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Abstract: On the level of fundamental didactic decisions and hermeneutic clarifications, this article
examines the possible orientations of Shared Religious Education. The prerequisite for this is the
assumption that in such lessons, the opportunity should be used to empower children and young
people to become personally and creatively involved in teaching and learning when different denomi-
nations, religions, and worldviews come together in education. Against this background, four modes
of possible activation are proposed as a structuring aid for didactic decisions: Pupils can (a) plan
appropriate forms of encounter themselves and develop ways of dealing with mutually experienced
foreignness and with bridges and gaps between traditions; (b) they can be activated to engage in
existential discussions about ultimate questions, (c) they can carry out small-scale “research” projects
into each other’s religious practices and concepts; and (d) they can get involved in joint (ethical,
ecological, neighbourly) projects that have an impact on the region around the school that may also
have global applications. The model of these four modes can be represented graphically and this
helps to analyse and locate existing concepts and approaches to RE. The article concludes with a
closer look at the underlying concept of religion and current research.

Keywords: Shared Religious Education; interreligious learning; interreligious dialogue; modes for
learning processes; existential questions; bridge and rift managers; existential thinker; glocal actor

1. Introduction

In “Shared RE”, groups of pupils from different religious and ideological backgrounds
come together in order to work on joint projects identifying commonalities on the one hand
and, on the other, considering differences. Variations in the experiences can be found in
Northern Ireland, Germany, South Africa, and many other places around the world and are
described in many different ways in this special issue.

Regardless of the respective contexts, there are opportunities for encounters in such
religious education for pupils not only to see and recognise each other, but to interact and
work together on common and divisive topics, either on an extended or confined scale.
Beyond individual format issues, which can differ significantly from country to country
(see the descriptions in this volume), self-organised cooperation can become the basis and
foundation of teaching. In order to make didactically reflective decisions and to support
appropriate teaching and learning processes, it is advisable to differentiate the modes on
which this can and should be done and learnt. Four such basic modes are presented in this
article, which are briefly mentioned here in advance. Their differentiation can serve as a
tool for a didactic clarification process, both as an instrument for planning and as a heuristic
tool to assess historical as well as present-day debates in RE. The use of the modes does not
anticipate any results but categorises different possible approaches and emphases. These
are (1) pupils as sensitive “Bridge and Rift Managers” in religious encounters, (2) pupils as
“Researchers in Religious Studies”, (3) pupils as communicative “Existential Thinkers”, and
(4) pupils as “Glocal Actors” in the neighbourhood and beyond. The wording emphasises
the creative potential of pupils and the centrality of their contribution to the learning
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process. The primary aim of all four modes is therefore to ensure that the pupils will
not adopt a passive–receptive attitude to Shared RE but will adopt an active attitude to
working on religious themes and developing constructive relations between adherents of
the different traditions.

This is consistent with the findings of cognitive psychology, as the experience of
both working independently and as a member of a group leads to increased motivation
and confidence (cf. Deci and Ryan 2000). The acquisition of background information
and specialised knowledge thus takes place in the course of self-determined learning and
joint activities, in which knowledge is achieved in the process of working and seeking
to complete educational tasks. This approach also supports conceptual developments
and ideas being remembered and internalised more successfully. This pedagogical prin-
ciple of self-determined learning in a social environment and related methods is not new.
Corresponding approaches were developed in the reforming pedagogical literature of
the late 19th and early 20th century in various European countries and can be found in
the works of John Dewey (1916, pp. 179–92), Maria Montessori (Montessori [1950] 1993,
pp. 132, 135, etc.) and Célestin Freinet [1949] 1993). Precursors include Pestalozzi (with the
ultimate goal of independence “Freiheit und Selbständigkeit in der Darstellung . . . [der]
Fertigkeiten”—Pestalozzi), Fröbel (1863, developing his concept of kindergarten alongside
free activities “freithätigen Beschäftigungen” p. 275), and many others.

This article will now explore the different ways it is possible and beneficial through
the four modes to encourage pupils to interact independently in Shared RE. In terms
of religious education, I draw on British and German literature as helpful background
material and give particular attention to both the “Gift to a Child” approach and the
“ethnographic approach”.

Firstly, I present the didactic model and explain the modes in detail. This is linked
to individual examples for illustrative purposes (Section 2). The model is localised with
regard to the research literature of recent decades (Section 3) and graphically illustrated
in Section 4. This is followed by a brief look at the understanding of religion that is
presupposed (Section 5), concluding with a specific example of classroom application
(Section 6) and with current research projects and the limitations of the model (Section 7)

2. Presentation of the Fourfold Model for Teaching–Learning Processes in Shared RE

This section describes the four modes in detail. Reference points from the literature
are provided in the following section (for more details, see also Meyer (2021, pp. 105–27)).
In line with the above remarks on the pedagogical prerequisites, particular emphasis is
placed on the fact that Shared Religious Education does not simply bring together pupils
from different traditions; rather, it is about creative and autonomous learning processes.
The title in each case deliberately expresses an ideal standard:

(a) Pupils as “Bridge and Rift Managers” in religious encounters: The encounter itself is
initially an event from which a wealth of opportunities, but also pitfalls, arise in terms
of group dynamics and in pupil learning. It therefore makes sense to identify an initial
didactically relevant level here. The possibility of working together on a common basis
is affirmed as a starting point, though recognition ought to be given to those aspects that
reveal differences and rifts between the participants. Pupils can be enabled to shape the
character of their encounters on religious issues (and, in specific cases, with religious acts)
in such a way that metaphorically, on the one hand, bridges are built by them and, on the
other hand, the remaining rifts and controversial issues are not ignored, and their relevance
is recognised. The second aspect is particularly important in view of the considerable
differences that exist between religions and groups. In contrast to an exuberant pedagogy
of harmony, sensitivity is needed in working together to identify what is different, what
remains different, and what may be peculiar, unbridgeable, and strangely alien between
religions and the different participants. The goal can be formulated as follows: “Pupils
can [learn to] approach and deal with the religiously unfamiliar in such a way that they
recognise rifts as well as bridges of understanding on both sides and assess the emotions or
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impulses in this encounter” (Meyer 2021, p. 124). Accordingly, in what follows, we do not
simply use the metaphor of “bridge-building” or “bridge-builder” for the pupil’s activities
but speak of Bridge and Rift Manager, which gives both sides justice and weight. This is not
only relevant in encounters between people. Encounters with a religious or sacred object
from another tradition make it necessary to think about how to deal with it appropriately
so that its “dignity” is preserved and its religious foreignness to pupils from other religions
remains. Pupils can consider suitable ways of dealing with each other or with an object that
is sacred to others. In doing so, they can absorb and reflect on experiences of foreignness,
using the options for bridging the differences and facing the remaining rifts.

Examples: At a low-threshold level, this begins with considerations on greetings
between different traditions: What is appropriate for me and for others and what is not? If
a Jewish group greets with “shalom”, do we as Muslims greet with “salam” or Christians
in Germany with “Grüß Gott”? Discussion of this raises the issue of the extent to which a
group needs internal boundaries vis à vis others or simply adopts the greeting of another
group. The same applies to other terms as to greetings: Muslims can discuss whether they
prefer the English term “god” or the Arabic “Allah” in dialogue with others. Dialogue
issues can be identified and articulated. This can also be discussed at a meta-level with
older pupils: Why is distancing or possible rapprochement important to us?

On a completely different level, non-Catholic pupils can think about “how to deal
with” a statue of the Virgin Mary together with a Catholic group, or about the “presentation”
of a Qur’an together with a non-Muslim group, and so on. The aim is not only to develop
suitable forms of encountering a sacred object but also to engage in group dynamics and to
consciously take up the experiences of difference and the often ambivalent experience of
foreignness, distance, and closeness on the basis of the respective response and to bring
them into dialogue. By building bridges and bridging gaps with others, pupils can learn to
“manage” their own experiences of foreignness and distance and to categorise and deal
with them appropriately.

(b) Pupils as “Researchers in Religious Studies”, short: as “Researchers”: It is pedagogically
advisable in the learning process that pupils take the opportunity to acquire and develop
religious knowledge independently and in a structured way, through their own research
and questioning about the experiences and religious practices of others. Pupils can be
encouraged to work out and pursue small, independent research projects in groups. Inter-
view questions can be developed in advance by separate groups or together. Observation
tasks can be formulated and distributed in order to find appropriate ways of interpreting
religious actors and objects (cf. R. Jackson’s “interpretive approach”, Jackson 1990, 1997).
These tasks do not have to be determined in advance by the teacher but can be worked out
in detail with the pupils. The pupils thus experience themselves as active researchers who
make their own research decisions. Older pupils can also discuss questions about their
own objectivity or their bias in research processes.

For example, small, low-threshold interviews can be conducted in the school play-
ground. Observation tasks do not have to be predetermined but can be developed together.
The focus of questions should not only be on factual knowledge and the exchange of
information but also on personal experiences (e.g., on the experience of religious holidays)
as an opportunity for encounters. Zoom interviews can also be planned with parents,
neighbours, and religious experts, etc. At higher levels of schooling, it is possible to com-
pare how differently people respond and at what different levels. It should be emphasised
that although there can be popular or theology-orientated responses, there is no right and
wrong but different individual responses (see Section 5 on the understanding of religion in
this approach).

(c) Pupils as “Existential Thinkers”: With regard to the religious and ideological content
of others, questions also arise that affect the pupils’ own worldview. It is part of the
tradition of British, German, and Austrian religious education not to impose (a supposed)
neutral approach on pupils but for them to choose their own positioning (“learning from
religion”, Grimmitt 1977, p. 7f). Existential questions and open discussions are part of a



Religions 2024, 15, 992 4 of 14

process that gives pupils the opportunity to scrutinise themselves but also to deepen their
own views in communication with others and to learn to express them in a better way
(learning for one’s own “im Durchgang durch das Fremde”, Tautz 2017). Every encounter
with people of different worldviews offers this twofold opportunity: firstly, to always
interpret the responses of others as a stimulus to consider one’s own view and, secondly, to
explore, formulate, or otherwise creatively communicate one’s own view anew in reply
to that of others. The results of research from the second mode of the Researcher can be
the impetus for these discussions. The first mode of the Bridge and Rift Manager can be
used to identify which existential issues make it possible to build bridges and which rifts
become apparent. With older students, discussions can be held on a meta-level (in the
second mode) with a view to determining when a group’s discussions may have gone too
far and could be offensive or hurtful for some.

Examples can concern ethical, ecological, or gender issues, dealing with death, images
of God, or on a higher controversial level (cf. Barnes 2020, p. 21) liberalism versus orthodox
strictness, the role of doubt versus faith, matters of truth, criticism of religion, religious
views about politics and much more—depending on what the respective groups consider
relevant in discussion with the teacher or religious authorities.

(d) Pupils as “Glocal Actors” in the neighbourhood and beyond: Together, learning groups
can become active on local and often associated global (i.e., together: so-called “glocal”)
issues. This can relate to religious questions, but also to questions of environmental
protection, sustainability, justice, etc., which are often intertwined with religious issues.
Many approaches to Shared RE are closely linked to the wider school environment. Such
initiatives can often be combined with the local community activities of different religions.
After an initial phase of understanding and the establishment of respective ethical–religious
foundations, pupils can work together on how they can become active in the neighbourhood
or the region around the school beyond the boundaries of the immediate environment. In
the case of current issues, pupils can also take a public stand in blogs or letters to the editor
of newspapers, etc.

Examples: Pupils of different religions and denominations can work together with
the local religious communities to develop a place of worship for the school and suitable
rules for this space (Husmann 2016). At the Mügelsberg vocational school, students
developed tips on food and holidays for hotels and restaurants in view of customers from
different religions (Herbert Quandt Foundation, unpublished, cf. Meyer 2019, pp. 415–16).
Elsewhere, a poster was developed for the display cabinet of a cemetery that illustrates
to all visitors how different religious adherents behave in cases of mourning and where
religious communities have problems with public cemetery regulations (compulsory coffin,
depth of the grave, eternal rest, etc.; see Fromme-Seifert and Kamcili-Yildiz 2022). If the
contributions also have political implications, this requires a school community and school
management to support projects in response to criticism from the public.

In the case of Shared RE between Christians and Muslims, a joint cookery project
and the public sale of the cooking results can draw attention to two aspects of the school
environment: on the one hand, different food regulations and, on the other, the fact that
different worldviews, denominations, and religions can relate positively to each other and
make a difference. Local and global connections come into play in both environmental
protection and cross-cultural food initiatives.

We can therefore summarise the following approaches:

• The first mode of activation, the Bridge and Rift Manager, is about sensitively develop-
ing forms and rules for an encounter that explores and “manages” bridges and lasting
rifts as well as sensitivities while also becoming aware both of one’s own feelings of
foreignness and of one’s own higher or lower tolerance to ambivalence.

• The second mode of activation, the Researcher, is about independently developing
ways and methods of researching the background, content, and practices of different
worldviews and religions, in an age-appropriate way.
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• In the third mode of activation, the Existential Thinker, the aim is to engage personally
with impulses on existential questions from and with each other in a creative and open
discussion and to venture, exchange, discuss, or deepen one’s own provisional position.

• The fourth mode of activation, the Glocal (i.e., local and global) Actor, is about identi-
fying and planning opportunities for impact beyond the school and becoming active
in public projects that can also have wider, global implications.

3. Points of Reference in the Literature on Religious Education

As already explained in the Introduction, the general educational literature on activity-
centred learning extends far back into the 19th century and will not be presented further
here. Instead, we will focus on the specific literature on religious education of the last
few decades.

For historical reasons, we will start with the third mode, existential thinking and
discussions. In the 1960s, Harold Loukes developed a model for religious education in
the UK, which while still Christian at the time, also provided for independent work on
existential topics (Loukes 1961, 1965). This orientation was not abandoned even when
multifaith models were introduced but was generally integrated into them so that a dual
orientation emerged in many frameworks and guidelines: an orientation towards religious
phenomena and an orientation towards existential questions (City of Birmingham 1975). In
connection with this, Michael Grimmitt at Westhill College in Birmingham developed the
distinction between “learning about” and “learning from” religion (first in Grimmitt 1977,
p. 7f, cf. later Grimmitt 1981, p. 47). The third mode of the Existential Thinker picks up on
this and aims to learn from the impulses of others for one’s own worldview and for the
clarification of ultimate questions. In Germany and Austria, the hermeneutic approach and
the discussion of existential questions also date back to the 1960s, although it was not until
the end of the 1960s that it was broadened to incorporate a problem-solving orientation. As
a next step, lines of development of the second mode (the Researcher) can also be identified
historically. The phenomenological approach in England stands out, although it did not
provide a theoretical basis for pupils’ own active research. In the 1970s, there was much talk
in England of bracketing out one’s own prejudices when looking at “foreign phenomena”
(following Edmund Husserl), but there was hardly any talk of how to activate discussions
on one’s own prejudices among the pupils (see Barnes 2014, pp. 94–125). A wider approach
that incorporated both theoretical and practical material was first developed by Robert
Jackson in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Referring back to the ethnographer Clifford
Geertz, he suggested that pupils should develop linguistic bridges to the concepts of other
religions and thus to proceed in an interpretive-researching manner. This resulted in a
series of book projects. In Germany and Austria, this approach had limited influence (cf.
Bauer 1996). Individual projects have only recently been pursued in Germany (adopting a
“religious studies” approach: Koch et al. 2013, e.g., pp. 172–81; Frank 2016) and Switzerland
(Helbling et al. 2021).

Variations of the first mode of the Bridge and Rift Manager have so far remained
much more limited. Different directions can be identified, all capable of being developed.
One proposal is for intercultural learning and encounters to take a close look at so-called
“critical incidents”, i.e., situations of intercultural misunderstanding (cf. Brislin 1986; and
in particular Willems 2011a, 2011b). Another is to find the right balance between closeness
and distance to religious objects, both for oneself or for others, for example, dealing with
an object that is sacred to others. To what extent is it acceptable to touch it? Can you
put on a religious garment, for example, or is that going too far? To what extent can you
get involved without offending others? Where are your own boundaries when you “use”
another person’s sacred object? In order to clarify this, distance and closeness must be
discussed with believers and non-believers and negotiated in the group. In their “A Gift
to the Child” approach, John Hull, Michael Grimmit, Julie Grove, and Louise Spencer
proposed approaching spiritually charged objects of different religions with particular
caution due to their religious and transcendental content and connotations (Grimmitt et al.
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1991). They differentiated between sensitive “entering devices” and deliberately staged
“distancing devices” (ibid., pp. 9–11) in order to also make clear to younger pupils that
both bridges to an encounter with an object as well as continuing distance exist (cf. Meyer
2012, pp. 220–44). Older pupils can discuss together how objects of different religions are
dealt with in Shared RE in such a way that their special dignity and sacredness, with their
associated lasting strangeness for others, become clear.

The fourth point of the glocal effectiveness is emphasised in particular in the local
agreed syllabuses of various English local authorities and in national educational guidelines.
For example, the UK Department for Children, Schools and Family (DCSF) states: “The
global community—RE involves the study of matters of global significance recognising
the diversity of religion and belief and its impact on world issues. . . . [RE] prompts pupils
to consider their responsibilities to themselves and to others, and to explore how they
might contribute to their communities and to wider society.” (DCSF 2010, p. 8) “[A]s
citizens, . . . taking appropriate action, putting principles into action” (DCSF 2010, p. 33).
These formulations have often been included in many English syllabuses. In Germany and
Austria, the so-called ESD projects (Education for sustainable development, e.g., Gärtner
2020) could be utilised here. In-depth theoretical pedagogical analyses that also explore the
possibilities of Shared RE would be welcome in the future.

4. A Scheme and Overlaps between the Modes

The graphic with four quadrants presented in Figure 1 can better illustrate that dif-
ferent modes overlap in the reality of teaching than the distinction between four isolated
modes. Religious education practitioners and theorists can locate themselves in the diagram
and, if necessary, visualise further references using connecting lines. This can be illustrated
by the following examples (Figures 2–4).
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Figure 1. Four modes of discovering and comprehending religious traditions.

First, a few words about the graphic and its arrangement: The second mode (Re-
searcher in Religious Studies), but also the first mode (Bridge and Rift Manager) can be
considered in such a way that personal views and positions play no particular role in
interpreting (mode 2) or arranging an encounter (mode 1). Therefore, the left side of the
graphic model has a focus on factual matters. In contrast, the focus on the right hand involves
personal interpretation and involvement. This side includes how the individual feels about an
issue and identifies with it. Ideally, this is part of existential discussions (mode 3: Existential
Thinker) as well as neighbourhood initiatives (mode 4: Glocal Actor).
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We begin with some thematic and then consider conceptual examples: With regard to
the pupils’ own small-scale research (mode of “Researcher”), the type of clarification (how
to proceed together in collecting facts) is located at the top left (red note of Figure 2). At
higher levels of schooling, the question of one’s own objectivity can also be discussed. In this
case, it is then about one’s own involvement; accordingly, the positioning of this discussion
can be further to the right and, depending on the intensity, can extend into the area of
the Existential Thinker (see the violet arrow at the top centre of Figure 2). Furthermore,
existential questions (top right) can also be discussed in dialogue with traditional concepts
from the religious communities that were identified in the pupils’ research (top left, see
black arrow from left to right). With regard to the lower quadrants, the pupils can become
personally involved in the planning of a common worship space in consultation with local
religious communities (bottom right). Nevertheless, fundamental questions about the
encounter need to be clarified in the mode of the Bridge and Rift Manager (bottom left to
the right; green note in Figure 2).
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While the previous examples are related to the left and right sides, overlaps can also be
found between the upper and lower quadrants (Figure 3 below). In the two upper modes,
communicative attention is paid to internal coherence and argumentative conclusiveness
(see below “coherence of method and substance of arguments”).

In contrast, the two lower modes tend to emphasise questions of concrete (sensi-
tive) action and thus “external coherence”, situational appropriateness, and orientation
towards practical implementation options (see below “question of coherence: situational
appropriateness and appropriateness of action”).

Overlaps between the upper and lower modes can become apparent when planning a
joint celebration: In self-developed interviews, community members can be asked about
dietary rules, and the results can be methodically recorded (top left). For the celebration
itself, it is also important to organise the meeting appropriately with regard to bridges
and rifts (red note in the transition between the upper and lower areas in Figure 3). With
regard to regional commitment to environmental protection (in the Glocal Actor mode),
fundamental ethical questions should first be discussed (in the Existential Thinker mode)
in order to (then) plan local activities (top and bottom right violet note).
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In addition to these more thematic and methodological examples, the model also
makes it possible to locate further, conceptually grounded approaches in the literature.
This can be briefly explained using the example of the Birmingham “A Gift to the Child”
approach mentioned above (Grimmitt et al. 1991). The authors suggest a distinction
between phases of engagement, exploration, contextualisation, and reflection. The approach
concludes with a reflection phase, in which discussions about existential questions are
initiated towards the end of the unit. With regard to the latter, one can speak of an emphasis
on the mode of the Existential Thinker. The other three modes of activation remain limited
in this teaching potential.

In the first step of the “Gift” approach, e.g., introducing a religious artefact, the per-
ception of the “foreign object” plays a role. Precise and exact perception can be understood
as an early phase that prepares for later activities in the mode of the Researcher. This
can be visualised below with a connection to the Researcher’s quadrant (broken yellow
arrow), the results of which then lead to existential discussions. However, it should be
noted that the pupils (due to their age) may not develop their own independent ways of
understanding religion.

Considering the Bridge and Rift Manager, questions of distance, gaps, and bridges
may be raised in the textbook to be considered by the teacher but not to be discussed by the
pupils. Nevertheless, the “A Gift to the Child” approach by Grimmitt and Hull could be
used to consider how children can develop their own approaches to encounters (unbroken
yellow arrow; see Section 3 above). To summarise: In terms of emphasis, the approach is
clearly located in the top right quadrant, with opportunities to expand the Bridge and Rift
Manager mode, as already explained. This is visualised in Figure 4:
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Robert Jackson’s ethnographic approach could be analysed in a similar way as a second
example (Figure 5). The mode of the Researcher is immediately apparent here. Jackson
has developed his position in line with Clifford Geertz and emphasised the students’ own
religious-interpretative abilities. He speaks explicitly of the “interpretive approach” (Jackson
1997). With his later reference to the concept of “edification”; however, he also emphasises
questions related to the mode of the Existential Thinker (Jackson 2008, pp. 174–76). This
approach can therefore be located more in the two upper modes, with a clear emphasis
on the “Researcher”. Jackson’s original local research on Hindu communities in Coventry
(Jackson and Nesbitt 1992) could have also included aspects of the local (and global) context.
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As the examples show, our four-quadrant model enables an initial categorisation of
Grimmitt and Hull’s “A Gift” approach and Jackson’s “interpretive approach”. Moreover,
possibilities can be found that are not yet taken into account in the respective approaches
but have the potential to be developed.

At this point, a brief comparison should be made with the classic English distinction
between “learning from” and “learning about”, which M. Grimmitt developed at Westhill
College in Birmingham in the 1970s.

Grimmitt is concerned with going beyond the necessary teaching of facts, e.g., “about”
the diversity of religions—he calls this “learning about religion” to also include an interest
in pupils being able to learn “from” different religious material for their own spiritual
development. He calls this additional aspect “learning from religion” (Grimmitt 1977,
p. 7f). At the centre of the debate is the question of whether teaching about religions to
which the pupil does not belong can contribute to promoting the pupils’ development.
Grimmitt’s distinction lies transverse to the model described here. In all four modes, the
acquisition of background knowledge in the sense of “learning about religion” is always
part of the process. Facts are necessary for existential discussions, clarification of bridges
and rifts, etc. The Researcher mode is undoubtedly the closest to “learning about”, as it
involves the collection of religious materials. However, our Researcher mode deliberately
emphasises something quite different. It does not simply involve “about” in the sense of
the accumulation of knowledge or “fact-gaining” but the “how” of acquiring knowledge: in
the Research mode, pupils work out for themselves how to gain and interpret knowledge
“about”. However, Grimmitt’s formulation does not consider the role of students’ own
research.

In contrast, “learning from religion”, as already indicated above, is often associated
with the Existential Thinker mode: Here, students learn in discussions about their own
spiritual development. In general, however, the term “learning from” could also be used
more broadly, for students can learn “from” encounters about their own social competence
and about coping with religious challenges and the experience of foreignness in religious
matters. In the mode of the Glocal Actor, they can learn “from” their engagement as citizens
with religious (and ethical) issues. The difference between Grimmitt’s terminology and our
distinction between modes is that other levels are addressed: While Grimmitt’s distinction
with the two prepositions “from” and “about” asks what religious teaching material is for
(considering knowledge or spiritual development), the four modes model distinguishes
levels concerning the autonomy and dynamism of the pupils.

5. A Dynamic Concept of Religion

The model is based on a dynamic concept of religion. While single religious traditions
(such as fundamentalists in Judaism, Protestantism, Catholicism, and Islam) claim that
their respective traditions and views have been immovable and unchanging for the most
part for centuries, if not millennia, a look at the history of religion makes it impossible to
overlook contextual influences and changes throughout. While many textbooks (at least in
Germany) tend to fixate on certain beliefs and actions, a look at the reality of life shows
how diverse the real life of faith is. Religious traditions are in a constant state of flux,
both diachronically and synchronously. The model presented here therefore assumes that
in Shared RE, groups and contexts vary again and again and that the participants must
each renegotiate what is in the foreground for them. The emphasis on activation makes
room for this. In the mode of the Researcher, it is therefore not first and foremost about
ready-made knowledge but about being able to collect it (again and again), e.g., in the
respective neighbourhoods. In the Existential Thinker mode, it is not a question of a table
providing an overview of possible existential approaches to ultimate questions but rather
of pupils developing their own questions. Similarly, bridges and rifts must be negotiated
anew, etc. All of these clarifications and negotiation processes can refer to the four modes
described above and at the same time differ from year to year, depending on the group.
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The underlying dynamic concept of religion is based on theoretical considerations
such as those formulated by Wilfred Cantwell Smith in the 1960s. He coined the term
“cumulative traditions” in a slightly different context (W.C. Smith 1962, p. 154ff). Similarly
to our case, he drew attention to the fact that religion is not something static but is linked
to change, transformation, and “continuing development” (W.C. Smith 1962, p. 199). The
concept of religion should subsequently be understood in this fluid sense. Shared RE
therefore requires not only fixed worksheets and book pages for clarification but above
all dynamic approaches that can be developed to take account of changing religious and
educational contexts.

6. Methodological Experience and Specific Feature: Belief of Pupils through Individuals
Presented in the Teaching Media

In line with an understanding of a fluid concept of religion, a methodological pro-
posal can be added, even though it does not necessarily emerge from the model but can
nevertheless be linked to it.

In both the English and German contexts, the presentation of individuals in school
materials can relieve the burden on pupils, as they themselves do not initially have to be the
centre of attention within their respective traditions. Experience has shown that, depending
on their class composition, most pupils are not immediately able to provide information on
issues relating to their own tradition. Even for those who do have background knowledge,
it can be stressful to have to answer questions or explain things about a specific matter.
A pedagogical “game about the gang” is helpful here. By using media and materials
to introduce other children and young people of relevant religions, the pupils of these
religions can relate to them in class, agree with them, or distance themselves from them.
The initial emphasis of the presentation is therefore on the media representatives rather
than the children in the room. A series of media images of children were included in the
Birmingham “Gift” approach of the early 1990s, described above, and in the materials
of the Warwick Project, produced under the direction of Robert Jackson (cf. the series
“Bridges to Religions”, Jackson et al. 1994; cf. Jackson 1989a, 1989b). The “A Gift to the
Child” (Grimmitt et al. 1991), following the presentation of a selected element of religion, a
sequence of photographs is presented in which this element is put into use by children in
the Birmingham area. Pupils from the classroom who belong to that religion can relate to
it. A discussion around existential questions, in the Existential Thinker mode described
above, can also arise from this.

The team at Warwick University, led by Robert Jackson, takes a slightly different
approach to the media presentation of religious children in the Coventry area. However, as
described, the mode of the Researcher takes centre stage. Using accompanying texts, the
pupils in the classroom can interpret the material themselves. The children in the classroom
are therefore not the object of research themselves but initially the material about other
children. In Germany, I have included this use of visual material with children and young
people in various publications (Meyer 2006a, 2006b, 2008, 2015). As with the two English
originals, I have focused on German contexts that are familiar to the pupils (e.g., a cemetery
in northern Germany and not somewhere in the Middle East for the topic of “burials”; see
Meyer 2015).

Considering the effects of this methodological approach, I have introduced the concept
of “double individual referentiality” (Meyer 2021, pp. 241–62). On the one hand, I associate
this with the fact that media-staged individuals are particularly suitable for giving pupils
material for discussions or research (similar to the English models). On the other hand, I
also suggest that students can be encouraged by the material to create their own lesson
templates or picture series. In this way, they can help to provide locally relevant material
for future groups, which can of course be varied, anonymised, and expanded later by the
teacher. Pupils can also contribute individual ideas for questions and discussions that can
be taken up by the next generation of pupils. In this way, a double movement is created
from an individually focused picture series to the pupils’ personal views and lifeworld
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to new material for future pupils (see Figure 6). The term double individual referentiality
expresses this reciprocal process.
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7. Current Research Projects, Opportunities, Limitations, and Conclusions

The model of the four modes is currently being adopted in different contexts and
used for scientific analyses. Stefanie Lorenzen (Bamberg University) uses the scheme to
differentiate possible competences in religious education in view of the ambiguity of many
religious phenomena. The ambiguity of religious phenomena should not be dissolved into
unambiguity in the classroom either but should be left for pupils to consider. She illustrates
this with the four modes:

“[The mode of] ‘The researcher’ has the ability to perceive vagueness, incomplete-
ness, etc. of religious phenomena, using scientific (e.g., ethnographic) methods.
These methods help to capture these ambiguous phenomena, and to differentiate
them, thereby working out their fuzziness. [The mode of] ‘The thinker’ has the
competence to use ‘the unfamiliar’ or ‘the other’ as impetus for self-reflection,
knowing that there is no clear answer. . . .[The mode of] ‘The manager’ is able to
perceive and accept mental reservation about different, ‘unfamiliar’ behaviour,
attitudes, etc., to emphasise other, positive attitudes and emotions and then use
them constructively to ‘build bridges’ between conflicting parties. ‘The glocal
actor’ has the ability to recognise the over-complexity of glocal phenomena . . .”.
(Lorenzen 2022, p. 41)

The phenomenon of ambiguity can be treated very differently in lessons. Lorenzen sees an
opportunity to structure other fields of religious education with this model.

Jasmin Suhner (Zurich University) takes up the model in an article in this volume
(Suhner forthcoming). In particular, she sees it as a way of structuring and categorising
empirical results. A similar project, albeit in a different field, is being pursued by Johanna
Hock at the University of Frankfurt.

The opportunities and limitations of the model should also be addressed in this context:
The potential of the model lies in the fact that it is equally suitable for lesson planning, lesson
analysis, and empirical research analyses. It does not replace methodological clarifications
and does not set learning objectives, but it structures a broader framework in which
methods and objectives can be localised and blind spots can be identified. Each mode has
its own limitations and thus invites interaction with the others (Meyer 2021, pp. 116–18). In
this respect, as mentioned above, it is an auxiliary tool for a didactic clarification process and
does not anticipate results. In emphasising the autonomy and creative potential of pupils,
this approach makes an indispensable contribution to Shared RE. It therefore takes the
negotiation processes between people and the dynamics of religious traditions in different
milieus and meeting places seriously. It goes without saying that this is not compatible with
an approach that aims to provide a quick overview of the religious background of another
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group in the shortest possible time. In a Shared Religious Education context, sufficient time
must be allowed to give the dynamics and creativity of the pupils their own weight.

Shared Religious Education should emphasise interactions with others and with
religious phenomena and provide space for pupils to develop through encounters.
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