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SMQO 

RELIGION IN SECULAR EDUCATION 

(A Statement by Tertiary Lecturers in Religious Studies) 

How can Religion be taught at secular schools and universi-
ties in the mid-seventies? Is Religion not, by its very nature, 
in conflict with the secular? Those of us responsible for edu-
cating teachers of Religious Education for the State .schools 
see these questions as crucial for all concerned. It is time for 
them to be aired openly and discussed rationally. 

, Unlike most other parts of the Western world, South Australia 
did not include Religion as a subject at its state tertiary 
institutions. Religion was not accorded the same academic stand-
ing as Philosophy or Psychology. Now that situation is changing; 
five Colleges of Advanced Education in Adelaide are offering 
units in Religious Studies. About 300 students from various 
races and religions are doing the course. Several Australian 
universities, including Canberra and Sydney, are establishing 
chairs in Religious Studies. The time is opportune, therefore, 
to learn from the experiences of other countries and forge a new 
programme of studies that suits the Australian situation and 
conforms to the highest academic standards. 

One of the difficulties we face in this endeavour is that 
Religious Education was introduced at the primary and secondary 
level through a recent Act of the South Australian parliament. 
By such an Act this subject is seen to be set apart from other 
subjects, none of which are named in this Act. By including a 
clause in the Act which enables students to opt out of Religious 
Education some people gain the impression that Religion may not be 
taught in the same way as other subjects in the school. It is the 
intention of the Act that Religious Education have a place in the 
school curriculum and be treated in the same way as English, 
History or Music. If the Act hinders, rather than promotes the 
teaching of Religion as a normal subject in the curriculum, then 
the Act should be modified. 

What then is Religion as a subject in state education, whether 
at primary, secondary or tertiary level? It is not Christianity; 
the task of the churches is to nurture Christian faith while that 
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of the state is to educate citizens. It is not the old R.I. 
(Religious Instruction); we are not involved in promoting the 
interest of denominational groups in the classroom; it is not 
moral education; education in the ways of making moral decisions 
is not the special prerogative of the teacher of Religion. It 
is not theology as taught in seminaries; we do not reflect, as 
theologians do,' on doctrines of a given faith and try to express 
them in ways relevant to the adherents of that faith. 

Religion as a secular subject is none of these.. In the study 
of Religion we explore the many worlds of Religion. We observe 
the ceremonies and rituals of a religious community, we listen 
to its myths and sacred songs, we analyze its holy writings and 
beliefs, we probe its ethics and customs. We look for dialogue 
with living examples of a particular faith or philosophy. We 
seek a context where the depth issues of life can be openly 
discussed. 

We are concerned with understanding people through their 
religion or through their ideology. To do this we not only dis-
cover the facts about a given religion, but we also search for 
the meaning which that religion has for its followers. On the 
one hand we are interested in the life-style of the religious 
person of India, Africa or Japan. On the other, we try to 
understand alternative philosophies of life such as Humanism or 
Marxism. To appreciate people's values and beliefs is a major 
step toward respecting them as fellow human beings. 

Religion may, of course, be included in a number of other 
disciplines. The psychologist, for example, will study religious 
behaviour along with other aspects of human behaviour. But we 
believe that there is value in focusing attention specifically 
on Religion and in using the insights and methods of a wide 
range of disciplines to explore it. By so doing the importance 
of religions and ideologies of human life and history should 
become more evident. 

Teachers of Religion as a secular subject in the current 
education system must, above all, be fair. They must be fair 
to the students and respect their beliefs; they must be fair to 
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the facts about a given religion; they must be fair to those who 
espouse that religion; they must be fair to those who find meaning 
in alternative philosophies of life. It is naive to assume that 
any teacher can be totally fair and impartial in any subject, 
whether it be history, politics or science. We all have biases 
and assumptions which colour our teaching. But when teachers 
become acutely aware of these factors in their teaching, an 
open and fair presentation of all aspects of any subject is more 
likely. In teaching the methodology of Religious Education at 
the tertiary level, one of our major concerns is to help teachers 
understand these assumptions so that they can strive for an open 
approach to all religions and philosophies of life. Where 
teachers, after carefully assessing their convictions, feel 
compelled to promote their own faith in the classroom, we urge 
them to opt out- of teaching Religious Education. 

We invite interested teachers to join us in the study of 
Religion. We encourage principals to send representatives from 
their schools to participate in our courses. We are ready to 
discuss these and related issues with private and public groups. 
We are willing to work with the Project Team as they experiment 
with new Religion curricula consistent with the principles of a 
comprehensive secular education. And we welcome constructive 
dialogue with all concerned so that the inclusion of Religion as 
a secular subject may be an asset rather than a liability to 
our community. 

Mr. Philip Almond (Murray Park C.A.E.) 
Mr. Robert Crotty (Salisbury C.A.E.) 
Mr. Geoffrey Green (Torrens C.A.E.) 
Dr. Norman Habel (Adelaide C.A.E.) 
Dr. Victor Hayes (Sturt C.A.E.) 
Ms. Penny McKibbin (Torrens C.A.E.) 
Dr. Basil Moore (Adelaide C.A.E.) 
Mr. Brian Phillips (Adelaide C.A.E.) 
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