Practice 34 (1995): 159-165.

'8 Parker, “Bridging Civil Rights and Hip-hop Generations,” 19-34.
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hop. She argues, through her metaphor of walking together, that both traditional gospel
and hip-hop can be useful for the education and discipleship of young people. She further
suggests that if we don’t embrace hip-hop as a form of teaching Christian youth, and if
we allow the critique of previous generations to dismiss hip-hop, we forfeit the
transformational potential of hip-hop as a culturally relevant pedagogy within religious
education.

10
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Abstract:

Drawing on Kierkegaard's proposal that religious faith is incommensurable with a
rational understanding of actuality, I contribute to the contemporary debate between two
sides that articulate what it means for a university to be both truly modern and Catholic.
Observing that today's Catholic universities are no longer typically comprised of mostly
Catholic faculty or even mostly Catholic students, I articulate a new phenomenon on
Catholic campuses: spiritual dysphoria. I argue that this arises from the actual
conditions that are paradoxical in the way that Kierkegaard conceives of it.

I

A novel confliction' is emerging on the campuses of some religiously affiliated
colleges and universities: I call it "spiritual dysphoria," and argue that it is like gender
dysphoria. Spiritual dysphoria, as I conceive of it, is the distress experienced when there
is a conflict between the spirituality that an individual identifies with and wishes to
express, on the one hand, and the spirituality that the college or university identities with
and expects a particular expression of it, on the other. This confliction seems to arise
under certain conditions: for example, when a university identifies as Catholic and
Jesuit, and attempts to cultivate and express that identity on its campus while at the same
time embracing a commitment to diversity and inclusion which extends to those who do
not identify as either Catholic or Jesuit. I argue that the confliction or tension arising
under these conditions should be of no surprise. I also argue that it is extremely difficult
to find coherent solutions to this confliction that are amenable to the frameworks
underlying the leading models of diversity and inclusion. Drawing on two decades of
experience at a Catholic, Jesuit university, as both professor and administrator, I analyze
the conditions that give rise to this confliction, and call attention to problematic
connections between institutional rhetoric and practice, and individual belief and
expression. I conclude that Kierkegaard's notion of incommensurability in Fear and
Trembling makes sense of the origin of spiritual dysphoria; but as with all things
Kierkegaardian, it is difficult—very difficult—to see how there can be any kind of
resolution to such conditions.

! The word "confliction" is used quite purposefully because of its flexible meaning. It
implies a conflict which can arise due either to opposing principles or principles that
appear to be in opposition but in fact are not. Given the topic I am focusing on, this
distinction becomes important, and makes a big difference with respect to how one might
address the confliction. My analysis proceeds accordingly.
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I

The occasion for thinking of this analogy is my reflection upon a personal
acquaintance with someone who has experienced gender dysphoria for over a decade, and
from the conversations we have had over those years. After coming to grips with this
person's story of suffering, especially how the suffering arises out of a conflict between
one's self-identity, on the one hand, and the dominant cultural default regarding gender
norms, on the other, it struck a chord with me on a spiritual level. It struck me that the
sort of conflict and deep discomfort associated with gender dysphoria is remarkably
similar to the sort of deep spiritual conflict and discomfort that many people have
reported to me, and that I myself have experienced, at Marquette University, a Catholic,
Jesuit university. And it struck me that the conditions that give rise to gender dysphoria
are remarkably similar to the conditions that allow spiritual dysphoria to arise.

For a fruitful discussion, some definitions are in order. Let us begin with the term
"gender dysphoria" itself. Gender dysphoria is sometimes called "gender incongruence,"
and, until quite recently, was called "gender identity disorder."> For many decades,
gender dysphoria was considered a mental disorder by the American Psychiatric
Association.” Earlier this year, however, the World Health Organization removed
"gender identity disorder" from its list of mental health diagnoses. It is now called
"gender incongruence," and is now classified as "a condition related to sexual health."
The World Health Organization defended this change in classification by explaining that
"the classification of gender identity disorder as a mental disorder was inaccurate and
stigmatized those [who experience] . . . gender incongruence."* Given this recent change
in classification, along with the quickly changing social understanding of the issues
involved, I want to emphasize that I am highly aware of the sensitivity with which this
discussion must be conducted. Although I will be quoting a source that was published
when gender dysphoria was conceived as a mental disorder, I am not maintaining that it
is a mental disorder. The primary reason that I will be referring to this source is that it
gives context and clarity to the discussion at hand, and is still largely recognized as
authoritative.

The source in question is the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, released in 2013, by the American Psychiatric Association.’
It gives the following summarized definition:

"Gender dysphoria involves a conflict between a person's physical or assigned gender and
the gender with which he/she/they identify. People with gender dysphoria may be very
uncomfortable with the gender they were assigned, sometimes described as being

? For a sustained analysis of this history, see "Gender Incongruence / Gender Dysphoria
and its Classification History," Titia F. Beek, Peggy T. Cohen-Kettenis, and Baudewiintie
P.C. Kruekels, International Review of Psychiatry Vol. 28, Issue 1 (Feb. 2016): 5-12.

> See, for example, "Mental Health and Gender Dysphoria: A Review of the Literature,"
Dheine, Cecilia, Van Vlerken, Roy, Heylens, Gunter, and Arcelus, Jon, International
Review of Psychiatry Vol. 28, Issue 1 (Feb. 2016): 44-57.

* Source: National Post, posted 30 May 2019. See https://nationalpost.com/news/world-
health-organization-gender-identity-disorder (accessed 1 June 2019.

> Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition [DSM-5]
(Arlington, Virginia: American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013).
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uncomfortable with their body (particularly developments during puberty) or being
uncomfortable with the expected roles of their assigned gender."®

In adolescents and adults, gender dysphoria is diagnosed in the following way:

"[It] involves a difference between one’s experienced/expressed gender and assigned
gender, and significant distress or problems functioning. It lasts at least six months and is
shown by at least two of the following:

1. A marked incongruence between one’s experienced/expressed gender and primary
and/or secondary sex characteristics

2. A strong desire to be rid of one’s primary and/or secondary sex characteristics

3. A strong desire for the primary and/or secondary sex characteristics of the other
gender

4. A strong desire to be of the other gender

A strong desire to be treated as the other gender
6. A strong conviction that one has the typical feelings and reactions of the other

gender."’

Given these introductory remarks on the nature of gender dysphoria, I wish to
draw attention to some aspects that are relevant for this paper. First, the self-identity of
the person involved is at odds with the identity that the community perceives the person
to be. In particular, the person is deeply uncomfortable with, and highly anxious about,
what the society or culture at large expects from her/him/them. The person's gender
identity itself becomes a deeply distressing problem under these conditions; the way in
which the person wants to express her/his/their identity becomes an obstacle to their
flourishing in those circumstances. There is a way in which society at large expects a
boy (or man) to look and act, and a way in which it expects a girl (or woman) to look and
act; for a person experiencing gender dysphoria, one comes to grips with the disconnect
between the way in which they see themselves (and want to express themselves), and the
way in which society perceives them (and expects them to act). As a result, there is much
suffering and distress involved for the person experiencing dysphoria, often in silence
and isolation.

N

Gender dysphoria can get in the way of one's interaction with others, and can lead
to alienation and rejection, even from close friends and family members. It can even lead
to violence being perpetrated against them, in response to their expression of their gender
identity—even rape and murder.® The possibility of rejection from family and friends,

® https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gender-dysphoria/what-is-gender-
dysphoria (accessed 5 August 2019).

7 https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gender-dysphoria/what-is-gender-
dysphoria (accessed 5 August 2019).

¥ See, for example, "Gender Nonconformity as a Target of Prejudice, Discrimination, and
Violence Against LGB Individuals," by Allegra R. Gordon and Ilan H. Meyer, Journal of
LGBT Health Research, Vol. 3, Issue 3 (2007): 55-71; see also (in that same journal
issue) "A Study of Transgender Adults and Their Non-Transgender Siblings on
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and of violence from strangers, hangs heavily over their heads, and takes a very heavy
toll. Not uncommonly, persons experiencing gender dysphoria are led to try to find
acceptance in a new community totally separated from the community in which they
grew up. Such communities that accept them as they wish to express themselves are
typically small, and thus have little power and influence over the broader community.
Gender dysphoria can lead to a life in which there is little integration, and instead there is
careful crafting of walled-off areas where one's own personal identity is hidden from
others. For these reasons, it is no surprise at all that gender dysphoria can lead to a
myriad of problems, not only at the personal level but also at the professional, economic,
and social levels. Being able to flourish is a tall order for a person with gender
dysphoria.

III

Allow me now to establish the analogy between gender and spiritual dysphoria.
As with any analogy, it breaks down at some point, and I wish to avoid any
misunderstandings or confusions. One element that makes the comparison apt is the
importance of self-identity. For many of us, gender goes to the core of our understanding
of our own self, and how we express our self; so too, for many of us, spirituality goes to
the core of our own self-understanding and self-expression. The expression of our
selfthood implies that there is another to whom we relate. This is a second element
crucial to understanding the analogy I am drawing. The way in which we express
ourselves to others establishes and defines the kind of relationships we enter into. These
relations can be to other individuals or to groups. The way we express our self-identity
can lead to relations in which we, as private individuals or as career professionals, either
flourish and advance or become marginalized, ostracized, even victimized. What makes
possible the flourishing of our self and our self-expression in our relationships to others
are the fundamental social and cultural norms and structures in which we exist.
Sometimes, these fundamental social and cultural norms do not have clearly defined
parameters, or at least are not recognized except by a few. Sometimes these fundamental
norms and structures themselves pose obstacles to flourishing.

For instance, with respect to gender dysphoria one thing that makes possible the
condition of distress is a cultural default in which gender is conceived of as binary. A
binary conception of gender is one in which gender is classified as either male or female.
Many of our institutions explicitly employ this binary conception. For instance, a birth
certificate indicates that a baby is either male or female—there is no other category, and
the default framework seems to presuppose that there are not degrees to either male-hood
or female-hood. However, many persons experience gender as non-binary.” Thus, the

Demographic Characteristics, Social Support, and Experiences of Violence," by Rhonda
J. Factor and Esther D. Rothblum, pp. 11-30. See also "Effects of Violence on
Transgender People," by Rylan J. Teta et al, Professional Psychology: Research and
Practice, Vol. 43, Issue 5 (2012): 452-459.

? See, for example, "Bisexual, Pansexual, Queer: Non-binary Identities and the Sexual
Borderlands," by April Scarlette Callis, in Sexualities Vol. 17, Issue 1-2 (2014): 63-80.
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cultural default conception of gender, which is binary, along with the default cultural
norms of gender expression, create the conditions for dysphoria to arise. Not
surprisingly, it is very difficult for a person who suffers from gender dysphoria to flourish
in such conditions.

So, the fundamental norms and structures of our culture play key roles in creating
the conditions in which is it possible to experience dysphoria. Now that this has been
established, focus can be given to spiritual dysphoria. Spiritual dysphoria, as indicated
previously, is the deep unease and distress an individual experiences when the person's
spiritual identity, and the expression thereof, conflicts with the cultural norms and
parameters of the community's understanding of spiritual identity.

As indicated at the outset of this paper, | maintain that spiritual dysphoria arises
on the campuses of many religiously affiliated colleges and universities; but I will restrict
my discussion to a community that identifies itself as Roman Catholic and Jesuit—which
is what Marquette University, my own institution, proudly identifies itself to be. For a
university to be Roman Catholic, it must have an official relation to the Catholic Church
in Rome that is recognized as such. The Church's cannon law clearly lays out the
conditions under which a university's identity is aligned with the identity of the church
and when it is not.'® It is the responsibility of the university to establish that its identity
as a university is Catholic.'' It is a very complicated story that properly explains the
relevant details of what constitutes the identity of a Catholic university, but suffice it to
say that the rise of secularism in the mid to late 20th Century, and the Church's attempt to
face this sort of challenge, especially in the form of Vatican II, provides much of the
backdrop. For the sake of clarity, yet without going too far into the historical details, a
few important issues will be addressed here relevant for this essay. The analysis of these
issues and events will help to explain what gave rise to the conditions that makes it
possible for spiritual dysphoria to emerge.

For the past fifty years on the campuses of Catholic universities and colleges, there has
been a dispute regarding how the Catholic identity of the school can be authentically
lived out and expressed in an age in which secularism has become the cultural default.'?

See also, "Non-binary or Genderqueer Genders," by Christina Richards, in International
Review of Psychiatry Vol. 28, Issue 1 (Feb. 2016): 95-102.

' For the relevant portion from the Code of Canon Law, see
http://www.vatican.va/archive/cod-iuris-canonici/eng/documents/cic lib3-cann793-
821 en.html#CHAPTER 1. (accessed 5 August 2019).

"' For a sustained discussion of these issues, see "'Catholic' as Descriptive of a
University: A Canonical Perspective," by Robert J. Kaslyn, in American Catholic Higher
Education in the 21st Century: Critical Challenges, edited by Robert R. Newton
(Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts: Linden Lane Press at Boston College, 2015), p. 61-87.

'2 The literature on this topic is immense. For a small sample of relevant books, see
Handbook of Research on Catholic Higher Education, edited by Thomas C. Hunt, Ellis
A. Joseph, Ronald J. Nuzzi, and John C. Geiger (Greenwich, Connecticut: Information
Age Publishing, Inc., 2003); Handbook of Research on Catholic Education, edited by
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Ever since the publication of the "Land O'Lakes Statement""? in 1967—with its call for
academic freedom and autonomy from Church oversight—and the response from the
Church nearly a quarter century later in the form of the apostolic constitution Ex corde
Ecclesiae' in 1990—with its response that the makeup of a Catholic university must be
constituted of mostly Catholics,'” and that bishops have great influence in determining
over whether or not a university's identity is truly Catholic'°— battles have waged over
what it means to for an institution of higher education to be both truly a modern
university and truly Catholic in a post-Vatican II world.

Not uncommonly, the literature on this issue is averse to an actual engagement
with the other side; instead of dialogue, one finds mostly different forms of protest.
Philip Gleason's Contending with Modernity set the tone for what was to come, painting a
bleak picture, from a conservative perspective, of the future of Catholic higher
education.” John C. Haughey's book entitled, Where is Knowing Going?'® took the
discussion in a practical direction. He suggested the importance of facing the facts that
more and more faculty, students, and administrators at Catholic universities have little or
no connection to the Catholic tradition. The influence of these two books, at least in the
realm of Catholic higher education, is hard to overstate. Over the last decade and more,
many Catholic colleges and universities have had extended discussions of these books
that included faculty, staff, and administrators from the highest levels. At Marquette

Thomas C. Hunt, Ellis A. Joseph, and Ronald J. Nuzzi (Westport, Connecticut:
Greenwood Press, 2001); Negotiating Identity: Catholic Higher Education Since 1960,
by Allice Gallin (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000);
Independence and a New Partnership in Catholic Higher Education, by Alice Gallin
(Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1996); From Backwater to
Mainstream, by Andrew M. Greeley (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1969).

3 The document itself can be found in Alice Gallin's book entitled American Catholic
Higher Education: Essential Documents, 1967-1990 (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1992), p. 7-12. For an online version of the document, see
https://cushwa.nd.edu/assets/245340/1andolakesstatement.pdf (accessed 5 August 2019).
'* The document itself can be found in Alice Gallin's book entitled American Catholic
Higher Education: Essential Documents, 1967-1990 (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1992), p. 413-437. For an online version of the document, see
http://w?2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost constitutions/documents/hf jp-
ii_apc 15081990 ex-corde-ecclesiae.html (accessed 5 August 2019).

" See Ex corde Ecclesiae, Part I, Article 4, paragraph 4.

16 See Ex corde Ecclesiae, Part 1, A, 3, 28.

7 See Gleason, Philip, Contending with Modernity: Catholic Higher Education in the
Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). Gleason's discussion of
the state of higher education received a great amount of attention from scholars
concerned about Catholic higher education. His book was the basis of a faculty
discussion group that I was a part of during my pre-tenure days at Marquette University,
and served to draw out passions on all sides of the debate.

'8 See John C. Haughey's book entitled, Where is Knowing Going? The Horizons of the
Knowing Subject (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2009).

6

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 150 of 768



University, the entire philosophy and theology departments had a discussion of these
books with the president, provost, and all significant administrators also in attendance. So
many discussion and debates on the issue of Catholic identity were held on the campuses
of Catholic Jesuit Universities and Colleges, that it led the 28 U.S. Jesuit colleges and
universities and the U.S. Jesuit Provincials to publish a self-evaluation assessment tool
entitled "Some Characteristics of Jesuit Colleges and Universities" in 2012." Even the
most recent edition (2019) of Conversations on Jesuit Higher Education” is focused on
the seemingly impossible task facing Catholic higher education: fulfilling their Catholic
missions in a secular age.

On the one hand, a Catholic university is an extension of the Catholic Church; as
such it plays an explicit role in the salvation of humanity.”> Thus, its role is not only

¥ See
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/55d1dd88e4b0dec65a659410/t/56043648e4b0eddaf
bc448b4/1443116616873/CharacteristicstFINAL+Dec+20122.pdf (accessed 5 August
2019).

2 Conversations on Jesuit Higher Education, No. 55 (Spring 2019).

*! For a remarkably thorough discussion of what is (and can be meant by) a secular age,
see Charles Taylor's, 4 Secular Age (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 2007). Other helpful sources on the nature, meaning, and
significance of secularization include the following: Varieties of Secularism in a Secular
Age, edited by Michael Warner, Jonathan Van Antwerpen, and Craig Calhoun
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2010); 4 Short History of
Secularism, by Graeme Smith (New York: I.B. Tauris & Co., Ltd., 2008); Secularism:
Volume I, Defining Secularization: The Secular in Historical and Comparative
Perspective, edited by Bryan S. Turner (Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications
Inc., 2010). For a series of essays on how secularism has effected higher education in
general, see The Secularization of the Academy, edited by George M. Marsden and
Bradley J. Longfield (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). For a somewhat
contrary view on the rise of secularism, see The Desecularizasion of the World, edited by
Peter L. Berger (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999). For
a discussion of the tension between meeting the expectations of both sides, see Uneasy
Partners: The College and the Church, by Merrimon Cunninggim (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1994.

*? That this is so is made explicitly clear in Gravissimum Educationis. In the introduction
to that work, the following is stated: "To fulfill the mandate she has received from her
divine founder of proclaiming the mystery of salvation to all men and of restoring all
things in Christ, Holy Mother the Church must be concerned with the whole of man's life,
even the secular part of it insofar as it has a bearing on his heavenly calling. Therefore,
she has a role in the progress and development of education. Hence this sacred synod
declares certain fundamental principles of Christian education especially in schools." See
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist councils/ii vatican council/documents/vat-

ii_decl 19651028 gravissimum-educationis_en.html (accessed 5 August 2019).
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inherently spiritual, but it specifically presupposes the spirituality of the Catholic Church.
Thus, to be a Catholic university, according to the Catholic Church, its spirituality must
be opposed to conceptions of spirituality that entail the falsity of the Catholic conception
or which are inconsistent with it. This entails that the expression of a spirituality that is at
odds with the expression of spirituality approved of by the Catholic Church is
problematic. It is for this reason that the Catholic Church officially requires its
universities to have a majority number of Catholics in all its various departments and in
leadership roles.”” On the other hand, in the western hemisphere, it is a cultural
expectation that a university be an autonomous entity, with academic freedom to oppose
any world-view. Moreover, in the west, a multicultural conception of the good is
presupposed, with no worldview or spiritual tradition beginning with a default privileged
position that cannot be removed from its privileged position. (No doubt every culture has
a default worldview or tradition, but it is up for debate in the west, but they can be
replaced by other competing conceptions, unlike the cultural default for the Catholic
Church.) In addition, the west is becoming more and more secular, and so the Catholic
conception of education, which maintains an essential connection between learning and
spirituality, is seen as highly dubious.”* Moreover, according to the Catholic Church, one
is either a member of the Church, that is to say, one is either Catholic, or one is not; one
is either in communion with the Church or one is not. One might say that, according to
the Church, being Catholic is a binary thing: one either is one, or is not. To be Catholic,
one must believe certain things and engage in certain forms of expression; if one does not
believe those things or engage in those forms of expression, one is not Catholic—at least
not from the perspective of the Roman Catholic Church.*

With these issues brought to the fore, we can now outline the conditions under
which spiritual dysphoria arises. On the campuses of Catholic, Jesuit universities, a
cultural identity is presupposed—one in which an education is an extension of a spiritual
dimension of life, and in which the purpose of education is to improve the human
community and to glorify God. (This is explicitly stated in Marquette University's
mission statement: the university's mission is to make the world a better place and to
glorify God.) A Catholic university must live out its mission, and must hire people who
agree with its mission; this entails that a Catholic conception of spirituality plays a crucial
role in which the education model is expressed (for example, in the curriculum

> Ex corde Ecclesiae, Part 11, article 4, paragraph 4. http:/w2.vatican.va/content/john-
paul-ii/en/apost constitutions/documents/hf jp-ii apc 15081990 ex-corde-
ecclesiae.html (accessed 5 August 2019).

** For a brief discussion in support of the claim I am making here, see 4 Twentieth-
Century Collision: American Intellectual Culture and Pope John Paul II's Idea of a
University, by Peter M. Collins (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, Inc.,
2010).

2 For further clarification of this matter, see the Catechism of the Catholic Church,
available online at http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/ INDEX.HTM (accessed 10
September 2019).
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choices).”® But how many highly-qualified academics will agree with a mission like that,
or go along with what it entails? Not many, given that most highly qualified academics
are not Catholic, let alone religious. Many academics are either atheists or agnostics who
could not in good faith assent to such a mission statement or to all that it fully entails.

Not surprisingly, the vast majority of leading administrators recognized that these
conditions are not amenable for Catholic, Jesuit universities to remain in business.”’
They recognized that meeting the requirements of the Catholic Church and the cultural
requirements of the West demanded a compromise. So, these administrators made
compromises, and they began to speak in a coded language that sounded like what the
Church would approve of, but they acted in a way that met the cultural approval of the
West. They began to hire more and more non-Catholics, to the point where today most of
the faculty are no longer Catholic. And they put into positions of leadership more and
more people who were not Catholic. The administrators who have taken steps to create
these conditions often justify their actions by appealing to the secular academic standards
prevailing in the West, including the demands of accreditation agencies and challenging
market conditions. But they only speak candidly of such matters behind closed doors,
and often in language that smacks of double-speak.

Their intentions were doubtless to reduce the stigma associated with a Catholic
approach to education, or to increase its acceptance, in what is now a secular age. I argue
that the actions of these administrators have created the conditions under which spiritual
dysphoria cannot help but arise. The cultural default on campus is officially Catholic; but
any expression of that Catholic identity that excludes or marginalizes others is found to
be at odds with its Guiding Values.”® But, of course, a Catholic expression of spirituality
in academia will make a Hindu or Buddhist feel a kind of unease, distress, and anxiety
that is quite pronounced, especially if they are devout in their identity as a Hindu or
Buddhist. On the other hand, someone who is an agnostic or atheist will no doubt feel
like they have to conform (at least to some extent) to the mission statement of the
Catholic university in question, especially if that university states explicitly in their job
advertisement that the qualified candidates must be able to contribute to the mission
statement of the school—when the mission statement explicitly affirms a commitment to
an educational model that finds its highest and ultimate expression in giving glory to
God. There is simply no way that such people can live out their authentic spirituality on
a campus that officially is at odds with, and thus institutionally rejects, agnosticism and
atheism. The agnostic or atheist will have to quell their desire to authentically express
their spirituality; or, to the extent that they do not quell it, their expression may very well
threaten the authentically Catholic identity of the school, and thus undermine the standing
of the school in the eyes of the Church in Rome.

%% See, for example, Marquette University's mission statement; available online at
https://www.marquette.edu/leadership/values.php (accessed 5 August 2019).

*" This started with the "Land O'Lakes Statement" of 1967, but has continued in a variety
of ways ever since.

28 See https://www.marquette.edu/leadership/values.php (accessed 5 August 2019).
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But it also works the other way. For example, in some departments at Marquette
University wherein atheists hold the majority, there are some atheists who have a disdain,
even a contempt, for the Catholic Church. In this environment, a culture has been
established in which Catholics who try to authentically live out (or express) their Catholic
spirituality in the classroom or in their research will sometimes find themselves on only
the unimportant committees, and often without much power in their departments. So,
these Catholics, due to their deep unease and fear of both personal and professional
retribution, will feel pressured to not fully express their spiritual identity.”® This is
perhaps most pronounced with respect to professors whose research projects focus on
issues involving Catholic identity in higher education; for the research produced by such
projects are likely to be published in so-called second- or even third-tiered journals, not at
so-called first rate journals, which are typically secular in nature, which are unlikely to
consider such research worthy of publication. At Marquette University, publishing in
such so-called second- and third-tiered journals results in one's research counting for less,
whichmleads to less pay and less esteem within the department and the university at
large.

Perhaps those who are not on the campuses of Catholic, Jesuit campuses will be
surprised that spiritual dysphoria arises for both Catholics and non-Catholics alike.
Perhaps the recognition of these conditions, on the other hand, will lead to a solution that
is difficult to discern. Indeed, it is difficult to see how Catholic, Jesuit universities can
meet both the requirements of the Catholic Church, which defines what it means to be
Catholic, on the one hand, and the requirements of the increasingly secular west that
demands a variety of conceptions of the good and spiritual expression.’'

vV

** The dysphoria extends even to personal communications between Catholic professors
when they are on campus. At Marquette University, the Title IX online training that all
professors must take maintains the following: that if two professors were to be
discussing, in the office of one of the professors, the official position of the Catholic
Church, in which homosexuality is considered sinful, and if another person walks by,
hears their conversation and becomes offended as a result of hearing that conversation,
then those two Catholic professors are in violation of Title IX, and thus put the university
in legal trouble. So, it is not just at the professional level that Catholic professors must be
on guard, but at the personal level as well.

%% For a related discussion of the way in which the leading administrators of Catholic
institutions of higher education are motivated more by the goal of trying to rise in the
school rankings of the U.S. News and World Report or The Princeton Review than they
are by strengthening their schools' Catholic identity, see Status Envy: The Politics of
Catholic Higher Education, by Anne Hendershott (New Brunswick, New Jersey:
Transaction Publishers, 2009).

*! For a discussion of how Jesuit thinkers have recently addressed some possible
solutions, see Jesuit Postmodern: Scholarship, Vocation, and Identity in the 21st Century,
edited by Francis X. Clooney, S.J. (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2006).
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One helpful (and novel) way of analyzing dysphoria is to utilize the concept of
incommensurability that Seren Kierkegaard puts forth in his analysis of faith in Fear and
Trembling.”> Incommensurability is the quality or state of being incommensurable,
which means "that [which] cannot be measured or compared by the same standard or
measure; without a common standard of measure.">> Given the previous analysis of
dysphoria (both gender and spiritual), incommensurability seems especially promising to
account for the origin of the dysphoria. It is promising, however, only in a
Kierkegaardian sense precisely because the way in which it accounts for dysphoria's
origin is due to conditions that are essentially paradoxical.

Let us begin by summarizing how Kierkegaard's appeal to incommensurability is relevant
to the matter at hand. One of the main themes in Fear and Trembling is a sustained
analysis (not an explanation) of the way in which Abraham, as the father of faith, can be
coherently seen as admirable (as opposed to monstrous) for how he conducted himself in
the Akedah.** According to Kierkegaard, the traditional and leading views of his time are
all mistaken. On the one hand, Abraham is not admirable according to the philosophical
framework of his time because the ethical principles by which Abraham acted must be
conceived of as universal; but any attempt to universalize what Abraham did will result in
not an ethical admiration, but ethical condemnation of Abraham.” Thus, Kierkegaard
argues, according to a philosophical analysis of the Akedah, Abraham is a monster; or as
Kierkegaard is wont to say, "Abraham is lost."*® On the other hand, the traditional
religious interpretation is mistaken because although it is true that Abraham "was willing
to offer [God] the best,"” and that he withheld nothing from God, if anyone were to do
what Abraham did, he would be lambasted for being a moral monster.”® Yet, as
Kierkegaard observes, the preacher tells everyone to be like Abraham; but anyone who
were to attempt to sacrifice one's own son would be arrested and cast out of the
community.”’

Given these failures to make sense of Abraham's greatness (in an admirable sense, not a
monstrous sense), Kierkegaard proposes the following: Abraham's greatness is due to an
incommensurability between the standards by which things are measured by God (in his
kingdom or realm) and the standards by which things are measured by human beings (on

32 See Fear and Trembling / Repetition, edited and translated by Howard V. and Edna H.
Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), p. 34, 39, 40, 55, 68, 69, 111.
Henceforth in the footnotes my references to this work will appear as Fear and
Trembling, followed by the page number.

3 Webster's New Universal Unabridged Dictionary, deluxe second edition (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1983), p. 923.

** Fear and Trembling, p. 15-23, 60.

%> Fear and Trembling, p. 54-61.

*® Fear and Trembling, p. 113.

37" Fear and Trembling, p. 28.

38 Fear and Trembling, p. 11,76, 77.

% Fear and Trembling, p. 28, 29.
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earth).” In other words, to say that "Abraham is justified by faith," means that Abraham
is justified because he entered into a relationship with the divine; but any attempt he
makes to express that faith on earth (in a manner that makes it understood on a universal
philosophical framework) must fail. As Kierkegaard puts it, Abraham entered into "an
absolute relation to the absolute"*' (that is, he entered into a relationship with the divine),
and precisely because of that, he was unable to adequately express this relation to any
other human being on earth. That is why Abraham could not disclose his intentions to
Sarah, Eliezer, or Isaac.* No matter how he was to try to express himself, whether by
word or by deed, he would not be able to be understood by any human being. As
Kierkegaard puts it, Abraham must "remain silent,"* because he is, in a very real sense,
shut-up within himself, unable to speak in a way that makes him understandable to
others. His faith in the divine, and his expression of it, is incommensurable, Kierkegaard
maintains, with "the whole of actuali‘[y."44 For this reason, Abraham must live incognito,
living a life in which what is most essential to him must be hidden® from those he lives
among—even his closest family members.

Let us now see how this Kierkegaardian analysis is relevant for the topic of this
paper. Recall that individuals who experience dysphoria are deeply uncomfortable with
what the society or culture at large expects from them. The person experiences suffering
that arises out of a conflict between one's self-identity and the dominant cultural default
regarding norms. Kierkegaard maintains that Abraham experiences a kind of distress,
paradox, and anxiety the likes of which most human beings have never even imagined.
The analogy I am drawing suggests that the people who experience both gender and
spiritual dysphoria experience, in like manner, a very deep kind of distress and anxiety. |
conclude my essay with the assertion that what gives rise to this phenomenon of
dysphoria on the campuses of Catholic, Jesuit universities is a set of conditions that
cultivate the absurd because of the commitments and policies the administrators of these
schools have embraced.

v

Precisely because of the conflicts regarding what it means for Catholic
universities to be both truly Catholic and truly modern, as discussed previously in section
three, administrators have enacted policies and embraced principles that attempt to
construct a community in which all people are welcome and celebrated, regardless of
their faith commitments, gender identity, or worldview. In the attempt to meet the
market conditions of the west in the early twenty-first century, as well as the
requirements of the Catholic Church, mission statements were formed that articulated this
community, and groups of administrators held long retreats so as to formulate the guiding

0 Fear and Trembling, p. 34, 111, 112.
*! Fear and Trembling, p. 62, 93.

*2 Fear and Trembling, p. 82ff.

B Fear and Trembling, p. 87, 88, 113.
* Fear and Trembling, p. 34, 111, 112.
* Fear and Trembling, p. 82-99.
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values by which the community would live. But these conditions are inherently
paradoxical. Allow me to illustrate this by appealing to the mission statement of
Marquette University, and to the guiding values it abides by. Marquette's mission
statement indicates that its educational mission begins and ends with God—more
specifically, its mission is to glorify God.*® It also indicates, under the heading "Faith"
that "As a Catholic university, we are committed to the unfettered pursuit of truth under
the mutually illuminating powers of human intelligence and Christian faith. Precisely
because Catholicism at its best seeks to be inclusive, we are open to all who share our
mission and seek the truth about God and the world, and we are firmly committed to
academic freedom as the necessary precondition for that search. We welcome and
benefit enormously from the diversity of seekers within our ranks, even as we freely
choose and celebrate our own Catholic identity." My claim is that these commitments
create conditions under which the absurd and paradox cannot but help to arise.

On the one hand, Marquette University identifies as university whose reason for
existing is to glorify God. It seeks knowledge under the framework in which both human
reason and divine revelation are necessary to arrive at the truth. Yet it welcomes those
who reject this conception of how the truth is arrived at, and insists that it benefits
enormously from them. How can atheists, which Marquette welcomes, self-identify with
a university that holds the glory of God as its end? It is clear that atheists cannot accept
the view that Christian revelation is an essential part of the search for truth. So how,
exactly, is the university going to benefit at all, let alone enormously, from conditions
under which atheists are an essential part of the Christian community? It becomes even
less apparent how the Catholic university, which claims that God and divine revelation
are essential in the search for truth, will benefit when there are not just a few atheists on
campus, but so many that they make up nearly half of the university community.*” That,
I suggest, is the epitome of what Kierkegaard would recognize as an illustration of
conditions under which the absurd and the paradoxical cannot help but arise.*®

* "Marquette University is a Catholic, Jesuit university dedicated to serving God by
serving our students and contributing to the advancement of knowledge. . .. All this we
pursue for the greater glory of God and the common benefit of the human community."
See Marquette University's mission statement:
https://www.marquette.edu/leadership/values.php (accessed 5 August 2019).

* For a thorough analysis of how Catholic institutions of higher education might make
progress on issues related to mission and Catholic identity, see Revisioning Mission: The
Future of Catholic Higher Education, by John Richard Wilcox with Jennifer Anne
Lindholm and Suzanne Dale Wilcox (North Charleston, South Carolina: CreateSpace
Independent Publishing, 2013).

* For some models of how religious institutions of higher education, both Catholic and
non-Catholic, might find success in the future, see Models for Christian Higher
Education: Strategies for Success in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Richard T.
Hughes and William B. Adrian (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1997).
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The difference here, and where the appeal to Kierkegaard breaks down, is that
atheists reject the standard that Christians appeal to, and Christians reject the atheistic
standard in so far as they see atheists as leaving out something crucial—namely, God and
God's revelation. Instead of appealing to incommensurability, it seems more apt (in my
view at least) to say that these two worldviews are inconsistent. However, administrators
at Catholic, Jesuit universities such as Marquette act and speak in such a way that they
insist that the two worldviews are not inconsistent. As such, it appears that they think
their line of reasoning is more in line with what Kierkegaard refers to when he talks about
the incommensurability of faith with "the whole of actuality."

If this is analysis is correct, it follows that various members of the community
will always be in a very difficult position, for they will inevitably feel a deep,
fundamental discontent were they to express their deeply held identities. They will feel
that the expression of their identity is not actualizable under the conditions in which they
exist. They must, instead, pay close attention to the apparent (but not actual)
contradiction (at least according to the community's leaders) between what they most
closely identify with, on the one hand, and what the university's administrators officially
hold that the university identifies with, on the other. Just as Abraham's existence was
inherently difficult, so, too, is existence for those of us on the campuses of Catholic,
Jesuit universities such as Marquette University. Just as Abraham understood that his
identity could not be adequately expressed to his community, and therefore did not even
attempt to do so without inevitably being mistaken for a monster, so is the plight of those
who exist on the campuses of Catholic, Jesuit universities such as Marquette University.
Living this way is, as one might imagine, quite difficult.
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Abstract
Graduate students in ministry and religious education often discuss how challenging it is, in their
ministries and in their personal lives, to engage with people who espouse an ideological
worldview deeply different from their own. This study explores how religious educators in
higher education can nurture the capacity for what John Paul Lederach calls the moral
imagination and embrace Pope Francis call for synodality by developing a constructive
postmodern theological curriculum and teaching strategies that encourage dialogue across
ideological difference.

Keywords
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Introduction

Many of my graduate students, most of whom are Catholic religious educators and
ministers, talk about how challenging it is, in their ministries and in their personal lives, to
engage people who espouse deeply different ideological worldviews. There is a seeming divide
between conservative/traditional or progressive/liberal religious ideologies that prevents some
Catholics from engaging in and sustaining dialogue across ideological difference. I have heard
and seen people, my students and colleagues in academia included, differentiate between two
polarizing and conflictual ideologies by using phrases such as, “are you a Pope John Paul 11/
Benedict Catholic or a Pope Francis Catholic?” In the exhibit hall at the National Conference on
Catholic Youth Ministry (NCCYM), for example, one exhibitor displayed cardboard cut outs of
all three popes and as the day progressed I saw several people physically move the life-size
cardboard Pope Francis out of the picture before taking selfies with the popes.

Given Pope Francis media popularity for his pastoral presence, in both his words and
actions, through his embodiment of the Gospel values of mercy, love and compassion' (his
handling of the clergy abuse scandal not withstanding), it is a wonder why people would move
aside a cardboard picture of him to take a selfie without his image, to say the least. Yet, there are
Catholics that take deep issue with the Pope’s discussions on synodalitiy. In fact, this might just
be one of the most dominant public issues dividing Catholics along the traditional —progressive
ecclesiological divide.

In his speech for 50th Anniversary of Synod of Bishops, Pope Francis reimagined into
life what the term synodality meant, and in doing so redefined the purpose of the synod of

' Robert Draper, “Will the Pope Change the Vatican? Or Will the Vatican Change the Pope?” National
Geographic Magazine, (August 2015), retrieved from https://www.nationalgeographic.
com/magazine/2015/08/pope-francis-vatican-roman-catholic-reformation/
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bishops. Synodality, for Francis no longer refers to episcopal collegiality, rather “a synodal
church” according to Francis:

is a Church which listens, which realizes that listening “is more than simply hearing.” It
is a mutual listening in which everyone has something to learn. The faithful people, the
college of bishops, the Bishop of Rome: all listening to each other, and all listening to the
Holy Spirit, the “Spirit of truth” (Jn 14:17), in order to know what he [sic] “says to the
Churches” (Rev 2:7). *

Redefining synodality from the reciprocal relationship held between bishops and the pope, to
include their relationship to the whole church— the people of God— has brought about staunch
opposition by some to Francis’s Papacy.’ Ironically enough, his theology of synodality created a
contentious debate about the ecclesial nature of the church, contributing this ideological division
in the church, and as such, has become a barrier to unity.

Religious and moral ideological differences often enter our class discussions—usually
but not always in fruitful ways. Differences include how to effectively pass on the faith to young
people or what it means to be Catholic. Aside from navigating ideologically polarizing
conversations with my students, I, myself have been in professional situations where I
fundamentally disagree with a person’s religious ideology as it relates to religious education,
theology, and ministry. Such encounters have occurred in meetings with the National
Leadership Network (NLN) at the National Dialogue (ND), a collaborative initiative aimed at
unifying Catholic youth and young adult ministry leaders and organization to understand more
fully the lived experience young people and reengage them in the life of the church.

The NLN developed a conversation guide” to engage or re-engage not only young people,
the but also the ministry leaders and the parents/guardians of young people through a facilitated
dialogue.” We realized that if we are to unify and mobilize pastoral leaders and religious
educators, then we ourselves first need to encounter one another through meaningful dialogue, so
we broke up in to small groups of 7-8 and piloted the first round of facilitated conversations.
Months later, I replicated this listening process with a group of religious educators, parents,
ministers, and stakeholders at one of the Archdiocesan high schools in New Orleans. Through
this process, which is the focus of this essay, | saw ministry leaders and parents, when given a
safe hospitable space to express themselves, enter into and/or create more meaningful

? Francis, “Speech on the 50th Anniversary of the Synod of Bishops, October 17, 2015: Origins 45/22
(October 29, 2015) 382-383.

* One such critique comes from a series by Xavier Rynne II [pseud] published in First Things
documenting the Synod on Young People (note this article inaccurately refers to this as a Synod on
“Youth™). For one such example, see Xavier Rynne II [pseud], ed. “Letters From the Synod-2018: #19,”
First Things, (October 29, 2018) retrieved from https://www.firstthings.com/web-
exclusives/2018/10/letters-from-the-synod-2018-19

* The V National Encuentro of Hispanic/Latino Ministry developed a similar and more comprehensive
approach to encountering one another through facilitated listening sessions and dialogues; however, my
primary experiences come from the NLN in the National Dialogue, therefore this essay draws from the
ND’s method of engagement.

> At the writing of this essay, the work of the National Dialogue refers these sessions conversations and/or
dialogues; however, these are actually facilitated listening sessions designed to hear more about the
experiences of young people, their parents, and ministry leaders regarding their relationship and
experiences with their faith and the church. The NLN is currently in conversation about this language.
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relationships with one another, remain open or “stay curious,” and take risks in sharing their
experiences.

Engaging in such a process of transformative listening from across ideological
differences is strikingly similar to John Paul Lederach’s four disciplines that “form the moral
imagination that make peacebuilding possible: ...relationship, paradoxical curiosity, creativity,
and risk.”” In his work with international peacebuilding, Lederach observes that skill building
and mediation can only do so much; there must be a moment that changes how we view conflict,
“a turning point that orients us toward a new and more humane horizon” (23). Such turning
points come when individuals cultivate a capacity for a moral imagination. My experiences with
the National Dialogue process brought many of us to such a turning point in how we understand
one another and our differences.

My reflections on the National Dialogue and peacebuilding raise questions for me about
how religious educators can help students practice and model dialogue across difference to more
fully understand and value the voices of the other and embrace Pope Francis’ call for a synodal
church. As I reflect on my praxis, I wonder: how do these experiences and reflections inform my
praxis? How can I bring my experiences in building unity amidst ideological difference to my
curriculum? What concrete curriculum themes and pedagogic® practices might religious
educators draw from to foster dialogue across deep religious difference in ministry programs in
higher education as a way of enacting synodality?

By cultivating a moral imagination, I argue that Catholics can bridge the traditional-
progressive ecclesial ideology to become a more synodal church. This paper uses the method of
practical theology to explore how my experience developing a moral imagination with the NLN
can help religious educators explore their own deeply held assumptions to reexamine the art and
practice of teaching across difference. This paper begins with a brief history of synodality as it
contributes to an ideological divide in the Catholic Church then unpacks the process of engaging
in the National Dialogue from the framework of Lederach’s moral imagination. Finally, I explore
how religious educators might embrace constructive postmodern theological curriculum, rooted
in process, to envision teaching and learning that cultivates the capacity for a moral imagination
and models synodality by fostering unity across deep religious ideological differences with
students in ministry and higher education.

What’s in a Name? Synodality under Pope Francis

Theologian Massimo Faggioli argues that “synodality is the most important institutional
reform of Francis’s pontificate.” In tracing the shifts in ecclesial ideology since the Second

% The facilitator guide encourages facilitators and dialogue partners to “focus on accompaniment, be
empathetic, and stay curious.” See the National Dialogue Conversation Facilitator Guide, 2018, 6.
https://www.nationaldialogue.info/comprehensive-reference, retrieved 30 April, 2019.

7 John Paul Lederach. The Moral Imagination: The art and soul of building peace, (Oxford UP: Oxford.
2005), 36

¥ Andragogy is the accurate term for teaching and learning in adult education, however many of my
students teach children or teenagers (pedagogy). I will use the term pedagogy to eliminate the
awkwardness of using both terms.

? Massimo Faggioli, “From Collegiality to Synodality: Pope Francis’s Post-Vatican II Reform,”
Commonweal, (November 23, 2018), retrieved from https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/ collegiality-

synodality.
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Vatican Council, he notes how ideologically polarized the Catholic church has become. Faggioli

states:
In just a few years, the papacy went from a defense of Vatican II as a “a sure compass to
guide the course of Peter’s barque” (John Paul II’s words), through a period under
Benedict in which Rome indulged traditionalist dissent from Vatican II, to the current
pope’s embrace of post—Vatican II synodality. Francis’s emphasis on synodality bridges
the gap between his Vatican II theological culture and the new horizon of post-conciliar
global Catholicism. It is a bridge that he cannot cross alone."

The term Synod reached its fullest expression when Pope Paul VI established the first
Synod of Bishops in 1965. In 2015, Pope Francis issued his "Episcopalis Communio" where he
recalled how Pope Paul VI responded to the need for “episcopal collegiality,” among the bishops
and the Pope, by “institute[ing] a body known as the Synod of Bishops.”"' Tracing the history
and importance of the Synod since its inception, Francis states:

...Since the beginning of my Petrine ministry, I have paid special attention to the Synod
of Bishops, confident that it can experience “further development so as to do even more
to promote dialogue and cooperation among Bishops themselves and between them and
the Bishop of Rome”. Underpinning this work of renewal must be the firm conviction
that all Bishops are appointed for the service of the holy People of God, to whom they
themselves belong through the sacrament of Baptism.”"?

Here, and through his theological commission on the theology of synodality,* Pope Francis
redefined synodality from encompassing the consultative and collaborative fruits borne from the
Synod of Bishops and the Pope, to include more direct consultation from the lay faithful
highlighting the importance of the communion between local and universal church. In an
interview with the Belgian Catholic weekly newspaper Tertio on the Synod on the Family and
the papal exhortation Amoris Laetitia, Pope Francis states:

Either you have a pyramidal church where everything Peter says is done or you have a
synodal church where Peter is Peter, but he accompanies the church, lets it grow, listens.
What is more, he learns from this reality and sees how to harmonize it..."*

It is precisely this language of learning from the whole People of God that made some people
fear the Pope is opening the Catholic Church to up to become a democracy, albeit from the
perspective of politics in the United States.

"% Ibid.

" Pope Francis, Apostolic Constitution, Episcopalis Communio, (Rome, Sept. 18, 2018) §2, retrieved
from http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost constitutions/documents/papa-

francesco costituzione-ap 20180915 episcopalis-communio.html

2 Ibid., §5.

" International Theological Commission, “Synodality in the Life of the Church (Rome, March 3, 2018),
retrieved September 12, 2018. http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/
rc_cti 20180302 sinodalita en.html.

'4'U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops. “On File,” Origins, 46, no. 29 (December 15, 2016), 464.

4

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 166 of 768



Pope Francis, through the Synod on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational
Discernment, continued to modeled this understanding synodality as he invited young people for
the first time in the history of the church to prepare the Final Document from the Pre-Synodal
Meeting after their meeting in Rome in March 2018. This means the voices lay young adults
became a part of the official teaching body of the church."” Paul Jarzembowski, who works for
the USCCB in the Secretariat of Laity, Marriage, Family Life, and Youth recalls how this was
likely the first time in the history of synods “when young people without position were given
opportunity to address the full synod of bishops.”'® This is a watershed moment for anyone
working in youth and young adult ministry in the Catholic Church.

Francis also expanded on the theme of synodality in his post-synodal exhortation,
Christus Vivit (CV), in a way not previously written about in the pre-synodal or final documents
leading up to CV. This too caught the attention of critics.'” Francis specifically states that “youth
[and young adult] ministry has to be synodal...”'® He continues:

It should involve a “journeying together” that values “the charisms that the Spirit bestows

in accordance with the vocation and role of each of the Church’s members, through a

process of co-responsibility... Motivated by this spirit, we can move towards a

participatory and co-responsible Church, one capable of appreciating its own rich variety,

gratefully accepting the contributions of the lay faithful, including young people and
women, consecrated persons, as well as groups, associations and movements. No one
should be excluded or exclude themselves

In this way, by learning from one another, we can better reflect that wonderful multi-
faceted reality that Christ’s Church is meant to be. She will be able to attract young
people, for her unity is not monolithic, but rather a network of varied gifts that the Spirit
ceaselessly pours out upon her, renewing her and lifting her up from her poverty."

The Synod on Young People and the Post-Synodal Exhortation invite ministry leaders
and religious educators to reimagine church with and for young people. Business as usual can no
longer works.

Unfortunately, the ideological divide over Pope Francis’ use of the term synodality is
overshadowing this profound moment in the church and preventing people from receiving the
Pope’s Exhortation, and with it, the voices of young people who so desperately need to be
heard.® My colleagues in the field of youth and young adult ministry and religious education,
particularly through my collaboration with the NLN of the National Dialogue and the USCCB

' See for example Christus Vivit §33, §43, and §133

'® This came from a discussion between Paul and I regarding his research on the history of the Synods in
September 2019. The 2014-2015 Synod on the Family likewise invited the voices of lay Catholics from
around the world in the process leading up to the synod, but those invited to address the full synod of
bishops were primarily from academic institutions or other ecclesial organizations.

17 See LifeSiteNews as one example: https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/vatican-youth-synod-final-doc-
approved.-the-most-controversial-points

' Pope Francis, Cristus Vivit: Christ is Alive, Rome (March 25, 2019), § 206.

" Ibid., §206-207.

201 recognize that there are a likely many other reasons why certain groups do not support Pope Francis’s
papacy, however, this issue of synodality seems to have taken deep root and, as such, is hindering efforts
to engage youth and young adults falling way from or leaving the church.
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National Advisory Team for Young Adult Ministry (NATY AM) were anxiously awaiting a papal
exhortation on young people. For the first time in the history of synods and exhortations, we
would have in the teaching body of the church, a papal document addressing the needs of
Catholic youth and young adults. However, the heartbreak that my colleagues and I currently feel
is over the reception of Pope Francis post-synodal exhortation Christus Vivit: Christ is Alive!

At the time of writing this essay, the vast majority of Catholic leaders in the United
States, from Bishops, diocesan staff, and lay ecclesial ministers and religious educators in
catholic secondary schools have not read the document. While many are familiar with the 2018
Synod on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment, they are largely unfamiliar with
what Pope Francis is asking of the church in Christus Vivit (CV).?' This reception, according to
some members of my NATY AM, familiar with the arguments criticizing of CV, is due to Pope
Francis’ ecclesiology, more specifically his theology of synodality.

If Pope Francis issued statements redefining the Catholic priesthood, opening it up to
marriage and women, | could certainly anticipate a large vocal backlash in the United States and
other parts of the world. But Pope Francis is redefining synodality in light of the teachings from
Vatican II, specifically Lumen Gentiun. He states as much in his speech to the Synod of
Bishops®” in his numerous interviews. His discussion of synodality is not new theology, it is
rooted in the Church Teaching of Vatican 1.7

The irony here is that Pope Francis’ efforts to redefine synodality as an all-call for unity
in the Church have caused a division from some factions within the church, leading these
Catholics to oppose his papacy (arguably the same Catholics who believe it is anathema to
criticize or question previous popes). What does this mean for my praxis, and for other religious
educators in higher education? My students, many of whom are youth and young adult ministers,
or lay ecclesial ministers who both indirectly and directly serve young adults through their
programs, are called to re-envision a ministry with youth and young adults “synodaly.” However,
some of these same students oppose Pope Francis ecclesiology on synodality. The next section
explores, how religious educators can engage ideological differences in graduate programs in
ministry and religious education to not only encourage more fruitful outcomes, but model the
type of unity Pope Francis asks of us in his treatment of synodality.

Lederach’s Moral Imagination and The National Dialogue

The Power of the Moral Imagination

John Paul Lederach, in his The Moral Imagination: The art and soul of building peace,
articulates and enacts successfully a vision for peacebuilding through the art and practice of
dialogue and imagination. Lederach, in tracing the literature on the topic, finds moral
imagination accomplishes three important things. First it “develops the capacity to perceive
things beyond and at a deeper level than what initially meets the eye... more than immediately
available...Second...the authors landed on the term imagination in order to emphasize the

*! This information comes to me from conference calls with members from staff members with the
USCCB and an unpublished survey about Christus Vivit fromThe National Federation for Catholic Youth
Ministry (NFCYM), in September 2018.

*? Francis, “Speech on the 50th Anniversary.”

* International Theological Commission, “Synodality in the Life, ”§ 2.
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necessity of the creative act” most notably through artistic expression.** “Third. ..the moral
imagination has a quality of transcendence. It breaks out of what appear to be narrow,
shortsighted, or structurally determined dead-ends.”

In my experience, deeply divisive conversations seldom bridge a new horizon of meaning
through rational discourse. On the other hand, as Lederach states:

The moral imagination arises with the capacity to imagine ourselves in relationship, the
willingness to embrace complexity without reliance on dualistic polarity, the belief in the
creative act, and acceptance of the inherent risk required to bring violence into venture
unknown paths that build constructive change.?

These are the first steps towards peacebuilding, and I would argue, offer religious educators way
of engaging in dialogue across polarizing difference. In looking back on my experience with the
ND, I can see these key skills for cultivating the capacity for moral imagination were implicitly
present. And the results, as they currently unfold, attest to the success of these initiatives.

The National Dialogue

At the USCCB Convocation of Catholic Leaders, held in July 1-4, 2017 in Orlando,
Florida, the NLN kicked-off the first gathering of The National Dialogue in anticipation of the
style of dialogue Pope Francis sought to advance when he first announced his plans to hold a
Synod on Young People in 2016. From this initial gathering, the NLN invited a diverse array of
ministry leaders from around the United states, including academics who teach in ministry and
religious education programs to gather at certain times in the year to move this work forward.
This was, in many ways, a grassroots effort by organizations, dioceses, parishes, secondary
schools, lay apostolates, and colleges and universities to first unify the field of youth and young
adult ministry, then mobilize, or, as Tom East called it, “do the dialogue.” Through this
unification process, I and others, entered into new relationships with people I never imagined
would happen; people who think very differently than I do regarding ministry with youth young
adults and education. Through my reflections on these relationships, I uncovered Lederach’s
first discipline that forms the moral imagination: “the centrality of relationships,” as it was
through our growing relationships that I became far more aware of our similarities than our
differences.”’

Responding to the signs of the times, that so many young people are leaving the church,
and the forthcoming Synod on Young people, the ND gatherings sought to provide ministry
leaders and religious educators with tools to help reach out to youth, young adults, their parents,
and other ministry leaders. From these initial brainstorming sessions, the NLN developed a
website and created resources on how to facilitate listening sessions with each of the above
mentioned groups.

In first efforts to unify the field and practice the style of dialogue we developed, we
convened a one-day retreat for our ND session April 11-13, 2018 in Newark, NJ. Amidst much
prayer and discernment, I was honored to facilitate one of the small group sessions. Many in the

*John Paul Lederach. The Moral Imagination: The art and soul of building peace, (Oxford UP: Oxford,
2005), 26-27.

> Tbid

26 Lederach, The Moral Imagination, 29.

*"1bid., 34
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room had starkly different approaches to ministry, including ideological differences regarding
Pope Francis. Some advocate for a back-to-basics approach to ministry, others believe in
preaching the gospel unapologetically to all those they meet, others believed in passing on the
faith through religious instruction, or knowledge of doctrine, while others believed more in the
accompaniment model of journeying with youth and young adults, like Jesus in the Road to
Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35).

Amidst these differences in ministry was a suspicion that I, the academic in the room
from a Jesuit (read: Liberal) university had little to offer by way of ministry with youth and
young adults. This posturing, however, slowly dissipated once we began our “dialogue” because
it was through this prayerful retreat process that we engaged creatively in an open-ended session
“where the divine and human meet.””® Our prayerful retreat-style space prompted in us “a
predisposition, a kind of attitude and perspective that opens up, even invokes, the spirit and
belief that creativity is humanly possible.” %

In our conversations we discussed how so many young people feel wounded by the
church, so if we are to engage them in honest open dialogues, we need to “create a space that
welcomes the soul.”*® The rules for dialogue are inspired by Parker Palmer’s Circle of Trust®
among which are the rules “No fixing, saving, advising, no setting each other straight”' Palmer,
and the ND guide instruct facilitators and group members to “Learn to respond to others with
honest, open questions...[and] when the going gets rough, turn to wonder.”

This process elicited deep, meaningful, personal responses from the group, many of
whom were struggling to understand why their own children have left the Catholic Church,
feeling their efforts to raise children in the faith had failed. Participates had a “willingness to take
a risk” by being open and honest and, “to step into the unknown without any guarantee of
success or even safety.””” This session changed us; it united across our differences for a common
cause.

Since then, I facilitated a dialogue with religious educators, parents, ministers, and
stakeholders an Archdiocesan high school in New Orleans, in what can be classified as a more
ideologically conservative group. The leadership team wanted to engage the local young adult
alums of the school so to unify and strengthen the community, so I recommended we “do the
dialogue.” I have had more time processing this first dialogue with this group, than the group in
Newark, and they remarked how this first session brought us into a deep, meaningful
relationships with one another. In our second session, I recalled the overlapping themes that
emerged from their first dialogue. From here, the posturing all but stopped and our commitment
to youth and young adult ministry united us across our differences.

One final experience that grew from the ND worth noting is the Voice+Vision Summit in
July 2019 that took place at Franciscan University in Steubenville, Ohio. Academics and
practitioners from across ideological difference the heeded Pope Francis call to look past the
liberal/conservative divide and “make use of everything that has borne good fruit and effectively
communicates the joy of the Gospel” ** Fr. Frank Pivonka, now president of Franciscan
University, and Dr. Bob Rice, Professor of Catechetics and principal organizer of the conference,

8 Matthew Fox, qtd in Lederach, The Moral Imagination, 38.
29 11
Ibid.
39 parker Palmer, 4 Hidden Wholeness, (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004), 130.
! Ibid., 115.
32 Lederach, The Moral Imagination, 39.
33 Francis, Christus Vivit, § 205.
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took a giant leap— a risk—towards breaking down the ideological silos that divide our churches
and schools. ** From this context, I experienced hearing Cardinal Cupich reflect on CV,
watching faculty from what are considered “liberal” institutions, myself included, give panel
presentations, and witnessed some of the most powerful preaching I have ever encountered by dr.
timone davis, from Loyola University, Chicago— all in Steubenville. Upon reflection, we were
engaging in another form of moral imagining: paradoxical curiosity. We, the NLN, and the
leadership at Franciscan University made conscious efforts to rise above our ideological
differences through our collaboration on this Summit, and did so “with an abiding respect for
complexity, a refusal to fall prey to the pressures of forced dualistic categories of truth, and an
inquisitiveness about what may hold together seemingly contradictory social energies in a greater
whole.”*

Through the process of forming relationships, embracing paradoxical curiosity, modeling
creativity and risk, the ND cultivated the capacity for Lederach’s moral imagination in a divided
church. While Lederach developed his theory of the moral imagination primarily as a means of
peacebuilding and mediation for countries divided by war and other forms of violence, the
approach is important to note when engaging people across vast ideological differences. Deep
ideological difference breeds hatred, as exemplified in the threats Franciscan University received
from the group Church Militant, and from hatred grows violence. Cultivating a capacity for
moral imagination provides ministry leaders and religious educators with a method that can
enliven synodality, to recognize the Church is one and to work alongside God’s people.

If embracing a synodal church “is an indispensable precondition for a new missionary
energy that will involve the entire People of God,” then Catholic ministry leaders and religious
educators cannot remain a house divided over ecclesial ideology.*® The experience of unity
amidst difference through the process of the National Dialogue could not be accomplished
through rational discourse, we needed to cultivate a capacity for moral imagination. If religious
educators, in heeding the call towards synodality, are to help raise up new leaders in the church,
we must recognize how our curriculum and pedagogy implicitly and explicitly model a theology
of synodality with moral imagination. When asking people to engage with others another in
meaningful dialogue across deep ideological difference, we must first model the moral
imagination in the classroom.

Postmodern Curriculum and the Moral Imagination

The Catholic Church is both universal and particular, yet the particular way of expressing
one’s faith can overshadow our universality. Our worldview frames who we are, what we believe
in, and the way we approach ministry and religious education. Dialogue across difference;
therefore, involves emotions and experience; it involves examining our own identity and our
deeply held assumptions. Curriculum theorist William Doll describes how the modernist
curriculum values and reinforces characteristics of progress, industry, empirical data, uniformity,

** In Fr. Dave’s opening address he recalled challenges they encountered in hosting this summit, by way
of threats from Church Militant and loss of funding, rooted in part by the anger and hostility over
Cardinal Cupich’s presence. But the leadership at Franciscan University was resolute in affirming our
common commitment to evangelization and ministry with young people over our ideological differences.
3% Lederach, The Moral Imagination, 36.

3% Commission, “Synodality in the Life,” §9

9

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 171 of 768



and rational objectivity.>” Emotions, experiential learning, and subjectivity in the modern
curriculum can be characterized as less valuable, less academic, and therefore inappropriate in
academic spaces. Parker Palmer suggests educators work against “an academic culture that
distrusts personal truth,” where “objective facts are regarded as pure, while subjective feelings
are suspect and sullied.”® Instead, Palmer proposes educators teach from wholeness, or “an
undivided self” to unify and keep intact our integrity and identity.*

According to Patrick Slattery, “curriculum development in the postmodern era demand
that we find a way around the hegemonic forces and institutional obstacles that limit our
knowledge, reinforce our prejudices, and disconnect us from the global community” *(2013,
36). Drawing insight from Michael O’Malley, Slattery describes the modern prescriptive Euro-
American education and curriculum as one that fosters an “ethic of exclusion,” that “the
conscious absence of soul from education limits the efficacy of the pedagogical project and
actually creates conditions in which social ills— anxiety, racism, poverty, exclusion — flourish.”*'
The implicit curriculum of the modern text works against the theology of synodality and erects
an invisible barrier to the four disciplines of the moral imagination.

A constructive postmodern theological curriculum, on the other hand, encourages
religious educators to be open to the transformation that comes through process curriculum — to
allow ourselves to remain open to learning from our students, from worldviews and ideologies
far different from our own, to teach from an “undivided self.” From this paradigm, “curriculum,’
according to Doll, “is a process — not of transmitting what is (absolutely) known but of exploring
what is un-known; and through exploration students and teachers ‘clear the land’ together,
thereby transforming both the land and themselves.”** This method of teaching and learning, one
centered on process, involves taking risks, putting aside a prescribed lesson objectives to remain
open to the needs of the class by engaging in a process open to “paradoxical creativity” to make
“space for the creative act to emerge.”"’

Religious educators can develop a postmodern curriculum and pedagogy rooted in
process to encourage dialogue across conflictual religious ideologies and worldviews to embrace
a moral imagination that helps us “let go of the need for certainty, consensus, and uniformity” so
that we may grow “closer to wisdom and justice”** This creates a willingness to risk, to leave
what is comfortable (clinging to our differences), to risk what is unknown (finding unity,
growing into synodality).*’

Slattery argues that the postmodern theological text recognizes “diversity, eclecticism,
and ecumenism,” which are also hallmarks of Pope Francis theology of synodality, for they
“bring us closer to wisdom and justice. One must give everything away to become rich, let go in

2

37 William E. Doll Jr. Post-Modern Perspective on Curriculum. (Columbia, NY: Teachers College Press,
1993).
3% Parker Palmer. The Courage to Teach, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 2007), 18.
39 T1as
Ibid., 16.
* Patrick Slattery. Curriculum Development in the Postmodern Era: 3rd Edition, (Hoboken, NJ:
Routledge, 2013). 36.
“'bid., 111.
*2 Doll, Post-Modern, 155.
43 Lederach, The Moral Imagination, 38.
4 Slattery, Postmodern Curriculum, 106, 107.
% See Lederach, The Moral Imagination, 39.
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order to live, experience suffering to understand joy.” *® This underscores the task of cultivating
the moral imagination in higher education.

Students more familiar with the modern curriculum, of prescribed standards and
measurable objectives are implicitly taught to see education as a commodity, something to gain
or “achieve.” The modern curriculum teaches students that if they “master” a subject or
discipline, they will have “succeeded” in their education. This approach to teaching and learning
is often devoid of creativity and imagination —something best illuminated by the arts and
aesthetics. Our students are a part of the curriculum, therefore knowing what our students bring
to the curriculum is the first step in our course design. However, religious educators unfamiliar
with postmodern curriculum development may feel uneasy putting off their full syllabus or
course design before learning about their students. There is risk involved in the process
curriculum which is, in many ways, what Palmer means by having the Courage to Teach.*’ It
also begins the work of modeling the moral imagination.

The next step might be in developing a classroom community through pedagogical
practices that create the space for students to form relationships. I have had success in watching
students form relationships by first establishing classroom norms using our course material on
adult communication skills and Parker’s Circle of Trust,® then forming small collaborative
discussion groups. I also ask students to work together in pairs to create an opening prayer
experience for our weekly sessions. Collaborative projects have the secondary effect of building
relationships.

According to Slattery, there are two hallmarks of postmodern curriculum development:
“Autobiography and arts-based autoethnography.”*® I invite students to engage in an open
facilitated listening where we explore the intersectionality of our lives, share our stories. In my
efforts to teach through autobiography, I begin by sharing my own story, how I experienced
religious education, trace the formative events that shaped my identity, then invite students to do
the same using Eric H. F. Law’s Invitation Method.* 1 also design space through our online
learning management system where students can post creative reflections on their course
learning, by uploading videos, music, lyrics, poetry or other visual and audio forms of art. I also
encourage them to create their own images, poems to open them up to the paradox of possibility
and creativity.”® They share with one another their own interpretations of art and in doing so
disclose more of themselves, forming even stronger and more meaningful relationships with one
another. These relationships build the foundation for cultivating a moral imagination that can
find unity amidst difference.

Diversity is a gift to be celebrated. Difference should not to be avoided or downplayed,
but nor should it divide us. Religious educators are called to enhance their art and practice of
teaching and learning by designing a space and practices where students might integrate a

46 Slattery, Postmodern Curriculum, 107.

*" Parker Palmer, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the inner landscape of a Teacher’s life (San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2007).

*8 Slattery, Postmodern Curriculum, 71. 1 also draw from Anne Streaty Wimberly’s “story-linking
method” with my students from her book Soul Stories: African American Christian education.

* See Eric H.F. Law, The Wolf Shall Dwell with the Lamb: A spirituality for leadership in a
multicultural community, (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 1993). His method is also reprinted in the
Appendix 1 of the USCCB Building Intercultural Competence for Ministers

*% 1 used insights from Lederach’s discussion on Haiku’s from his chapter on aesthetics and social change
his The Moral Imagination.
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reverence for unity amidst seemingly polarizing diverse worldviews. In doing so, we begin to
cultivate the moral imagination towards the full realization of a synodal church, where the people
of God journey together to create a more just and compassionate world.

Bibliography

Doll Jr., William. E.. Post-Modern Perspective on Curriculum. Teachers College Press: 1993.

Draper, Robert, “Will the Pope Change the Vatican? Or Will the Vatican Change the Pope?”
National Geographic Magazine, August 2015, retrieved from
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2015/08/pope-francis-vatican-roman-
catholic-reformation/

9

Faggioli, Massimo, “From Collegiality to Synodality: Pope Francis’s Post-Vatican II Reform,’
Commonweal, November 23, 2018, retrieved from
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/ collegiality-synodality.

International Theological Commission, “Synodality in the Life of the Church (Rome, March 3,
2018), retrieved September 12, 2018. http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/
congregations/cfaith/cti documents/ rc cti 20180302 sinodalita en.html

Lederach, John Paul. 2005. The Moral Imagination: The art and soul of building peace. Oxford
UP: Oxford.

Parker Palmer, 4 Hidden Wholeness, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004.

——. The Courage to Teach. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2007.

Pope Francis, Apostolic Constitution, Episcopalis Communio, Rome: September 18, 2018,
retrieved from http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost

constitutions/documents/papa-francesco costituzione-ap 20180915 episcopalis-
communio.html

Pope Francis, Cristus Vivit: Christ is Alive, Rome: March 25, 2019, retrieved from
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco esortazione-ap 20190325 christus-vivit.html# ftn148

Pope Francis, “Speech on the 50th Anniversary of the Synod of Bishops, October 17, 2015:
Origins 45/22, October 29, 2015. http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/

12

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 174 of 768



speeches/2015/october/documents/papa-francesco 20151017 50-anniversario-
sinodo.html

Slattery, Patrick. Curriculum Development in the Postmodern Era: 3rd Edition. Hoboken, NJ:
Routledge, 2013.

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. “On File,” Origins, 46, no. 29, December 15,
2016.

13

REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 175 of 768



REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 176 of 768



i,#% REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings Coexistence in Divided Societies: Pedagogies of the Sacred, of Difference, and of Hope

A. de Kock — How to Work with Normativity in the Religious Education Faculty/Program?

How to Work with Normativity in the Religious Education Faculty/Program?

Prof. dr. A. (Jos) de Kock

Jos de Kock is Professor of Practical Theology at and Rector of the Evangelical Theological
Faculty, Leuven, Belgium (www.etf.edu)

Abstract

Working with normative considerations is an important part of empirical research on religious
education and the formation of practical theologians in general and religious educators in RE
faculties/programs in particular. How does a sufficient reflection on normativity look like in
teaching religious educators? From a practical theological perspective, partly based on the
theoretical frameworks of De Kock & Norheim (2018) and De Kock, Sonnenberg and Renkema
(2018) directions for working with normativity in RE faculties/programs is provided and
discussed on. These directions are based on taking empirical observations in RE practices
(including the daily lifes of students) as a starting point for organizing pedagogical and
theological reflection on the level of four layers of normativity: (1) discourse in religious
practice, (2) professional theory of practice, (3) academic theory of practice, and (4) the
metatheoretical foundation of observations of and research in practices.
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1. Introduction

Working with normative considerations is an important part of empirical research on religious
education and the formation of practical theologians in general and religious educators in RE
faculties/programs in particular. How does a sufficient reflection on normativity look like in
teaching religious educators? In this paper, from a practical theological perspective, partly based
on the theoretical frameworks of De Kock & Norheim (2018) and De Kock, Sonnenberg and
Renkema (2018) directions for working with normativity in RE faculties/programs are provided
and discussed on.

These directions are based on a practical theological perspective in which (a) the
empirical reality of the here and now is taken as a main source for developing theological
reflection, (b) a threefold set of empirical hermeneutical skills is applied (observation as
reception, listening as reception, and learning language), and (c) a thorough reflection on four
layers of normativity in studying religious practices is advocated: (1) discourse in religious
practice, (2) professional theory of practice, (3) academic theory of practice, and (4) the
metatheoretical foundation of observations of and research in practices.

These directions have been elaborated in more detail earlier this year in an inaugural
address at the Evangelische Theologische Faculteit, Leuven (Belgium), in which I presented the
directions for sufficient reflection on normativity taking learning in encounter as a guiding
principle for practices of religious education and (practical) theology at Religious Education
faculties/programs. Therefore, I start this paper in section 2 with a discussion of how the concept
of learning in encounter can be understood. Next, in section 3 the particular practical theological
perspective in the paper’s argument is explained focusing on the empirical as a source for
theological reflection. In the short fourth section I present the threefold set of empirical
hermeneutical skills which are fundamental for religious educators in RE faculties/programs,
where in section 5 the four layers of normativity are discussed. Section 6 concludes with a
discussion of directions for working with normativity in RE faculties/programs.

2. On learning in encounter

In the article “What about Learning in Practical Theological Studies: Towards more Conceptual
Clarity”, I give an overview of descriptions and interpretations of what can be understood as
“learning” in relation to faith and religion, together with an overview of normative and pragmatic
approaches to the concept and practice of learning.! In the article, I argue that in both religious
practices and academic research, the way learning is conceived and searched for is partly based in
interpretational and normative frameworks that meet particular conditions in a particular context
and time. In this paper, I propose to choose a concept of learning that starts from the observation
that learning is relational; 1.e., an intersubjective activity that can be understood technically and
pedagogically as a social process,? and theologically understood as a phenomenon situated in the
encounter with God and each other.? Partly following the research outcomes of the PhD projects

1 A. De Kock, “What about Learning in Practical Theological Studies. Towards more Conceptual Clarity,” SAGE Open
(2015), DOI: 10.1177/2158244015592682.

2Ibid., 6.

3Ibid., 7.
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of former colleagues Ronelle Sonnenberg* and Harmen van Wijnen® in particular among youth I
would say that learning in encounter has both an interpersonal and dialogical aspect, and a
participating and acting aspect.

During a paper presentation I held at the annual meeting of the Religious Education
Association in 2017, I elaborated somewhat on the concept of learning in encounter.® I stated that
developing oneself as an individual cannot be done without others. In other words: Without
others, you cannot become yourself and be yourself. Who you are as an individual depends on
others with whom you are in a relationship. It is difficult to speak about yourself without
speaking about others. However, in how upbringing is written and spoken about nowadays, we
commonly observe “the individual without the others”: “To grow up means to discover who you
are as a unique human being”; “In the end, education’s aim is the child being able to be
authentic.” The implicit message of these kinds of comments is that the child should not be
brought up to be dependent on others or even be influenced by others. Frequently, this slips into
high rates of individualism, pressure to achieve, and consequently, “stressful”” educational ideals.

In response, various pedagogues, teachers, and politicians are pleading for a more
relational approach to the individual and, as a consequence, a more relational approach to
education, whether in schools or in the home. The most important prerequisite for such an
approach is education that gives space, also in a literal sense, to share life with others; to provide
opportunities to the child to let others’ lives be part of the child’s life. To let others’ lives be part
of your own life is not a passive thing, but something active: it demands a conscious choice.
Through these encounters, the child becomes more human and the other becomes more human.

One might say that a great number of expectations from the environment, pressure to
achieve, and the complicatedness of finding out who you are in a liquid world, and even a liquid
church,’ lead young people to a stressful (religious) identity development process accompanied
by feelings of tiredness and forlornness as main stress responses.® In struggling with this, children
and youth can be helped by educators who say: “wait a minute, let’s take time to be attentive to
each other and oneself”; these are the educators (whether as parents, as teachers in school, or as
youth workers in the church) who stimulate learning in encounter as a key part of formation in
general and religious formation in particular. In the words of Castelli, such an approach asks for a
pedagogy of faith dialogue.’ Besides taking time, faith dialogue as a pedagogy of religious

4 P.M. Sonnenberg, and M. Barnard, “Educating Adolescents through Christian Youth Worship. Reclaiming Space for
Learning in Liturgical Context,” HTS Theologiese Studies/Theological Studies 68, no. 2 (2012), Art. #1111, 8 pages.
http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/hts.v68i2.1111.; P.M. Sonnenberg, M. Nel, A. De Kock, and M. Barnard, “Being Together in
Youth Worship: An Empirical Study in Protestant Dutch Contexts,” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 71, no. 2
(2015), art. #2832, 10 pages, DOI: 10.4102/hts.v71i2.2832.

5 H. Van Wijnen, “Faith in Small Groups of Adolescents. Being Together as a Basic Given” (PhD Thesis, Protestantse
Theologische Universiteit, 2016).

¢ A. De Kock, “Raising a Child is Madness: Learning in Encounter and Foundations of Education,” Paper presented at
the 2017 REA Annual Meeting, St Louis (MO), Nov 3-5.

7P. Ward, Ligquid Church (Peabody (MA): Hendrickson, 2002).

8 Compare C. Klaassen, Socialisatie en moraal. Onderwijs en waarden in een laat-moderne tijd (Leuven/Apeldoorn: Garant,
1996); A. Verbrugge, Tijd van onbehagen. Filosofische essays over een cultuur op drift (Amsterdam: SUN, 2004); A. De
Kock, “Religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling en -vorming van christenjongeren in een moderne context. Master thesis
Godgeleerdheid, Universiteit Utrecht” (PhD Thesis, Universiteit Utrecht, 2008).

M. Castelli, “Faith Dialogue as a Pedagogy for a Post Secular Religious Education,” Journal of Beliefs & Values 33, no. 2
(2012): 207-216.
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education entails “seriousness, humility, hesitation, articulation and imagination.”!® Castelli
suggests that “[a]n encounter through dialogue will entail change if only a growth in an
understanding of the other. Self and the other may not be seeking assimilation or domination, but
neither are they totally detached or unchanged by the encounter.”'! A growth in the
understanding of the other is in itself a win, but at the same time, understanding the other is part
of a reciprocal process in which there is also a growth in understanding yourself. In this way,
learning in encounter can be a basic and promising approach to learning for religious educators in
both schools and faith communities.

Learning in encounter as a promising approach is echoed in (academic) discourses on
religious education in different ways. With regard to formation at school, in one of his blog posts,
my colleague and Flemish religious educator Bert Roebben recently stated: “One learns to get
engaged in the “together” of society (socialization) by learning experiences in the living presence
of others. To become a person (subjectification) requests time — collision and affirmation,
feedback and appreciation”!? Learning in encounter in schools, including in religious education in
schools, is thus needed for becoming a successful participant in society. However, this necessity
is not limited to schools. Religious education in faith communities is, in the words of Thomas H.
Groome, a ‘pressing social issue,’!® and in line with that statement, faith communities should
stimulate respectful encounters for their (young) participants. Groom states: “[T]he first
responsibility of religious educators is to inform and form people in their own particular tradition,
giving them a sense of belonging to a spiritual home. We must ground them in the particular,
however, in a way that diligently discourages sectarianism and bitterness toward ‘others’. Let us
enable people, instead, to embrace the universality of God’s love for all humankind and to respect
and appreciate all life-giving religious traditions.”!*

This exact metaphor of an embrace is also used by Miroslav Volf, but in relation to
embracing others: “the most basic thought that it seeks to express is important: the will to give
ourselves to others and “welcome” them, to readjust our identities to make space for them, is
prior to any judgment about others, except that of identifying them in their humanity. The will to
embrace precedes any ‘truth’ about others and any construction of their ‘justice’. This will is
absolutely indiscriminate and strictly immutable; it transcends the moral mapping of the social
world into ‘good’ and ‘evil’.”!> My Czech colleague Frantisek Stech recently linked Volf’s
theology of an embrace with the ‘youth theology’ Bert Roebben portrays in his reflections on
religious education and youth ministry: “Youth theology is a form of living theology in the
presence of the (young) other; it is doing theology with open arms ready to embrace our fellow
human beings, the realities of this world, as well as God who is the (Triune) One searching for

10Tbid., 213.

1 Ibid., 210.

12 English translation from a passage in B. Roebben, “Menswording als vorming. Pleidooi voor meer eenvoud op school,”
Blog May 9, 2019: https://bertroebben.blogspot.com/2019/05/menswording-als-vorming-pleidooi-
voor.html?fbclid=IwAR16AErr A3xwQk4pkhw8CEVEgcuq7DS9cSLXMx0TZxtAhro7m0ORXYZdIYOE

13T. H. Groome, Will There Be Faith? A New Vision for Educating and Growing Disciples (New York: HarperOne, 2011),
11.

14 Ibid.

15 M. Volf, Exclusion and Embrace. A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville (TN):
Abingdon Press, 1996), 29.
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each of us with open arms.”'® This is how learning in encounter can be related to faith formation
among young people.

These different voices illustrate how the concept of learning in encounter is present in
current debates on religious formation. These and other voices need further reflection by
professionals in schools and faith communities, and also by (practical) theologians and religious
educators involved in research and teaching on practices of religious education. We can detect at
least four key issues for further reflection in terms of both theological and pedagogical
consequences of an approach of learning in encounter: goals, identity, authority, and safety.!’
When it comes to the issue of goals, a main question for religious educators is: is there any
important goal involved in encountering the other which steers the educational learning process
or the process of bringing up the child? If so, what is that goal?

With regard to the issue of identity, a second main question for reflection is: from what
conception of identity do religious educators arrange the educational context? Different views of
identity can be at work in practices of religious education and youth ministry that can be both
pedagogically and theologically loaded.'® Who is the child, from a theological and/or pedagogical
perspective, and what does that mean for why and how they are learning in encounter?

Next, an important field of reflection on theological and pedagogical consequences of
learning in encounter is the issue of authority. What or who is authoritative when it comes to
decisions in life: voices ‘from outside,’ like structures given in society or the local community, or
voices coming ‘from within,” from the heart, so to say? An encounter with someone who is
different might challenge authority structures that the child is used to. The conscious choice to
share life with the other who is different is a conscious choice to open up the realm of
possibilities, by way of authority located in the other, to critique one’s own voice and views, to
correct one’s own opinions, and to develop one’s own identity further.

A fourth key issue for further reflection is that of safety. Learning in encounter with the
other is not without risk. A child might lose the sense of self through contact with others; in the
relationship between the educator and the child, there is also a risk of children losing themselves
through becoming totally focused on meeting the expectations of educators in all kinds of ways.
Learning in encounter thus asks for a safe atmosphere in which the child’s integrity is
safeguarded and where the child is not forced to lose that sense of self. Education directed toward
the encounter with the other who is different should reflect on the issue of integrity: how do we
safeguard it; where do we define limits (if at all / if needed) in challenging children to “lose”
parts of themselves?

These four key issues are in a way reflecting core questions to be embraced in a sufficient
reflection of religious educators on normativity. I will elaborate on that in sections 5 and 6.

3. A Practical Theological Perspective: the Empirical as a Source for Theological Reflection

Now we first turn to what it means to take a practical theological perspective in a sufficient
reflection on normativity in Religious Educations faculties/programs.

16 F. Stech, “Emerging youth theology and the theology of embrace,” Unpublished paper (2019),
https://www.academia.edu/39581926/Emerging Youth Theology and the Theology of Embrace.

17 De Kock, “Raising a Child is Madness.”

18 Ibid. In the paper three conceptions of identity are discussed: an intra-, inter-, and suprapersonal conception.
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The study object of practical theology is religious praxis,'® and its strategic goal is the
description, interpretation, and ultimately, the enhancement of religious praxis.?’ Taking on a
practical theological perspective in the study of (theological) phenomena is then, more precisely,
taking the empirical reality of the here and now as a main source for developing theological
reflection.?! For the academic study of youth ministry, for example, my Norwegian colleague
Norheim and I recently discussed how studying the empirical can be the starting point to “gain
insight into both the descriptions and interpretations of religious self-understandings or faith
constructs of young people and to be able to build theology and design practices in which these
insights are taken seriously.”?? After taking it as a main source for theological reflection, an
important task for the scholar taking on a practical theological perspective is to then search for
interactions between the empirical data and the theological and nontheological interpretative and
normative frameworks.?’

By presenting the practical theological perspective in this way, we see reflected in it the
four tasks of a practical theologian as identified by Osmer (2008): (a) the descriptive—empirical
task, (b) the interpretive task, (c) the normative task, and (d) the pragmatic task.?* What I learned
from conducting a large variety of practical theological research together with colleagues and
students over the past ten years is that two particular concerns related to tasks (a) and (c) ask for
greater than average levels of attention. The first concern is what skills and attitude are needed
for an adequate description of religious praxis as an empirical phenomenon. The second concern
is how to adequately incorporate a (theological) reflection on normativity that is at work at
different levels in an empirical research project on religious practices.

What I propose here as what constitutes a practical theological perspective is particularly
addressing these two concerns. To adopt a practical theological perspective in the academic
reflection on religious praxis means that the practical theologian (a) takes the empirical reality of
the here and now as a main source for developing theological reflection, (b) applies a threefold
set of empirical hermeneutical skills in the empirical investigation of religious praxis, and (c)
thoroughly reflects on four layers of normativity in empirical research on religious praxis.

Taking the empirical reality of the here and now as a main source for developing
theological reflection is based on the assumption, or the theological belief, that God reveals
himself in Scripture, tradition, reason, and also in human experience.?> In my view, considering
Scripture as the most important source of God’s revelation, a practical theologian, at the same
time, gives particular weight to current-day experiences as a ‘source of justification’ in the
theological reflection on religious phenomena.?® A practical theological perspective asks for the
researcher to encounter the empirical, which results in learning theologically. The encounter with

¥ R. R. Ganzevoort and J. Roeland, “Lived Religion: The Praxis of Practical Theology,” International Journal of Practical
Theology 18, no. 1 (2014): 91-101.

20 H. G. Heimbrock, “Practical Theology as Empirical Theology,” International Journal of Practical Theology 14, no. 2
(2011): 153-170.

2 A. De Kock and B. E. H. Norheim, “Youth Ministry Research and the Empirical,” International Journal of Practical
Theology 22, no. 1 (2018): 69-83.

2 Ibid., 71.

2 De Kock and Norheim, “Youth Ministry Research and the Empirical.” Pagina?

2 R. R. Osmer, Practical Theology. An Introduction (Grand Rapids (MI): Eerdmans, 2008). Pag?

% See De Kock and Norheim, “Youth Ministry Research and the Empirical,” 80.

2% See R.R. Osmer, “Practical Theology: A Current International Perspective,” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies
67, no. 2 (2011), #Art. 1058, 7 pages. http://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v67i2.1058.
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the empirical can take different forms, varying from a somewhat distanced encounter as an
observer of religious practices to an engaged encounter where the researcher is part of and a
participant in the religious practice under study.

4. Threefold set of empirical hermeneutical skills

In encountering the empirical, the practical theologian uses a threefold set of empirical
hermeneutical skills: observing as reception, listening as reception, and learning language.?” This
set of skills has been suggested for doing empirical youth ministry research in particular, but I see
no reason not to widen the scope to practical theological research in general. The skill of
observation as reception means that the practical theologian is fundamentally involved in
observing people’s faith practices, continuously balancing an apophatic mode (being silent and
hesitant being unable to describe the One beyond sensation) and cataphatic mode (trying to
describe traces of God and God’s attributes). The second skill of listening as reception means that
the practical theologian is fundamentally involved in the skill of listening to people’s voices,
balancing an apophatic and cataphatic mode, “which makes listening not mere registration of
words and expressions but a hermeneutical struggle in itself.”?® Both observation and listening
are done in a mode of reception, which means a mode of ‘being with the other’ and ‘being with
the faith practice,’ thus being open to what comes to the researcher and being attentive to what
comes from within the researcher oneself. When it comes to the third skill of learning language,
De Kock and Norheim explain: “The youth ministry scholar and practitioner is continuously
learning language with which revelations of God and experiences of faith can be described and
theologically reflected on, in a way which is appropriate for the flesh and blood experiences of
young people.” In terms of the broader scope of the practical theological perspective I propose
here, learning language is the challenge to communicate what can be learned theologically from
the encounter with the empirical in a way that is simultaneously appropriate for the practice under
study and constructive for theological reflection in a broader academic discourse.

5. Four Layers of Normativity

In encountering the empirical, the practical theologian should also reflect on four layers of
normativity in empirical research on religious praxis. The distinctions between and descriptions
of these four layers of normativity come from the work my colleagues Sonnenberg and Renkema
and I recently published with regard to the question of how one could adequately reflect on
normativity in youth ministry and religious education research.’ This question was raised
because we found out that in research reports, it was not uncommon for practical theologians to
fail to explicitly reflect on how normativity is existent in practices under study, or how
normativity has been impacting or directing (in both wanted and possibly unwanted ways) the
design, execution, and reporting of the empirical study undertaken. Following De Kock,
Sonnenberg, and Renkema (2018), I distinguish between four layers of normativity: (1) the layer

27 De Kock and Norheim, “Youth Ministry Research and the Empirical.”

28 Ibid., 81.

» Ibid.

% A. De Kock, R. Sonnenberg, and E. Renkema, “Normativity in Empirical Youth Ministry Research,” Journal of Youth
and Theology 17, no. 2 (2018): 81-103.
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of discourse in religious practice; (2) the layer of professional theory of practice; (3) the layer of
academic theory of practice; and (4) the layer of the metatheoretical foundation of the research
project.

(1) The layer of discourse in religious practice is about verbal, non-verbal, and text-based
discourses that become visible in practices. “These discourses reflect standards and convictions in
the tradition of the practice, as well as the current standards and convictions of actors (including
the researcher) in the practice.”*! (2) The layer of professional theory of practice is about
“standards and convictions situated in operant theories of practice or, in other words, theories of
practice at work. This layer has particularly to do with normativity as observed in theories
construed on the basis of or directing performances in these religious practices.”>? (3) The layer
of academic theory of practice is about “normativity situated in academic theories of practice that
can be found in handbooks, academic journal articles, scientific theories, and so on.”* (4) The
layer of the metatheoretical foundation of the research project has to do with “how the researcher,
the research group, or the research community considers the particular empirical research study
in terms of how the empirical, the theoretical concepts, and the personal convictions and
experiences of the researcher are related to one another.”*

Trying to bring this practical theological perspective back to the core, I would say that a
practical theologian continuously says to oneself: “Wait a minute: set aside the quick-fix analysis,
be open and receptive in encountering the other and the otherness, to what you see and hear.”

6. Directions for Working with Normativity in RE Faculties/Programs

One of the important consequences of what has been sketched above for RE faculties/programs is
that students are to be stimulated to constantly engage (positive) critically with RE approaches
taught in the handbooks they might use. The approaches in these handbooks contain lots of
wisdom, and we can definitely use them to be educated as religious educator. At the same time,
students (and their teachers!) should be asked for critically exposing normativities in these
approaches and bringing them into critical dialogue with what can be experienced in encounters
with faith practices and theological practices in the here and now.

Furthermore, methodologically, this means that for students, the principal of learning in
encounter should be translated into qualitative research designs using good interviewing
techniques and ethnographical methods through which data are gathered by observing carefully
and listening attentively, and subsequently analyzed in such a way that sufficient language is
found to communicate about the results of the research. This resembles the approach of a
hermeneutic-phenomenological methodology for theology that Horner recently proposed in the
International Journal of Practical Theology.*® This hermeneutic-phenomenological methodology
encourages practical theologians to refrain “from making judgements in advance about the kinds
of phenomena it is possible to encounter.”® It asks the practical theologian to open oneself to
“what gives itself and use phenomenological, hermeneutical, and possibly, also, theological tools

31 Ibid., 86.

32 Ibid., 87.

3 Ibid., 88.

3 Ibid.

% R. Horner, “Towards a Hermeneutic-Phenomenological Methodology for Theology,” International Journal of Practical
Theology 22, no. 2 (2018): 153-173.

% Ibid., 153.
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to uncover its meaning.”>’ Horner argues, for example, that “[i]n evaluating what research
participants describe of their experience in relation to God, we may well be looking for events,
which we can ... define as descriptions of happenings that are of such significance that they
radically transform the world of the participant. Such transformation will not prove the divine
origin of events but will enable us to interpret experiences in light of this possibility.”®

In order to learn this methodological approach in religious education faculties/programs, I
found Deborah Court’s excellent book Qualitative Research and Intercultural Understanding —
Conducting Qualitative Research in Multicultural Settings to be extremely helpful.*® The book is
helpful precisely because it positions qualitative research as a personal encounter of the
researcher with the other and with otherness: “In qualitative research the researcher is a research
participant no less than those whom s/he is studying. Qualitative researchers collect and analyse
data through the lens of who they are. Their research journey involves both utilizing and seeing
beyond their experiences, knowledge bases and values in order to arrive at understanding of the
lives of the research participants.”*® This book can help students to critically engage in the
strengths and weaknesses of research designs and instruments used in actual research projects and
to critically engage with ideas for research designs and instruments to be developed.*!

All in all, I plead for an approach in RE faculties/programs that will help students to wait
a minute. To wait a minute and give a real encounter with the object of study a chance; reflecting
on how to best try to understand what is going on. To wait a minute to weigh alternatives to (RE)
theories with which to understand and analyze RE practices and also to design research
instruments for studying these practices.

Based on the examples of three outstanding congregational rabbis, through combining
their biographical portraits with analyses based on educational scholarship, Sarah Tauber has
come up with three crucial roles adult religious educators should hold: being facilitators, being
co-learners, and being community builders.** Although these three rabbis’ learning groups in
their synagogues are different from the student community engaged in RE faculties/programs, I
find this threefold teacher role inspiring for that particular context too. The threefold role mainly
serves what I conceive of as learning in encounter. To be a facilitator as a teacher means, among
other things, to be approachable, moderating discussion, guiding text study, and motivated by “a
commitment to the dignity of every learner.”** To be a co-learner requires humility which “helps
establish an inclusive and egalitarian learning environment”** where teachers and learners are
fellow learners engaged in a transformative learning process. To be a community builder means
that the learning process generated empowers learners “to contribute to the vitality of their
communities™ by being directed toward cooperation with others and not primarily their own
agency.

%7 Ibid., 160.

3 Ibid., 172.

¥ D. Court, Qualitative Research and Intercultural Understanding. Conducting Qualitative Research in Multicultural Settings
(Londen: Routledge, 2018).

4 Ibid., x.

4 For example, what is proposed with regard to interviewing techniques in practical theology in E.R. Campbell-Reed
and C. Scharen, “Ethnography on Holy Ground: How Qualitative Interviewing Is Practical Theological Work,”
International Journal of Practical Theology 17, no. 2 (2013): 232-259.

4 5. M. Tauber, Open Minds, Devoted Hearts. Portraits of Adult Religious Educators (Eugene (OR): Pickwick, 2015).
#Ibid., 116.

#Ibid., 131.

# Ibid., 146.
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As facilitators, co-learners, and community builders, teachers in RE faculties/programs
can enhance learning in encounter, which is a creative process in research, education, and
valorization. Students in these RE faculties/programs should be helped with sufficient reflexivity
on normativity on different layers in the engagement with religious praxis. In my view,
supporting students in their identity development process is definitely served by a thorough
knowledge of and reflection on the four levels of normativity I outlined in this paper. In particular
where the Religious Education program is part of a theological faculty, I believe that the theme of
normativity should be reflected on with contributions from the full range of biblical, historical,
systematic, and practical theology, and religious studies. It is highly important to work on a
sufficient understanding of the role of normativity and its different aspects among scholars in the
theological faculty. As a consequence, in-depth attention to how normativity is ‘at work’ in
research studies and in the personal thoughts and practices of teachers and students is critical.
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The Essential Role of Innovation for Educating in Faith and Life that Promotes Inclusion
and Respectful Relationships: Some findings from an Action Research Study of Adult Faith
Education in Canada

Abstract: Among the findings of an Action Research Study of Adult Faith Education in Canada
is the realization that innovative research and educational frameworks are — themselves — a
source of hope for moving toward transforming practice that heals the division between faith and
life. This paper explores how engaging an awareness-based action research approach and
creative exaptation unleashes interdisciplinary wisdom from religious education, business and
organizational development, and social sciences to innovate adult religious education that
bridges the faith-life gap and promotes inclusion and respectful relationships - rather than
divided societies.

In the fall of 2018, | began my work as principal researcher for a qualitative research study -
An Awareness-Based Action Research Project in Adult Faith Education in Canada: Towards
Transforming Practice - in response to the ever-intensifying gap between faith and life.! It has
been said that, “it is probably true that educating in “faith and life” was never more demanding
than in our time.”? Sharing the passion and concern for this challenge that so many scholars and
practitioners have demonstrated in their work over these decades, our team began to generate an
empirical research design that we hoped could surface some helpful insights and responses. We
also had two compelling messages from practitioners in adult faith education from across Canada
driving our efforts: First, that practitioners recognize the need to move from a programto ato a
process-based approach to adult faith education, but are struggling to know how to achieve this;
second, that practitioners need resources to support this work.

Two important perspectives framed the initial stage of this initiative. First, as | designed the
project, clear in my mind was an observation made in 2006 by Biola University Professor, Kevin
Lawson, that shaped my doctoral research at that time: We are lacking in all forms of research in
religious education and, perhaps most of all, in empirical research.® This invited me to consider if

1 While the reference to this divide is in the Vatican Council Document, Gaudium et Spes (#43) of the Catholic
Church, and this paper presents perspectives drawn from qualitative research conducted in the context of religious
education in the Catholic Church in Canada, it is my hope that many insights and findings are relevant for religious
education in other faith traditions and locations as well.

2M.Myrtle Power, “Religious Education and Vatican II,” Theoform, Saint Paul University, Ottawa, 2012.

3 Kevin Lawson, “The Research We Need in Religious Education: Four Facets,”

Religious Education (Spring, 2006), Vol. 101 No. 2, 157.

1

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Copyright remains with the author.
REA Annual Meeting 2019 Proceedings (20191101) / Page 189 of 768


mailto:ckuzmochka@ustpaul.ca

there may be a unique contribution empirical research — that recognizes observations and
experiences as a source of knowledge— can make to effective practice in religious education.”
Second, is a view my co-researcher articulated very well, “(Not only has) the gap between faith
and life identified during the Second Vatican Council increased during the last six decades;
some would suggest it has grown exponentially even while work is going on in many ways to
address it.”® Our sense is that empirical research — that draws on our observations and
experience -