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EDITORIAL 
Welcome to the 4th issue of Roots & 
Wings for 2020. This publication, sent 
electronically free of charge to mem-
bers of the Professional Society, ap-
pears quarterly. It contains regular 
features as indicated in the Contents 
table alongside. 

In this and subsequent issues we will 
feature some of the theory and prac-
tice presented at the Second Interna-
tional Conference on Catholic Reli-
gious Education held recently in Mel-
bourne, Australia from 11-14 Febru-
ary 2020. The conference was co-
hosted by the Australian Catholic Uni-
versity and Catholic Education Mel-
bourne. 

 

 

 

 

Members are encouraged to send ma-
terial for future editions. What might 
you send? Here are some examples: 

 Lesson ideas or plans 
 Reviews of useful materials such 

as books or websites 
 News from your school’s RE De-

partment 
 Short articles of interest to reli-

gious educators 
 Adverts for RE posts in your 

school 
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REFLECTION 

Truth, Goodness and Beauty 
What does it mean to be human? Truth, goodness and beauty are three keys to reach the 
essence of the mystery of our common humanity 

Rev. Prof. Callum D. Scott, Archdiocese of Pretoria and University of South Africa  

 

THE NATURAL UNIQUENESS OF BE-
ING HUMAN.  

 

The proportions of the human body - Leonardo Da 
Vinci 1490 

Eight billion truthful and valid responses 
may be the result of reflecting on what it is 
to “be human”. Every conscious person—
and sometimes even the unconscious—has 
an awareness of its embodied self. The 
complexity of human internal (the cogni-
tive, emotional, spiritual dimensions) and 
external (basic needs, relational, aesthetic, 
professional) life, and of each of these 
facet’s interrelatedness, is simply, mind-
bogglingly staggering. Despite the unique 
human experience of each person, though, 
there are experiences that—at the most 
basic level—give the human being a dis-

tinctive and collective sense of being a hu-
man being. After all, if a living being has 
experience of its consciousness, then, “… 
there is something it is like to be that or-
ganism” (Nagel 1974: 436). 

In the sometimes exclusionist tradition of 
the Western intellectual tradition, the an-
cient Greek philosopher Aristotle consid-
ered that it was the cognitive ability of the 
human that separated our species from all 
others: “… [I]n all other animals other than 
man [sic] there is no thinking or calcula-
tion” (On the soul, III, 4 & 10). It is not 
enough to argue that thought separates 
the human being from non-human animals. 
Even “lower order” animals, such as ro-
dents and birds, display signs of “minimal 
rationality”, which must be the product of 
thought processes (Dretske 2006: 109, 
112–114). Further, there is evidence of 
consequential discernment and deductive 
logic in some animals (Dennett 2006: 118; 
Bermúdez 2006: 129, 130). However, as 
human beings—without conscious experi-
ence of what it is to bear the consciousness 
of any animal apart from ourselves—we 
cannot extrapolate to the conscious expe-
rience of any other animal (Nagel 1974: 
438). When it comes to our own species, 
though, the thinking human can reach be-
yond itself to the familiarity of other hu-
mans’ consciousness which shines through 
their eyes as they are beheld. Identifica-
tion with and empathy for the other are es-
sential moral orientations. But, as much as 
it is difficult to reach the embodied experi-
ence of another human (i.e. to fully empa-
thise), it is more impenetrable to guess the 
conscious experience of a being belonging 
to a different species.  

If thinking does contribute to the “human-
ness” of the human, the French Jesuit pal-
aeontologist, Fr Pierre Teilhard de Char-
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din, considered an aspect of human cogni-
tion as important. Teilhard proposed the 
singular feature to be reflection. Out of the 
evolutionary paradigm of the development 
of consciousness through greater organic 
complexification, Teilhard describes the 
human being as the pinnacle of self-reflec-
tion: 

“… [R]eflection… is the power acquired 
by a consciousness of turning in on it-
self and taking possession of itself… 
[emboldened by the ability] no longer 
only to know something—but to know 
itself; no longer only to know, but to 
know that it knows” (2003: 110). 

In the midst of the diversity of the human 
population, the foundational common fea-
ture between all people rests in our spe-
cies’ capability to think about thought, to 
refer back, to muse over memories, to 
plan, to seek meaning, truth, beauty and 
goodness. Reflection is the product of bil-
lions of years of cosmic evolution. For the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church (citing 
Vatican II’s Gaudium et Spes, §356), reflec-
tion characterises the human: “Of all visi-
ble creatures only man [sic] is ‘able to 
know and love his [sic] creator’... he [sic] 
alone is called to share, by knowledge and 
love, in God’s own life.” 

THE INTRICACY OF A HUMAN BE-
ING.  

Questioning the manner in which human 
existence is evident, gives space for the 
theological argument that the human be-
ing shares in the Divine Life. More than 
any other animal—as far as we are best 
able to grasp—she is able to be the aware-
ness of her own existence in the world, 
space and time, to make proposals around 
her reality, and to discern the most suita-
ble path for her to tread for survival. Even 
more significantly, the human is reflective, 
that is, adept at thinking over her 
thoughts, to seek meaning in life, and to 
find what is valuable. This innate reflective 
ability has contributed to the development 
of an intricate web of complex dimensions, 
intimately and collectively bound up, that 
define what it means to be human. 

BEING HUMAN AS A RELIGIOUS BE-
ING: TRUTH.  

It is the case that some behaviours are 
shared between human and non-human an-
imals. For example, ritual is performed by 
non-human animals at significant moments 
in their lives: magpie birds, gorillas, ele-
phants, foxes, and wolves, all perform pre-
dictably when faced with the death of an-
other of their species (Schaefer 2012: 
s182, s183). Chimpanzees dance in places 
of profound beauty, for example, at the 
Kakombe Valley waterfall in Tanzania 
(2012: s183). It is likely that these acts are 
responses to stimuli of the inner life of the 
animals. However, there is no anthropic-
like expression made by these animals 
about the reasons behind their actions. We 
have no evidence, of say, a theological ac-
count of the afterlife or an awareness of a 
creative agent when faced with the awe of 
sheer beauty. Non-human animals do not 
have the ability to reflect upon the milieu 
within which they find themselves, to ques-
tion their reason for being, or to contem-
plate the mystery of being. However, the 
human animal, due to reflection, is funda-
mentally a religious animal—a species 
which could be called “Homo religiosus” 
(i.e. “religious man” [sic]), as Mircea Eli-
ade called us: 

 

“... [H]omo religiosus always believes 
that there is an absolute reality, the sa-
cred, which transcends this world but 
manifests itself in this world, thereby 
sanctifying it and making it real. He 
[sic] further believes that life has a sa-
cred origin” (Eliade 1957: 202). 

The frequency of human organised reli-
gion, around 84% of the world’s popula-
tion, appears to correlate with Eliade’s 
proposal about our nature (Vasile 2013: 
658). Without critiquing the veracity of re-
ligious beliefs and experience, there is a bi-
ological—thus, natural—argument for this 
shared dimension of the human experience 
from those who study the cognitive science 
of religion: “the natural architecture of the 
human mind” (Sztajer 2013: 18). Set 
within the context of the human commu-
nity, the human being’s cognitive structure 
coupled with its societal and cultural links, 
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contribute to the development of a unique 
experience (Vasile 2013: 661). The inborn 
human drive is to peer out into the magni-
tude of the cosmos beholding the Southern 
Cross or the Morning Star, or to gaze at 
the wonder of the beauty of a tiny Erica 
flower, and to intensely wonder. Through 
the senses and the mind, evolutionarily de-
veloped under the pressure of survival, the 
human’s being is placed in awe; but more 
than just peering, the homo religiosus 
glimpses beyond the world seen, to ponder 
cause, end, life, death, suffering, as it 
makes every attempt to make sense of its 
reality. 

BEING HUMAN AS A MORAL BEING: 
GOODNESS.  

For many religious believers, faith is the 
source of their moral codes. From the per-
spective of Catholic Christianity, this is no 
different: having being “in the image and 
likeness of God” bears the consequence 
that the believer should freely attempt to 
live up to his divinely created dignity (Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church [CCC], 
§1700). The human being is a “moral be-
ing” precisely because of the freedom that 
he has to act or to respond to any particu-
lar stimulus or situation that he finds him-
self in, for the act—freely chosen—can be 
measured by the good or harm that it 
brings about to the self and to others 
(§1749). 

The human being often makes the con-
scious choice to transcend his evolutionary 
bounds. For although all animals—human 
and non-human—are engaged in a natural 
struggle to remain alive, human animals 
have the freedom to choose an alternative 
path, what could be called the “path of mo-
rality”. The evolutionist Charles Darwin ar-
gued that “... each organic being... has to 
struggle for life” (1861: 76). That the self-
reflectively conscious human can choose to 
struggle whilst affording another being the 
possibility to flourish—by giving dignity 
away and in so doing claiming his own dig-
nity back because of his moral action—is a 
marked difference between non-human 
and human animals. The German philoso-
pher Martin Heidegger described this self-
sacrifice as a moral service that the human 
being’s uniqueness should offer all beings: 

“Man [sic] is the shepherd of Being. 
Man [sic] loses nothing in this ‘less’; ra-
ther, he gains in that he attains the 
truth of Being. He gains the essential 
poverty of the shepherd, whose dignity 
consists in being called by Being itself 
into the preservation of Being’s truth” 
(1993: 167). 

By the human being reclaiming his dignity 
in acting with dignity toward another, so 
recognizing other humans innate worth, 
the person acts with freedom “... to love 
and to do what is good...” (CCC, §1776). 
God urges the human being through his 
agency—the free ability to act upon stim-
uli—in consonance with the cognitive abil-
ity to consciously reflect upon the potential 
outcomes of actions and behaviour, and to 
act in accordance with this reflective dis-
cernment (CCC, §1776; Kärkkäinen 2015: 
249). 

BEING HUMAN AS AN AESTHETIC 
BEING: BEAUTY.  

A further way of being particularly human 
is through the crafting and appreciation of 
aesthetic beauty. Writing to artists in 
1999, Pope St John Paul II compared the 
feeling of the artist considering his/her art-
work to God being caught up in the sheer 
splendour of His creation. The artist, 
though, does not create. That which the 
artist uses to mould his/her creativity is the 
pure gift of the Creator. In his poem, Pied 
beauty, the Jesuit Fr Gerard Manley Hop-
kins considers the Source of beauty (as he 
crafts another beautiful thing by the words 
given to him by the Creator): 

“All things counter, original, spare, 
strange; 
Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows 
how?) 
With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, 
dim; 
He fathers-forth whose beauty is past 
change: Praise him”  

(Hopkins 2004: 30). 

As the human reflects upon words, musical 
notation, paints or wood or stone, the po-
tential for beauty to be crafted out of the 
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already beautifully created ‘raw sub-
stance’ of the Creator’s action is re-
vealed—and then, out of human reflection,  

 

The rose window of Notre Dame Cathedral 

more beauty is brought forth. From the 
earliest rock art paintings, to contempo-
rary compositions that win Grammy 
Awards, or the preschool child finger-
painting and the grandmother knitting a 
jersey for her grandchild, the crafting 
spirit of the human nobly stands out as a 
testament to the interior human desire—
brought forth through reflection—for the 
experience of beauty. Few can express this 
better than (the surely future Church Fa-
ther) Pope Benedict XVI (2006): 

“The way of beauty replies to the inti-
mate desire for happiness that resides 
in the heart of every person. Opening 
infinite horizons, it prompts the human 
person to push outside of himself [sic], 

from the routine of the ephemeral pass-
ing instant, to the Transcendent and 
Mystery, and seek, as the final goal of 
the ultimate quest for wellbeing and to-
tal nostalgia, this original beauty which 
is God Himself, creator of all created 
beauty.” 

On the evening of 15 April 2019, a terrible 
fire ravaged the Cathedral of Notre-Dame 
de Paris. Many people around the world 
were captivated by newscasts that broad-
cast live video of the devastation. I would 
posit that what kept the attention of audi-
ences was not so much that a place of wor-
ship was burning or that an eight-hundred-
year-old building was being destroyed. Ra-
ther, concentration was held because of 
the ruin to one of the world’s most beauti-
ful buildings, a treasure trove of art and ar-
chitecture, through which an essential part 
of the human spirit had shone forth for so 
very long. To walk in Notre-Dame, was to 
be overwhelmed by magnificence. To gaze 
up at its rose windows, to experience the 
splendour of God’s creation made real 
through the skills of master-craftspeople. 
The human drive to beauty causes the ex-
perience of pain when faced with the 
wreckage of beauty. A world without 
beauty would lack being human. 

 

A LESSER EXPERIENCE.  

It is limiting and short-sighted to define the 
fullness of what it is to “be human” through 
the three simple words of “truth”, “good-
ness”, and “beauty”. The human experi-
ence is mottled. There are other aspects of 
our species’ experiences that could be 
used. It does seem, though, that a world 
without faith (through which the human 
seeks the Truth of God), without morality 
(by means of which the human returns hu-
man dignity given by God), and without 
beauty (by which the human enjoys the 
grandeur of God), would be a lesser expe-
rience of being human for the human be-
ing.  

 

(This article was first published in Worldwide Vol 30 No 1 Dec-Jan 2020. It is reprinted 
here with permission.) 

 



 

  Roots & Wings Vol 6 No 4 6 

REFLECTION 

You are the “now” of God 
Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Christus Vivit of the Holy Father Francis to Young Peo-
ple and to the Entire People of God (Chapter Three –Part 1)1 

64. After this brief look at the word of God, we cannot just say that young people are the 
future of our world. They are its present; even now, they are helping to enrich it. Young 
people are no longer children. They are at a time of life when they begin to assume a num-
ber of responsibilities, sharing alongside adults in the growth of the family, society and the 
Church. Yet the times are changing, leading us to ask: What are today’s young people really 
like? What is going on in their lives? 

In positive terms 

65. The Synod recognized that the members of the Church do not always take the approach 
of Jesus. Rather than listening to young people attentively, “all too often, there is a ten-
dency to provide prepackaged answers and ready-made solutions, without allowing their 
real questions to emerge and facing the challenges they pose”. Yet once the Church sets 
aside narrow preconceptions and listens carefully to the young, this empathy enriches her, 
for “it allows young people to make their own contribution to the community, helping it to 
appreciate new sensitivities and to consider new questions”. 

66. We adults can often be tempted to list all the problems and failings of today’s young 
people. Perhaps some will find it praiseworthy that we seem so expert in discerning diffi-
culties and dangers. But what would be the result of such an attitude? Greater distance, 
less closeness, less mutual assistance. 

67. Anyone called to be a parent, pastor or guide to young people must have the farsight-
edness to appreciate the little flame that continues to burn, the fragile reed that is shaken 
but not broken (cf. Is 42:3). The ability to discern pathways where others only see walls, to 
recognize potential where others see only peril. That is how God the Father see things; he 
knows how to cherish and nurture the seeds of goodness sown in the hearts of the young. 
Each young person’s heart should thus be considered “holy ground”, a bearer of seeds of 
divine life, before which we must “take off our shoes” in order to draw near and enter more 
deeply into the Mystery. 

Many ways of being young 

68. We might attempt to draw a pic-
ture of young people today, but first I 
would echo the Synod Fathers, who 
noted that “the makeup of the Synod 
brought out the presence and contri-
bution of many different regions of 
the world, and highlighted the beauty 
of our being a universal Church. In a 
context of growing globalization, the 
Synod Fathers wanted the many dif-
ferences of contexts and cultures, 
even within individual countries, to be 

                                           

1 This, the first part of Chapter 3, is the final installment of Christus Vivit that we will publish in 
Roots & Wings. The document has six further chapters. If you would like to read on you can down-
load the document at http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/docu-
ments/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html  

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
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duly emphasized. The worlds of today’s ‘youth’ are so many that in some countries one 
tends to speak of ‘young people’ in the plural. The age group considered by the Synod (16-
29 years) does not represent a homogeneous category, but is composed of distinct groups, 
each with its own life experience”. 

69. From a demographic standpoint too, some countries have many young people, whereas 
others have a very low birth rate. “A further differentiating factor is historical: there are 
countries and continents of ancient Christian tradition, whose culture is indelibly marked 
by a memory that cannot be lightly dismissed, while other countries and continents are 
characterized by other religious traditions, where Christianity is a minority presence – and 
at times a recent one. In other places still, Christian communities, and young people who 
belong to them, experience persecution”. There is also a need to distinguish young people 
“with access to the growing opportunities offered by globalization from those who live on 
the fringes of society or in rural areas, and find themselves excluded or discarded”. 

70. There are many more differences, which it would be difficult to examine here. In any 
event, I see no need for a detailed analysis of today’s young people, their lives and their 
experiences. At the same time, since I do not want to neglect that reality, I will briefly 
summarize some contributions received before the Synod and others that I heard in the 
course of our meetings. 

Some experiences of young people 

71. Youth is not something to be analyzed in the abstract. Indeed, “youth” does not exist: 
there exist only young people, each with the reality of his or her own life. In today’s rapidly 
changing world, many of those lives are exposed to suffering and manipulation. 

Living in a world in crisis 

72. The Synod Fathers acknowledged with sorrow that “many young people today live in 
war zones and experience violence in countless different forms: kidnapping, extortion, or-
ganized crime, human trafficking, slavery and sexual exploitation, wartime rape, and so 
forth. Other young people, because of their faith, struggle to find their place in society and 
endure various kinds of persecution, even murder. Many young people, whether by force 
or lack of alternatives, live by committing crimes and acts of violence: child soldiers, armed 
criminal gangs, drug trafficking, terrorism, and so on. This violence destroys many young 
lives. Abuse and addiction, together with violence and wrongdoing, are some of the reasons 
that send young people to prison, with a higher incidence in certain ethnic and social 
groups”. 

73. Many young people are taken in by ideologies, used and exploited as cannon fodder or 
a strike force to destroy, terrify or ridicule others. Worse yet, many of them end up as 
individualists, hostile and distrustful of others; in this way, they become an easy target for 
the brutal and destructive strategies of political groups or economic powers. 

74. “Even more numerous in the world are young people who suffer forms of marginaliza-
tion and social exclusion for religious, ethnic or economic reasons. Let us not forget the 
difficult situation of adolescents and young people who become pregnant, the scourge of 
abortion, the spread of HIV, various forms of addiction (drugs, gambling, pornography and 
so forth), and the plight of street children without homes, families or economic resources”. 
In the case of women, these situations are doubly painful and difficult. 

75. As a Church, may we never fail to weep before these tragedies of our young. May we 
never become inured to them, for anyone incapable of tears cannot be a mother. We want 
to weep so that society itself can be more of a mother, so that in place of killing it can learn 
to give birth, to become a promise of life. We weep when we think of all those young people 
who have already lost their lives due to poverty and violence, and we ask society to learn 
to be a caring mother. None of this pain goes away; it stays with us, because the harsh 
reality can no longer be concealed. The worst thing we can do is adopt that worldly spirit 
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whose solution is simply to anaesthetize young people with other messages, with other 
distractions, with trivial pursuits. 

76. Perhaps “those of us who have a reasona-
bly comfortable life don’t know how to weep. 
Some realities in life are only seen with eyes 
cleansed by tears. I would like each of you to 
ask yourself this question: Can I weep? Can I 
weep when I see a child who is starving, on 
drugs or on the street, homeless, abandoned, 
mistreated or exploited as a slave by society? 
Or is my weeping only the self-centred whin-
ing of those who cry because they want some-
thing else?” Try to learn to weep for all those 
young people less fortunate than yourselves. 
Weeping is also an expression of mercy and 
compassion. If tears do not come, ask the Lord to give you the grace to weep for the suf-
ferings of others. Once you can weep, then you will be able to help others from the heart. 

77. At times, the hurt felt by some young people is heart-rending, a pain too deep for words. 
They can only tell God how much they are suffering, and how hard it is for them to keep 
going, since they no longer believe in anyone. Yet in that sorrowful plea, the words of Jesus 
make themselves heard: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” (Mt 
5:4). Some young men and women were able to move forward because they heard that 
divine promise. May all young people who are suffering feel the closeness of a Christian 
community that can reflect those words by its actions, its embrace and its concrete help. 

78. It is true that people in power offer some assistance, but often it comes at a high price. 
In many poor countries, economic aid provided by some richer countries or international 
agencies is usually tied to the acceptance of Western views of sexuality, marriage, life or 
social justice. This ideological colonization is especially harmful to the young. We also see 
how a certain kind of advertising teaches young people to be perpetually dissatisfied and 
contributes to the throwaway culture, in which young people themselves end up being dis-
carded. 

79. Our present-day culture exploits the image of the young. Beauty is associated with a 
youthful appearance, cosmetic treatments that hide the traces of time. Young bodies are 
constantly advertised as a means of selling products. The ideal of beauty is youth, but we 
need to realize that this has very little to do with young people. It only means that adults 
want to snatch youth for themselves, not that they respect, love and care for young people. 

80. Some young people “find family traditions oppressive and they flee from them under 
the impulse of a globalized culture that at times leaves them without points of reference. 
In other parts of the world, even more than generational conflict between young people 
and adults, there is mutual estrangement. Sometimes adults fail, or do not even try, to hand 
on the basic values of life, or they try to imitate young people, thus inverting the relation-
ship between generations. The relationship between young people and adults thus risks 
remaining on the affective level, leaving its educational and cultural aspects untouched”. 
What harm this does to young people, even though some do not notice it! Young people 
themselves have remarked how enormously difficult this makes the transmission of the 
faith “in some countries without freedom of speech, where young people are prevented 
from attending Church”. 

(If you would like to read on you can download the document at http://www.vatican.va/con-
tent/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html) 

 

 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html


 

Roots & Wings Vol 6 No 4  9 

TALKING ABOUT RELIGIOUS EDUCATION (CPTD) 2 

Reclaiming Contemplation: How to enhance 
inner experience and personal growth in the 
RE classroom 

 

(Diane du Val d’Eprémesnil, Université Catholique de Louvain) 

 

If you were asked, as you begin to read this 
article, to set it aside, to take one minute 
to notice your breathing, to take a few 
deep, slow breaths, allowing them to flow 
in and out without effort; if you were asked 
not to fight ideas, impatience, uneasiness, 
questions, not to get stuck in them and al-
ways come back to the sensation of your 
breathing; if you were asked to simply al-
low yourself to be silent for a minute, how 
would you feel? How does a request for si-
lence and a pause in your daily rhythm af-
fect you in a setting of serious reading? 
Would you comply or brush it aside to read 
on? 

This is an exercise adapted from Tobin 
Hart, professor of psychology at the Uni-
versity of West Georgia, a short session at 
the beginning of a class (Hart, 35) which 
makes a perfect introduction to the theme 
of contemplative practices as means to en-
hance inner experience and personal 
growth in a religious education classroom 
environment.  

To do so is a huge challenge, as we live in 
a world where a blank space in our agen-
das and our free time is considered 
strange, even scary. Every minute must 
therefore be filled with images, noise, ac-
tivity, connectivity. This is even more the 
case for the youngest generations, who 
grow up fully connected, with the risk that, 
with attention being scattered most of the 
time, torn between the device and the task 
at hand, it becomes more and more diffi-
cult to connect in person and take time for 
a true interaction, with others or with 
some deeper layers of the self. Relating to 
the brief exercise presented at the begin-
ning of the article, breathing is the most 

                                           

2 Read this article for CPTD points. See Page 24. 

direct, most essential experience we en-
counter, from second to second, all our life. 
It’s so overwhelmingly important that 
many traditions relate the breath to the 
spirit by using the same word for both: 
ruah in Hebrew, pneuma in Greek, chi in 
Chinese, prana in Sanskrit. But our world 
is one of breathlessness where work and 
leisure constantly overlap, where we are 
permanently doing many things at the 
same time while thinking still of something 
else (Copenhaver, 217). 

As educators, we know that promoting 
face-to-face encounters and nurturing an 
ability for dialogue in the safe space of the 
classroom, are essential in providing the 
students with a mental playground (Roeb-
ben, 51) for experiencing and communi-
cating about values and the writing of 
meaningful life stories.  

As religious educators, we also know that 
a rich inner life is the ground, soil and fer-
tilizer for meaningful relations with others 
or the Other, and that a special, sacred 
space is necessary to shelter it and help it 
grow. So how can we introduce silence in 
the classroom, when its very experience 
can feel so alien to many, teachers in-
cluded? Physical silence in quieting the 
mind, mouths and hearts to better listen, 
inside and out, but also silence as a meta-
phor, as a space for imagination, as a royal 
path to a surplus of meaning in our many 
worlds.  

A preliminary question concerns education 
itself: our objective as educators is to edu-
cate, but to what purposes? Are we educat-
ing the young for profession, or for per-
sonal and intellectual fulfillment (Owen-
Smith, 11)? This is not about a binary 



 

  Roots & Wings Vol 6 No 4 10 

choice because both can be pursued, but 
most often concerns about utility prevail 
over the integral growth of the person her-
self. A related issue can be phrased as 
such: do we want more knowledge, or 
more wisdom? Both, obviously, but it 
seems that wisdom, personal and intellec-
tual fulfillment, sensibility even, comes 
second to accumulation of knowledge, effi-
ciency, utility, performance, all invest-
ments that seem to have a better rate of 
return3. The markets and industries trying 
to dictate their agenda to the world of sec-
ondary and higher education is proof 
enough of that tendency (Boeve). But what 
are we in dire need of? To take a vivid ex-
ample, do our governments need more in-
formation about climate change and the 
urgency of preserving what is left of our 
respective countries’ amazing natural her-
itage, or just a bit more wisdom to better 
discern what course of action would be 
more beneficial to the larger world in the 
long run, to perceive what is more useful 
in terms of means and ends? The questions 
are here open to debate. 

In the beginning 

Most examples of contemplative practices 
that come to mind when the subject is 
raised originate in the East: yoga, medita-
tion, chi kung, mantra recitation, visualiza-
tions, silent retreats, to name a few. Alt-
hough the West seems to have lost connec-
tion with contemplation, it is deeply rooted 
in its culture. Philosophical activity in An-
cient Greece wasn’t purely an intellectual 
exercise, and was never separated from 
practice as such. Even though contempla-
tion was considered the highest activity of 
the mind, belonging to theoretical activi-
ties, it was never far from practice as it 
concerned the life of mind and its quest to 
happiness, which could include non-discur-
sive activities (Hadot, 2014, 16). Contem-

                                           

3 Contemplative practices can impact positively 
these traits: “Whereas some degree of stress 
can focus attention, undue emotional stress 
can inhibit performance, paralyzing a student’s 
ability to write, answer test questions, or make 
free throws during a heated basketball game. 
Basic contemplative skills is extremely well 
documented to shift the immediate state and 

plation was therefore a forma vitae, inti-
mately linked to the philosopher’s way of 
life and path to inner transformation. The 
antique notion of skholè refers to the con-
scious abstention of worldly activities (Ar-
endt, 2016) that gave rise to philosophical 
contemplation, allowing some leisure for 
learning –hence our schools. 

Later on, the Desert Fathers and Christian 
hermits devoted themselves to contempla-
tion, followed by monastic orders, like the 
Benedictines, the Cistercians or the Car-
melites, who dedicated themselves to si-
lence or emphasized its value. The practice 
of lectio divina, the medieval contempla-
tive four-step method4 of approaching sa-
cred texts, focuses on the insights granted 
by the Holy Spirit during the reading (Ut-
terback, 172). We can also refer to the 
Cloud of Unknowing, the 14th century clas-
sic on apophatic contemplative prayer, 
whose aim is to unite the soul with God by 
letting go of discursive thoughts, dogma 
and concepts about Him (Grace, 52). 

Let us not omit Ignatian contemplation and 
spiritual exercises, the latter, according to 
philosopher Pierre Hadot, being a Chris-
tian version of an ancient Greco-Roman 
tradition corresponding to the Greek ask-
esis, linked to Greek Christianity and be-
fore that, to the Greek philosophical tradi-
tion (2002, 21). Those spiritual exercises 
were very diverse and included various 
sets of practices ranging from attention, 
meditation, remembrance of the good 
things to the intellectual exercises of re-
search, in-depth examination, reading and 
listening, to the active exercises of accom-
plishment of duties, therapy of the pas-
sions, cultivation of indifference to indif-
ferent things and self-mastery (Hadot, 

therefore potentially affect performance.” 
(Hart, 31). 

4 “In its taught form, lectio divina has four 
parts: lectio, the reading of the text; meditatio, 
listening to what the text has to say; oratio, of-
fering the text as a prayer to God; and contem-
platio, where the individual simply sits and rest 
in God and/or the text.” (Utterback, 172-173)  
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2002, 26)5. As a matter of fact, attention 
(prosochè), which is the fundamental spir-
itual attitude of the Stoics, consists in a 
continuous presence and vigilance of the 
mind, an ongoing and acute state of aware-
ness, which closely resembles the Buddhist 
definition of the same term. 

Prayer is a major contemplative practice 
per se. This is so patently obvious, but it 
has become, in my very secularized con-
text at least, so foreign, that we could eas-
ily forget to mention it here. The Hesychast 
Prayer, better known as the Jesus Prayer, 
makes use of the formula, which would be 
the equivalent of today’s mantra (Harris, 
53), and aims at union with God in the 
heart of the meditator, at a level devoid of 
rational discourse. This practice, which 
met great success in the Eastern Orthodox 
Church, is eerily similar to the Tibetan 
Buddhist practice of Guru Yoga.  

Finally, if we want to keep strictly to Chris-
tian-inspired contemplative practices, we 
must remember that their goal is not re-
stricted to the expansion of the self but in-
cludes awareness and knowledge of the 
other/Other, as well as our relationship to 
God and our neighbours (Anderson, 397). 
Silence is there to help us make room for 
relating. 

Articulation with the curriculum 

A major thing to consider is the following: 
how to introduce contemplative practices 
in the RE classroom so that they fit the pre-
sent curriculum? Indeed, religion classes 
are very much concerned with content and 
skills. In the Belgian programs6, there is 
much insistence on “savoir, savoir-faire et 
savoir-être”, which roughly translates as 
knowledge, skills (or know-how) and soft-
skills (or life skills: literally, “to know how 
to be”). Those terms refer to contents, 
competences and attitudes, the latter be-
ing about communication, cooperation and 
related issues, but could in my view easily 
be extended to contemplative skills. 

                                           

5 Philo, Quis rerum div. eres, § 253, and Leg. 
Alleg., III, § 18. Here the two lists are brought 
together, and concern certain Hellenistic 
schools, namely the Stoics. 

An example comes to mind. Naropa Uni-
versity in Colorado attaches great im-
portance in the training of mind and the 
development of contemplative practices. 
Its program emphasizes three major 
modes of inquiry, all necessary for a com-
plete contemplative education: “traditional 
academics, or third-person inquiry; experi-
ential learning, or second-person inquiry; 
and contemplative, or first-person inquiry” 
(Owen-Smith, 15).  

These categories can be explained in rela-
tion to several others (du Val d’Epre-
mesnil, 2020). What we naturally do in the 
space of the classroom is communicate 
knowledge to the pupils, which relates to 
transmission – typically third-person in-
quiry. By the use of transmission, we in-
tend to transfer some content from the 
teacher to the student, in such a way that 
they can make use of what they receive to 
give meaning to things obscure or, in the 
case of religious education, so they can dis-
cover more layers of meaning in their lives. 
If the students get religious education in 
the form of religious studies, with an ap-
proach about religion (Roebben, 152-154), 
the purpose of transmission will be to 
teach students about their world and how 
to better deal with the complexity of reli-
gious issues. 

More and more though, educators are in-
terested in other paths, by which teachers 
and students endorse different attitudes. 
The teacher is no longer the one that has 
the answer nor holds a position of author-
ity, but the whole class is required to par-
ticipate in the quest. In this case, the aim 
is to construct meaning together by the 
way of dialogical practices, like the work of 
communities of inquiry or diverse methods 
of philosophy and theology with children. 
This type of experiential learning, where 
the group as a whole is engaged in a quest 
for meaning and knowledge and everyone 
is expected to participate in the conversa-
tion could amount to Naropa’s second-per-
son inquiry. 

6 I am talking about the French-speaking Com-
munity’s RE programs, as the ones in Flanders 
are different. 
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It’s interesting to note that the benefits of 
such practices are very similar to the ones 
of contemplative practices: pupils learn to 
listen to one another, they are more com-
passionate, and they feel more confident. 
The practice of communities of inquiry de-
velop a capacity for introspection by train-
ing the students to reflect on the ideas and 
suggestions raised by the group in a dia-
logue7. To take the example of Matthew 
Lipman’s philosophical communities of in-
quiry, a regular practice of dialogical activ-
ities should increase participants’ discur-
sive and analytic capacities, as well as 
their level of empathy and their creativity 
(194). Values investigation is also a domain 
related to second-person inquiry, which 
fits perfectly most religious education cur-
ricula8.  

First-person inquiry is the least present in 
our educational contexts, even though si-
lence and a capacity to stop and reflect are 
the soil in which the two others grow, and 
without which no authentic speech can 
arise (Panikkar, 117). It amounts to the 
“natural human capacity of knowing 
through silence, looking inward, ponder-
ing, beholding, and witnessing the con-
tents of our consciousness” (Hart, 29). My 
personal conviction is that for religious ed-
ucation to be effective and bring extra 
meaning to students’ intellectual and per-
sonal lives, you need to address all three 
dimensions: transmission, experiential 
learning and contemplation. 

Another relevant distinction that can help 
us articulate practices of silence to the 
ways of the RE classroom comes from Frie-
drich Schweitzer. The German professor 
distinguishes between theology for chil-
dren, with children and of children (181-
183). Third-person inquiry would relate to 

                                           

7 A study conducted in Quebec in 2012 among 
97 teenagers shows three areas in which dia-
logical practices had a positive impact on the 
students’ relationships. First, a social aspect: 
the students think that they are more open-
minded and respectful of others’ opinions, bet-
ter listeners and less judgmental; they feel un-
comfortable with plain debate where what mat-
ters is one’s ideas; they notice they can defend 
their ideas and positions without getting angry 
or upset. Second, an intellectual dimension: an 
increase in critical thinking and intellectual ca-

theology for children, as traditionally un-
derstood: the teacher transmits theologi-
cal, religious or spiritual content to the 
children. Second-person inquiry, or experi-
ential learning, is about the works of com-
munities of inquiry and diverse dialogical 
practices, which concerns the categories 
of theology with children and theology of 
children. The first item has the adult enter-
ing a conversation with the children and 
tackling religious questions together, 
whereas in theology of children, the adult 
steps aside to let the children embark on 
their own journey of investigation. I would 
say that first-person inquiry can belong to 
the same two categories: contemplation 
“with children”, as adult and pupils em-
bark on the same journey, but also “of chil-
dren” as what will come out of every child’s 
own, sacred space is deeply personal and 
stems from her own private experience. 

These modes of inquiry are not airtight sys-
tems that function independently. They all 
relate to and support one another, by de-
veloping similar capabilities, but also by 
reinforcement of one another. Patricia 
Owen-Smith, professor at Emory Univer-
sity, notes that allowing students to pause 
for careful thought is a requisite for deep 
learning and meaning-making (39), and 
citing Barbezat and Bush (2014, p.83), 
claims that: 

“Contemplative and introspective methods 
are complements to traditional teaching 
methods […] [offering] a range of extensions 
and even transformations for traditional lec-
ture and discussion formats. Rather than 
abandoning and rejecting abstract, analytical 
thought, contemplative modes can help stu-
dents more deeply understand material and 
can integrate third-person views better into 

pabilities; a finer ethical judgment; an in-
creased capacity for introspection and exami-
nation of their own biases. Third, and not the 
least, the students can apply what they learnt 
outside of a classroom environment (Gagnon, 
Yergeau and Couture).  

8 For an example of these practices, see du Val 
d’Eprémesnil (2018a), about an Indian method 
especially designed to this effect and applica-
ble to the context of the classroom. 
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their own lives through the examination of 
their own experience of the material.” 

Research has been undertaken to verify 
these affirmations. David Sable, of Saint 
Mary’s University (Nova Scotia), provides 
qualitative and quantitative evidence that 
some specific practices9, when imple-
mented for a whole term, strengthened 
students’ dispositions for critical thinking: 
“they began to see how their ideas formed, 
how others’ ideas formed, and how mind-
fulness can lead to contextual understand-
ing, improved communication, and a sense 
of connectedness” (Sable, 2014, p.18). 
They also noticed an increase in the follow-
ing: being present, engaging with others 
and with learning, improving self-confi-
dence and applying what they learnt out-
side the classroom.  

First-person inquiry can also be a fertile 
ground in which to root experiential learn-
ing and dialogical practices. Being fully 
present to what happens in the classroom 
in terms of relations, learning or exchang-
ing can be cultivated by sitting in silence 
for a few minutes, as contemplation makes 
us more aware of our surroundings, helps 
put things in perspective, develops empa-
thy and compassion (Owen-Smith, 35), all 
qualities that, if developed in the RE class, 
can have an impact on other courses as 
well. First-person and second-person in-
quiries cultivate the same traits, and my 
personal experience shows me that prac-
ticing the first greatly enhances the results 
of the second, like having a community of 
inquiry preceded by a moment of silence. 
Only three to five minutes were enough to 

                                           

9 Including mindfulness meditation; structured 
contemplation (in two steps, holding an object 
of contemplation without analyzing: question, 
image or statement; deepening understanding 
by allowing a deeper awareness to emerge); 
writing journals after structured contempla-
tion; journal reading in pairs, as contemplative 
interaction, by reading, listening and reflecting 
back (comparing what is read from someone 
else’s journal to what was written in the jour-
nal), then exchanging about it (reflective in-
quiry), dialogue being a “stream of meaning be-
tween participants”; finally, facilitated class 
discussions with the instructor and critical 
thinking, expanding the dialogue to the whole 
group (Sable, 4-8). Qualitative research was 

improve drastically the quality of the ensu-
ing exchanges10. It enabled the partici-
pants to experiment a form of detachment 
from the content of their thoughts, feelings 
and usual patterns of reaction (Hart, 33), 
that opened up a free space for creative 
thinking. 

Grassroots practices 

Most often, religious educators in second-
ary schools feel they don’t have enough 
time to teach what the curriculum requires 
or what they feel the children would need, 
so five minutes of silence can seem like a 
waste of precious time. This is the case in 
the French part of Belgium, where the 
class is allotted two hours per week (which 
really amount to an hour and a half), in 
Catholic schools, but one hour in State 
schools. More so, different disciplines 
share the floor: philosophy, humanities, re-
ligious studies about non-Christian reli-
gions and paths of wisdom, with the many 
ways in which one can approach the vast 
Christian heritage and tradition. 

Another hindrance is that, too often, we 
consider that more is better, whether that 
relates to more documents, more content 
to teach, more time interacting in the 
classroom, more devices, more technology, 
and all the better if “more” means “newer” 
(Anderson, 392-393). But what is a mental 
obstacle can turn into an advantage, as 
well as an environment-friendly practice: 
no need of sophisticated apparatus, of tab-
lets in schools, not even, in most cases, of 
paper. Just being fully there in body and 

conducted by one-to-one interviews and audio 
transcripts among eight former students (p. 9), 
when quantitative methods examined measur-
able indicators for reflective dispositions using 
the students’ written work: the journals, term 
papers, anonymous questionnaires, interviews 
(p. 10-11). 

10 I refer here to a 2017 workshop conducted 
by a Belgian specialist of communities of in-
quiry (inspector for the catholic RE course 
Michel Desmedt), as well as my own experi-
ments in Gihindamuyaga monastery in Rwanda 
in 2018 (du Val d’Epremesnil, 2018b). 
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mind, tuned to the right intent, is what 
practices of silence require. 

Another difficulty is that the teacher her-
self can feel uncomfortable practicing first-
person inquiry with her group, because 
personal involvement is high and cannot 
be avoided. Indeed, 

“We now know, first, that learning occurs op-
timally, for all organisms, under conditions of 
moderate discomfort, when the organism is 
extended beyond its comfort zone. The chal-
lenge for teachers is to create imaginative ac-
tivities in the broad middle ground –the in-
between space– between boredom, on the 
one hand, and terror, on the other. A skilled 
teacher opens up this place in a way that is 
also beyond his or her comfort zone, so that 
the teacher, too, is engaged in the edgy, chal-
lenging space where learning occurs opti-
mally.” (Coburn, 6) 

But the benefits are worth the try: by em-
bracing these practices, we can open up a 
space where effective teaching and learn-
ing can occur.  

In any case, we must not be discouraged, 
as what matters primarily is not the 
amount of time spent in silence, especially 
if all we do is simply avoid making noise, 
it’s the qualities that silence displays (Gira, 
274), its faculty to open our minds to what 
is happening, or what is about to happen in 
the classroom, to enhance our ability to lis-
ten to the other, be it the teacher, another 
student or a long-gone author whose wise 
voice still echoes today. Making silence 
within ourselves, in the presence of others, 
to welcome what they are about to say.  

I would like to give you a taste of what can 
be done in those few minutes dedicated to 
contemplation. Most of the practices I will 
mention here originate from the field of 
higher education but they can easily be 
transferred to the secondary school RE 
classroom. A recent book by Owen-Smith 
sheds light on the many practices of con-
templative educators. These practices can 
be seen as transdisciplinary: the academ-
ics working with them apply them to varied 
fields: science, mathematics, poetry, reli-
gious studies, or psychology, where they 
prove to be very beneficial.  

A few practical approaches can be under-
taken with pupils and students (Owen-
Smith, 30-32): establish silence when read-
ing and writing; take time to pause during 
the class to see what is arising in oneself; 
show a PowerPoint presentation with no 
text or words, only images, and let the stu-
dents ponder over the images; draw ideas 
then have students exchange about them; 
start class with a five-minute period of si-
lence then ask students to start writing 
about a deep existential question; sit in si-
lence as a meaningful epilogue after view-
ing a movie; sit in silence while contempla-
tive music is being played; tell students 
that they can ask for a silent pause any 
time during the course; use a bell at regu-
lar intervals and the students have to listen 
to its sound and echo. 

Tobin Hart, in a recent paper, shares some 
of his own practices that he regards as ex-
periments with knowing (Hart, 34-42). 
There is the classical exercise in not doing 
– concentrating on breathing and bringing 
back the ensuing awareness to the task at 
hand in the classroom, recalling it when 
having noticed it fade away. This is a way 
of expanding the contemplative experience 
into activity. Another simple practice is 
asking the pupils: “where are you now?” in-
viting them to a personal check about what 
their attention really focuses on. Deep lis-
tening is opening oneself to what is being 
read and letting the images and sensations 
flow freely without trying to act on them, 
just taking notice of how the words reso-
nate within oneself, then sharing with the 
group. This would be very interesting to try 
out with Bible excerpts or readings from 
spiritual texts. Pondering big life questions 
has already been mentioned. Hart speci-
fies further: at a personal, local, ethical or 
universal level. Then there is the wisdom 
walk, a visualization using guided imagery 
to bring in new insights. Focusing on the 
body can also help open up a space beyond 
discursive and analytic thought. Lastly, 
writing can be used effectively in the fol-
lowing ways: free writing, letting words, 
feelings, sensations, thoughts flow on the 
paper, and what Hart calls concentrated 
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language, like composition of haikus11 cap-
turing a moment, a feeling, an event in stu-
dent’ lives. 

I personally conducted short contempla-
tive experiments with my older students 
(junior and senior high) in the six years I 
worked as a catholic religion teacher. In 
the course of a period dedicated to spiritu-
ality, which is one of ten topics proposed 
by our RE program, I would explain the sig-
nificance and value of silence and show the 
students how foreign stillness can be to 
our ordinary way of life by having them sit 
still for 60 to 120 seconds staring at their 
pen or rubber, before discussing about the 
experience. Most of them felt very edgy, 
feeling these were the longest seconds of 
their life, while some really appreciated 
the break in the routine. Some students ac-
tually asked for such moments afterwards, 
which were happily granted. Others got ac-
customed to them.  

Note that different profiles need to be ad-
dressed with different exercises. Some stu-
dents are more restless, and some RE clas-
ses are scheduled at challenging hours for 
contemplation, like the last two hours of 
school on a Friday afternoon. An exercise I 
devised for these groups, which was a fa-
vorite, was to have them stand on their 
chairs in a complete silence: no sounds of 
chairs scraping the floor or squeaking 
when stood upon would be tolerated. It 
helped them develop attention and concen-
tration, or at least notice that the usual 
way of doing things lacks awareness of 
both their movements and the objects 
around them. A challenge I would suggest 
if they were interested, was that, at home, 
they tried to remove all dinnerware from 
the dishwasher without making a sound, 
being mindful of every gesture. One of my 
colleagues came to thank me for the sud-
den interest of her daughter in emptying 
the machine. 

Our students can bring silence home. 
Homework given by John Copenhaver to 
the students in his class on world religions, 

                                           

11 Japanese poems of seventeen syllables, in 
three lines of five, seven, and five, traditionally 
evoking images of the natural world (Editor’s 
footnote). 

is poetically called the Skyscape/Mind-
scape assignment, for which he invites 
them to spend thirty minutes in solitude 
and silence observing the night sky 
(p. 318-319). While doing that, they must 
record everything they notice about the 
sky by writing a thorough description of it 
(skyscape), then a detailed account of what 
went through their minds that they would 
be comfortable to share with the group 
(mindscape) in a following class. As the 
Shenandoah professor remarks, there is no 
way to check if they made up everything, 
but most students are intrigued and take 
the homework seriously. The insights the 
students gain are worth the time taken. 

In a 2018 encounter with the students from 
the Université Catholique de Louvain’s 
Faculty of Theology about interreligious di-
alogue, Father Pierre-François de Bé-
thune, a Benedictine monk most familiar 
with Zen practices, made use of a beautiful 
image. Contrary to using the traditional 
metaphor of a mountain to be climbed by 
the participants in dialogue, each on her 
own path to the summit where they would 
finally meet, he favored the vision of a vol-
cano, on whose slopes the participants 
would climb, again following their own 
path, to arrive at the summit and circle 
around the edge of the caldera12. Everyone 
can see the others from his own stand-
point, but they are separated by the abyss, 
which represents the Ineffable, out of 
reach and ardently desired by all. This is 
why, in the eyes of the Benedictine monk, 
all true spiritual quests are reconcilable. 
We all meet at the edge of the caldera and 
long for what’s inside that can’t be 
reached. Even more explicitly, Father de 
Béthune draws a similar image of a great 
well in the desert (p. 183). All, Christians, 
Buddhists, Muslims, others still, embark 
on a journey to Truth and Life, beyond con-
cepts and ideas. What draws us to the well 
is our common thirst and fascination for 
the unfathomable. But the well’s diameter 
is also infinite. The well unites us and 
keeps us separated and free at the same 

12 A large volcanic crater, especially one 
formed by a major eruption leading to the col-
lapse of the mouth of the volcano (Editor’s foot-
note). 
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time. Both metaphors, the well and the cal-
dera, illustrate an exercise in second-per-
son inquiry, but clearly refer as well to con-
templation, showing how closely the two 
are linked. 

A pluralistic classroom, to operate in a har-
monious way, cannot count on simply 
climbing the mountain and meeting at the 
top. A common experience of staring at the 
lava down below, from our own standpoint, 
then bringing back something of great 
value that we can share with our peers, is 
essential, especially in an RE setting. If we 
want to teach children from the inner per-
spective of religions, we need to expose 
them to contemplation. “Silence as a peda-
gogical method in the classroom may be, in 
fact, a secular form of meditation, an open-
ing into reflection, imagination, creativity, 
and self-awareness, all of which in the ser-
vice of learning” (Owen-Smith, 33), but si-
lence in the RE classroom goes way beyond 
that objective. It’s a first-hand experience 
about what it truly, deeply means to be hu-
man. 

Opening 

With this presentation, I imagine that our 
religious education classes become, more 
than a mental playground seen as a safe 
space where students creatively test new 
ideas and concepts, a contemplative play-
ground where they experiment with the sa-
cred space inside themselves that urgently 
needs to be unveiled. Coming before dia-
logical and intellectual activities, there 
could be a sheltered time and space where 
they are invited to come to the edge of the 
caldera and look down into the abyss. This 
is a major issue educators need to address, 
because: 

 “Theoretical (third-person) knowledge is 
valuable but actualized (first-person) 
knowledge transmits certitude. In other 
words, lived truth transmits a clarifying co-
herence on the non-verbal level. Indeed, ex-
perimental scientific research of the last 
twenty years suggests that the non-verbal 
transmission of truth carries well beyond the 
single listener: perfected coherence within a 
person has a direct effect on the collective 

good and planetary health. The ‘personal’ in-
ner life may not be, in the end, personal at 
all.” (Grace, 48). 

Without appealing to any kind of scientific 
notions, we can guess what it’s about. 
Have you ever noticed that most often, the 
general state of the classroom will be af-
fected by your own mood and that if you’re 
nervous, the students will become so, 
while if you are calm and confident, the 
group may be quieter? Implication of the 
teacher in a first-person inquiry process is 
therefore a necessity, for this reason and 
another one still. Because, and this is of up-
most importance: if we as adults take time 
on our overbooked schedules and pro-
grams for silence and contemplation, we 
show the students that it’s worth the effort, 
holds great value, is most precious for 
their lives, as it is for ours. Even a few 
minutes, two or three at the start of every 
class, can trigger interest, reactions, a de-
sire to investigate further. A lovely story 
from the Desert Fathers illustrates this fi-
nal consideration. Abba Zenon had a disci-
ple, who spent two years by his side. He 
never even asked the young man’s name. 
He didn’t address him either for the whole 
time, and to teach him how to weave he 
would simply show him how to do so. In 
this way the youngster learnt the meaning 
and value of silence (Lacarrière, 249).  

In an age of extreme connectivity and 
screen-communication without face or 
voice, MIT professor Sherry Turkle, spe-
cializing in the social studies of science 
and technology, strongly appeals to re-
claiming conversation (2015): that once 
again we meet face to face, without the fil-
ter of our devices, to exchange about ques-
tions that matter. This is a heartfelt plea 
for second-person inquiry. I would like to 
go a step further. I plead for an encounter 
of one with oneself. I pray we dare investi-
gate this inner sanctum in an age of ex-
treme exteriority and become inspired to 
act in the world from this deeper stand-
point. 

In the end, this is a manifesto for reclaim-
ing contemplation. 
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CLASSROOM PRACTICE  

Core Curriculum Lessons 

Following the publication of the Draft RE Core Curriculum in 2016, 
a suggested programme of 32 lessons per grade from Lifebound was 
offered as an addendum to the Draft. These 32 lessons (one per 
teaching week as a minimum) would ensure coverage of the core cur-
riculum. 

The lessons – in batches for each grade, covering roughly a term’s 
work at a time – will appear shortly on the CIE website on the RE 
Resources page. The following adjustments have been made: 

 The lessons have been re-ordered and re-numbered to give them a more logical flow. 
The original numbering is provided on a Lesson Sequence page for reference back 
to the Lifebound Teacher Handbooks. 

 The titles have been changed where necessary to give a better idea of the lesson’s 
focus. 

 The numbering of the learning opportunities corresponds with that of the Lifebound 
Curriculum Guide and with the numbering in the Core Curriculum Statement. 

 In the lessons themselves the following legend is used: 

 

 

 

 

 

 Music suggestions from the book Sing for Life are provided where suitable. (Sing for 
Life is available from the CIE National Office) 

 Reference to resources no longer available have been removed. 
 Suggestions have been added where necessary to alert teachers to the principle of 

religious freedom and to ensure inclusion and equity in classes which have a multi-
religious composition. This is usually in cases where the lesson includes prayer 
and/or worship activities. 

 Where lessons require a worksheet, these are incorporated into the lesson plan as 
an appendix. 

 

 

  Materials provided with the lesson 

 Worksheet provided as an appendix to the lesson 

♫   Music suggestions 



 

Roots & Wings Vol 6 No 4  19 

ARTISTS’ CORNER  

Coronavirus and creativity: from my window 

 

BY DIANA RIVERA 

"I felt fear, confusion and frustration. Being able to create for me has been a tool in times 
of crisis. Drawing has kept me busy, after finishing academic homework," Diana, 24, Hon-
duras 

 

 

 

https://www.voicesofyouth.org/user/49241
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WEBSITE 

Bible Gateway 
www.biblegateway.com    

 

DESCRIPTION 

Bible Gateway is a 
searchable online 
Bible in more than 
200 versions and 70 languages that you can freely 
read, research, and reference anywhere. With a library 
of audio Bibles, a mobile app, devotionals, email news-
letters, and other free resources, Bible Gateway equips 
you not only to read the Bible, but to understand it. 

HISTORY 

The original multilingual searchable Bible website, Bi-
ble Gateway was started in 1993 by Nick Hengeveld, a 
student at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, MI, who 
had a visionary passion to make the Bible digitally accessible to everyone through the very 
new technology at the time called the Internet. 

In 1995 Nick became the first webmaster of Gospelcom.net, now Gospel.com. He brought 
Bible Gateway with him, and since then, the service has been the daily favorite online re-
source for hundreds of millions of people around the world. In 2008 Bible Gateway became 
a division of Zondervan, and is, today, a member of HarperCollins Christian Publishing. We 
continue to add new translations, languages, and powerful functionality to Bible Gateway 
to help you conveniently engage the Bible and make it an integral part of your everyday 
life. 

 

DOWNLOAD THE BIBLE GATEWAY APP AND TAKE THE BIBLE WITH YOU 
WHEREVER YOU GO 

Your favorite Bible Web experience is now available for iPad, iPhone, Android phones, and 
Kindle Fire. 

   

 

 

http://www.biblegateway.com/
https://itunes.apple.com/app/apple-store/id506512797?pt=578105&ct=bgapp_main_apppage&mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.csnmedia.android.bg&referrer=utm_source%3DBibleGateway_MainApp%26utm_campaign%3Dapppage
https://www.amazon.com/Zondervan-Bible-Gateway/dp/B008UXIDYE/
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BOOK REVIEW 

Teaching with fire 
Teaching with Fire is a glorious collection of 
the poetry that has restored the faith of teach-
ers in the highest, most transcendent values of 
their work with children....Those who want us 
to believe that teaching is a technocratic and 
robotic skill devoid of art or joy or beauty need 
to read this powerful collection. So, for that 
matter, do we all." 

[Jonathan Kozol, author of Amazing Grace and 
Savage Inequalities] 

"When reasoned argument fails, poetry helps 
us make sense of life. A few well-chosen im-
ages, the spinning together of words creates a 
way of seeing where we came from and lights 
up possibilities for where we might be go-
ing....Dip in, read, and ponder; share with oth-
ers. It's inspiration in the very best sense." 

[Deborah Meier, co-principal of The Mission 
Hill School, Boston and founder of a network 
of schools in East Harlem, New York] 

"In the Confucian tradition it is said that the mark of a golden era is that children are the 
most important members of the society and teaching is the most revered profession. Our 
journey to that ideal may be a long one, but it is books like this that will sustain us - for 
who are we all at our best save teachers, and who matters more to us than the children?" 

[Peter M. Senge, founding chair, SoL (Society for Organizational Learning) and author of 
The Fifth Discipline] 

Those of us who care about the young and their education must find ways to remember 
what teaching and learning are really about. We must find ways to keep our hearts alive as 
we serve our students. Poetry has the power to keep us vital and focused on what really 
matters in life and in schooling. Teaching with Fire is a wonderful collection of eighty-eight 
poems from such well-loved poets as Walt Whitman, Langston Hughes, Billy Collins, Emily 
Dickinson, and Pablo Neruda. Each of these evocative poems is accompanied by a brief 
story from a teacher explaining the significance of the poem in his or her life's work. This 
beautiful book also includes an essay that describes how poetry can be used to grow both 
personally and professionally. 

Teaching with Fire was written in partnership with the Center for Courage & Renewal and 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Royalties from this book will be used to fund schol-
arship opportunities for teachers to grow and learn. 

ISBN-13: 978-0787969707 

ISBN-10: 0787969702 

 

Here are two samples from the book/… 



 

  Roots & Wings Vol 6 No 4 22 

I believe in all that has never 
yet been spoken 

(Rainer Maria Rilke) 

 

(English version by Anita Barrows and Joanna Macy)  

 
I believe in all that has never yet been 
spoken. 
I want to free what waits within me 
so that what no one has dared to wish for 
 
may for once spring clear 
without my contriving. 
 
If this is arrogant, God, forgive me, 
but this is what I need to say. 
May what I do flow from me like a river, 
no forcing and no holding back, 
the way it is with children. 
 
Then in these swelling and ebbing cur-
rents, 
these deepening tides moving out, return-
ing, 
I will sing you as no one ever has, 
 
streaming through widening channels 
into the open sea. 
 

Mother to Son 

(Langston Hughes) 

 

Well, son, I’ll tell you: 
Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 
It’s had tacks in it, 
And splinters, 
And boards torn up, 
And places with no carpet on the floor— 
Bare. 
But all the time 
I’se been a-climbin’ on, 
And reachin’ landin’s, 
And turnin’ corners, 
And sometimes goin’ in the dark 
Where there ain’t been no light. 
So boy, don’t you turn back. 
Don’t you set down on the steps 
’Cause you finds it’s kinder hard. 
Don’t you fall now— 
For I’se still goin’, honey, 
I’se still climbin’, 
And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.
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LOCAL NEWS 

Advanced Certificate in Religious Education  
 

 

These days, the religious 
educator faces many chal-
lenges, not least among 
which is the disinterest of 
the young in a world where 
religion often makes little 
sense to them. But, if your 
students see that you love 
your subject, things will 
change:  you will gain their 
keen attention.  

But how will they see it? To 
love is to know in the deep-
est sense. The depth of 
knowledge we have in our 

subject, the enthusiasm 
and confidence we display 
in our willingness to share 
it, and the competence we 
exercise in opening doors 
and windows to let our stu-
dents in to its mysteries 
(Yes, all subjects have 
their mysteries) – these 
and other professional vir-
tues will demonstrate our 
love. 

Do you love RE? Do you 
want to fall in love with it? 
Here is an opportunity to 
get to know it better. The 
Catholic Institute of Edu-
cation has collaborated 
with TEEC (Theological 
Education by Extension 
College) – a registered 
Higher Education provider 
specialising in distance ed-
ucation – to develop an Ad-
vanced Certificate in Reli-
gious Education at NQF 
Level 6.This programme 
will give you, the religious 
educator, an opportunity 
for personal and profes-
sional development that is 
relevant, accessible and fi-
nancially competitive. 

The programme requires 
the completion of 8 
courses over four semes-
ters (two years). The first 
four courses are compul-
sory while the remaining 
four are electives chosen 
out of as pool of eight pos-

sibilities. In the core com-
ponent you will gain a 
wider and deeper 
knowledge of Scripture, 
acquire critical theological 
skills for the classroom, 
and become familiar with 
current religious educa-
tion theory and practice in-
cluding the essential abil-
ity to manage a multireli-
gious student body. 

Included among the elec-
tive courses are focuses on 
religion and culture, social 
justice, morality, liturgy, 
spirituality christology, 
the history of Christianity, 
and the relationship be-
tween science and reli-
gion. 

Registration for the Certif-
icate is now open for the 
first two courses – ‘Revela-
tion, Scripture & Tradi-
tion’, and ‘Human Exist-
ence, God & Human Des-
tiny’. Go to the website of 
TEEC for further infor-
mation and for registration 
purposes. 

 

(http://www.tee.co.za/)

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tee.co.za/
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INTERNATIONAL NEWS 

Catholic schools and universities struggling with pandemic 
Exclusive interview with Archbishop Vincenzo Zani, secretary of the Congregation for 
Catholic Education 

Pope Francis has re-launched a worldwide effort to improve education 
for all young people around the globe, urging civic and religious leaders 
to create an educational alliance to meet the urgent challenges facing 
the Earth and humanity. 

"The value of our educational practices will be measured not simply by 
the results of standardized tests, but by the ability to affect the heart 
of society and to help give birth to a new culture," the pope said in an 
October 15 video message to launch the Global Compact on Education. 

"A different world is possible, and we are called to learn how to build it," he said in Italian. 

Francis is counting on Catholic schools and universities to play a key role in the endeavour. But 
those institutions, like almost all others around the world, are currently experiencing great difficul-
ties due to the coronavirus pandemic. 

La Croix's Vatican correspondent, Loup 
Besmond de Senneville, discussed the is-
sue with Archbishop Vincenzo Zani, secre-
tary of the Congregation for Catholic Edu-
cation. 

La Croix: Some Catholic schools and uni-
versities are going through a very difficult 
period today because of the COVID-19 cri-
sis. What difficulties are these institutions 
encountering? 

Archbishop Vincenzo Zani: Of the 218,000 
Catholic schools and 1,860 Catholic uni-
versities around the world, I don't know 
the details of all the situations. But on a 
global level, we know that the difficulties 
are of two kinds: educational and financial. 

On the financial level, the situation is very 
different from one country to another. 

First of all, there are countries where Cath-
olic schools are totally subsidized by the 
state, others where they receive a partial 
subsidy and a third category in which they 
do not receive any public aid at all. 

This is the case, for example, in Italy, Bel-
gium and Spain, as well as in the United 
States. 

We do not know today how many schools 
or universities will have to close. But we 
already know that in some countries, the 
institutions are on their knees. 

If I take the case of the United States, 
where the schools do not receive any sub-
sidies, elementary schools, for example, 
are linked to parishes. 

In New York City alone, 100 Catholic ele-
mentary schools will close next year, either 
because the parishes have not been able to 
raise the necessary money, or because the 
economic situation of the schools is insur-
mountable. 

And on the educational level? 

Most schools and universities have made 
admirable use of digital tools. But it is ob-
vious that today we can no longer continue 
in this way. 

Through these means, we can provide in-
formation, but to inform is not to educate. 

Moreover, it should be remembered that 
teachers were not prepared for such a dig-
ital switchover. 

Among the young people, some did not 
have access to classes because their fami-
lies did not have the necessary computer 
resources. As a result, we witnessed a col-
lapse. 

Added to the health pandemic has been an 
intellectual and educational pandemic. 

The situation is dramatic. 

According to UNICEF, 10 million people no 
longer have any contact with their teach-
ers... 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/education/archdiocese-of-new-york-to-close-20-schools-merge-three/12729
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What is the situation on the African conti-
nent? 

Paradoxically, in Africa, the situation is 
perhaps better than elsewhere. 

Despite a very acute health crisis and re-
percussions in some countries on the food 
situation, schools are resisting better. 

This is undoubtedly due to the fact that 
they depend on smaller structures, with 
much lower operating costs than else-
where. It's an agility that makes them more 
resilient. 

And elsewhere? 

We are very concerned about the situation 
in other areas, such as India and Latin 
America, like Peru and Ecuador. 

What response should we bring to this crisis 
situation? 

For several weeks, we have seen remarka-
ble initiatives emerge all over the world. 

In Spain, for example, the schools coordi-
nated in an exemplary way, and the direc-
tors worked hard among themselves and in 
conjunction with other professions, such as 
groups of psychologists, to overcome the 
crisis. 

In Italy, some parishes have opened their 
doors to allow schools to use their prem-
ises, thus ensuring the safe social distanc-
ing that is essential for recovery. 

But this crisis also prompts us to reflect on 
the future. 

For us, the central question is how to move 
from information to training. 

Training and education consists of carry-
ing out a form of purification in all possible 
information in order to be able to keep 
what will contribute to forming a personal-
ity. 

This can be done by opening it up to tran-
scendence. 

As Pope Francis says, without a transcen-
dental character, education collapses. 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/education/catholic-schools-and-universi-
ties-struggling-with-pandemic/13182  

 

 

The World Food Program and the Nobel Peace Prize 

The price of the common good 
A community volunteer addresses to women and 
their children before being attended in a food dis-
tribution center in the Rwanda camp for internally 
displaced people (IDP) in Tawila, North Darfur. 
(Photo by Albert Gonzalez Farran, UNAMID) 

By Guillaume Goubert | France 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/editori-
als/the-world-food-program-and-the-nobel-
peace-prize/13161  

  
Choosing a winner for the Nobel Peace Prize is not easy. First of all, there is always the 
risk that a laureate will later disappoint, as we experienced with the Burmese Aung San 
Suu Kyi. 

But above all it is because in this period when the sounds of war are increasing, people 
who are committed to peace -- they have obviously not disappeared -- stand out in the 
landscape with greater difficulty. 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/education/catholic-schools-and-universities-struggling-with-pandemic/13182
https://international.la-croix.com/news/education/catholic-schools-and-universities-struggling-with-pandemic/13182
https://www.flickr.com/photos/unamid-photo/12949118655
https://international.la-croix.com/author/authorname?authorname=Guillaume%20Goubert
https://international.la-croix.com/country/france/182
https://international.la-croix.com/news/editorials/the-world-food-program-and-the-nobel-peace-prize/13161
https://international.la-croix.com/news/editorials/the-world-food-program-and-the-nobel-peace-prize/13161
https://international.la-croix.com/news/editorials/the-world-food-program-and-the-nobel-peace-prize/13161
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The Norwegian Nobel Committee justly overcame these two risks by crowning the United 
Nations World Food Program (WFP) as the recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize for 2020. 

The WFP certainly has a lot of qualities. But like other parts of the United Nations, it is also 
weighed down by a bureaucracy that makes it expensive and insufficiently agile. 

However, it has the merit of primarily devoting itself to the most obvious of emergencies 
that of famine, and especially to the food risks in areas where armed conflicts are taking 
place. 

It is significant that the organization has been crowned with the Peace Prize during COVID-
19 since the pandemic only aggravates the situation of populations in a state of food inse-
curity. 

During the period in which we find ourselves, the other -- and considerable -- merit of the 
WFP is to symbolize multilateralism. Today, many great powers no longer hide from putting 
their own interests before the search for a common good. 

"Everyone sees only their own interests," commented the president of the Nobel Peace 
Prize Committee. "This is a far cry from the idea of shared responsibility that prevailed just 
30 years ago." 

The World Food Program is swimming against the tide. This more than justifies their being 
selected for the prize. 

 

 

The world after COVID-19 from the world below 

The silence of the outcast is like the silence of Creation. Until we break it, we can't 
really move on to the next world. 

(Isabelle de Gaulmyn, France,June 13, 2020) 

It's like the end of the summer holidays. We say goodbye 
and promise we'll see each other again, but then we go 
back to our jobs and "real life", and we quickly lose all 
contact. 

But during two and a half months of lockdown, bonds 
were forged, smiles exchanged, friendships were born, 
stealthily, every lunchtime, while going to pick up your 
lunch basket at the food distribution organized by some 
associations. Some of them quickly became regulars. 

There's Jeanne-Marie (first names have been changed) with her crass Parisian humor, who 
never misses a chance to talk about her chaotic life... her four kids, her divorce ("he only 
knew how to knock me up") and her years of misery. At now at 86, she gets €400 a month 
to live on. 

Or Auguste, who arrives having just read all of Le Figaro from one or two weeks ago, al-
ways well-dressed, dignified, with his accordion shoes on. And Emmanuel, a young man 
with headphones clamped to his ears, alone in his music and his parallel universe of drugs 
and violence. 

Then there's Ahmed, a "chibani" (retired immigrant) who sends every bit of his pension 
back home and stays here, living by himself at the soup kitchen. And Mary, an American 
with an improbable background, a former English teacher who has no money left to live 
on. 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/world/world-food-programme-honored-with-nobel-peace-prize-2020/13155
https://international.la-croix.com/news/world/world-food-programme-honored-with-nobel-peace-prize-2020/13155
https://international.la-croix.com/author/authorname?authorname=Isabelle%20de%20Gaulmyn
https://international.la-croix.com/country/france/182
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Adi is a Tunisian student who, one night, found himself without a job or a place to eat. 
Nathalie and her dogs... And Annie, who lives in a truck with her boyfriend and suddenly 
disappeared. 

At first, they quickly took their bag, head down, in quiet grief. And then the virus tamed 
them. Routine set in, we were happy to be together, joking, weighing in on Professor Ra-
oult's latest announcements, speculating on the president's future speech. 

Finally, we no longer talked about the virus. Nathalie changed dogs, Yvette got a reprieve 
from her bank, and Ahmed was relieved to see that in Algeria "they're also getting by". 

Every day, everyone waited, laughing, to see if Arsène would come with one shoe or two, 
or just in socks. You never knew... When they heard that the food distribution was stopping, 
there was no shouting or protest. Just a shrug. 

In this world, the unexpected is a way of life. They'll find other tricks, that's all. It was 
simply that, while the streets were empty, these invisibles became visible during the time 
of COVID-19. And we all discovered how many of them were living like that, next to us. We 
had never seen them before. 

What will the world after the coronavirus be like for this world below? No doubt, very much 
like the world before the pandemic. The same hard times, the same days busy finding the 
right plan, getting a place in a homeless shelter or a ticket for the cloakroom. 

And yet, they could teach us about the vulnerability of nature, they who experience climate 
change with their flesh and blood, the stifling summers, the increasingly frequent storms 
and the polluted air that they breathe all day long. 

Was it not after shivering in his rags that a certain Francis of Assisi found the words to 
praise "Brother Sun"? We should listen to those words, let them remind us that, more than 
a piece of bread, it is bonds that we need first of all -- bonds that they came looking for, to 
chat for a bit and escape their anguishing solitude. 

They could tell us that life is not always climbing upwards, that not everyone lives in a logic 
of accumulation, but that sometimes all it takes is a helping hand to get out of a jam. 

They could tell us that... but they don't. 

Or rather, maybe we find it hard to listen to them. The silence of the outcast is like the 
silence of Creation. And until we break it, we can't really move on to the next world. 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/world/the-world-after-covid-19-from-the-world-be-
low/12551  

 

 

Hagia Sophia: A bridge unlike any other 

Why the West should care 

(George E. Demacopoulos, United States, August 21, 2020) 

When the Roman emperor Constantine moved his capital from Rome to Constantinople 
(modern-day Istanbul) in the early fourth century, he did so because he wanted to position 
his government more strategically at the crossroads of the known world 

Of course, Constantine was more than a mere strategist; he was also the first Christian 
emperor and he privileged the faith through legislation, favorable tax policies, and the 
construction of spectacular cathedrals, including the Hagia Sophia. 

https://www.google.com/url?client=internal-element-cse&cx=007883053263669949544:jqyusirboew&q=https://international.la-croix.com/news/i-think-gods-overwhelmed-but-is-still-listening-to-us/12340&sa=U&ved=2ahUKEwjv3ZvwrfzpAhWq6nMBHTVLA4IQFjAGegQIBBAC&usg=AOvVaw3yQJtRLiHUkp5P4FJs0OSa
https://www.google.com/url?client=internal-element-cse&cx=007883053263669949544:jqyusirboew&q=https://international.la-croix.com/news/i-think-gods-overwhelmed-but-is-still-listening-to-us/12340&sa=U&ved=2ahUKEwjv3ZvwrfzpAhWq6nMBHTVLA4IQFjAGegQIBBAC&usg=AOvVaw3yQJtRLiHUkp5P4FJs0OSa
https://international.la-croix.com/news/world/the-world-after-covid-19-from-the-world-below/12551
https://international.la-croix.com/news/world/the-world-after-covid-19-from-the-world-below/12551
https://international.la-croix.com/author/authorname?authorname=George%20E.%20Demacopoulos
https://international.la-croix.com/country/united-states/260
https://international.la-croix.com/news/signs-of-the-times/hagia-sophia-and-places-of-religious-freedom/12792
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Perhaps no other building in the world so 
concretely stands at the intersection of 
East and West, just as no other building 
equally symbolizes the populist threat to 
religious minorities. 

This is the third building on the site to be 
named "Hagia Sophia," literally translated 
as "Holy Wisdom," but understood by 
Christians to be a personification of Christ 
as Wisdom. 

The Constantinian church burned in the 
early fifth century, and the second church, 
like the first, was destroyed by fire in 532. 

But neither of those early structures, with 
their modest size and wooden roofs, could 
compare to the civilization-defining build-
ing commissioned by the emperor Justin-
ian in 532 and opened in 537. 

To say that the Hagia Sophia was the larg-
est church in the world for a thousand 
years does not really do justice to its size, 
grandeur, or influence on subsequent 
Christian architecture. 

To say that the Hagia Sophia was the main 
cathedral of the Byzantine capital does not 
sufficiently convey the extent to which the 
church remains the single greatest symbol 
of an empire that lasted a thousand years,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

or a global Orthodox religious community 
that now exceeds 250 million people. 

Hagia Sophia, like the city itself, has 
shifted hands many times since the Byzan-
tines first worshipped there. From 1204 to 
1261 it was under the control of the Cru-
saders, who installed their own clergy and 
performed the liturgy exclusively in the 
Latin Rite. 

A Byzantine army retook the city in 1261, 
but the Crusader colonization of the Chris-
tian East left the Byzantine world inter-
nally divided and economically devastated. 
In 1453, an Ottoman army led by Mehmed 
II conquered what was left of the empire. 

Mehmed moved quickly to transform 
Hagia Sophia into a mosque—removing the 
altar and plastering the iconography. 

Ottoman Istanbul soon became the politi-
cal center of the Islamic world, and while 
the Ottomans would build many impressive 
mosques, none could compare to the Hagia 
Sophia in size or stature. 

When the Ottoman Empire collapsed at the 
end of World War I, a new, highly secular 
government emerged in Turkey and its 
leader, Kemal Atatürk, converted the 
Hagia Sophia into a museum as part of a 

Hagia Sophia 
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wide-ranging plan to break from the his-
toric authority of Islam in Ottoman society. 

Atatürk was pro-West and secular, but he 
was also highly authoritarian and national-
istic. He advanced the myth of a pure 
"Turkish" identity that left little room for 
religious or cultural minorities. 

Armenians, Greeks, Jews, and Syrians had 
little space in Atatürk's Turkey, despite the 
fact that these communities had been 
there for centuries before the first Turks 
had arrived. 

In July, a Turkish court ruled that the Turk-
ish government had overstepped its au-
thority when it transformed Hagia Sophia 
from a mosque into a museum in 1935. 

As a consequence, the court ruled, Hagia 
Sophia should be returned to its "original" 
status as a mosque—a ruling that only 
makes sense with the erasure of Turkey's 
Christian past after a century-long, state-
sponsored propaganda campaign. 

For most of the citizens of Turkey, the cur-
rent dispute about the Hagia Sophia has 
very little to do with Christianity and eve-
rything to do with the legacy of Atatürk. 

Some Turkish Muslims, like President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdoğan, believe that Atatürk's 
actions vis-à-vis the Hagia Sophia consti-
tuted a disenfranchisement of the religious 
rights of Turkey's Muslim majority, and At-
atürk's secular agenda was nothing other 
than Western colonialism designed to de-
prive Turkey of its authentic Muslim herit-
age. 

To their mind, Hagia Sophia is an Islamic 
structure rather than a Christian one. In 
large part, that view is predicated on a po-
litical theology that views military con-
quest as part of God's providence. 

Of course, not all Turks approve of 
Erdoğan's religious populism or the deci-
sion to reconstitute Hagia Sophia as a 
mosque. 

Many view it as little more than an effort 
to shore up political support among reli-
gious conservatives in the face of growing 
political opposition across Turkey. 

For Turkey's many secularists, the newest 
transformation of Hagia Sophia is a worry-
ing development because it points to a 
gradual decline of secularism within Tur-
key, and raises the specter of the possibil-
ity of an Islamic populism like that of the 
Muslim Brotherhood. 

So while Turkish society is very much di-
vided over the court's decision, very few in 
Turkey have given much thought as to 
what this suggests about the declining sta-
tus of the nation's religious minorities. 

To be sure, the forced conversion of the 
Hagia Sophia into a museum in 1935 may 
have transgressed the religious rights of 
some Turks, but it served a greater reli-
gious freedom goal by granting tacit recog-
nition of Turkey's Christian roots, as well 
as the continued presence of Christians in 
Turkey. 

As a museum, the many layers of Hagia So-
phia's glorious past were opened to the 
world. 

Art historians and scholars of liturgy have 
been able to study the many ways in which 
believers decorated, moved, and wor-
shipped within the largest sacred space in 
the Christian world for a thousand years. 

Imperial historians have gained a better 
understanding of the ways in which Chris-
tian governments both supported and were 
constrained by religious spaces. And the 
world was invited to visit one of the true 
wonders of human ingenuity—a space de-
signed for the meeting of heaven and 
earth. 

What will become of this space, which has 
served as a bridge between East and West 
unlike any other? And what will become of 
Turkey's Christian minorities who, in many 
ways, play a similar role? 

What Turkish leadership comes after 
Erdoğan, whether allies like the United 
States continue to enable it, and how bil-
lions of people of faith respond will deter-
mine the answers. 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/cul-
ture/hagia-sophia-a-bridge-unlike-any-other/12900 

 

 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/culture/hagia-sophia-a-bridge-unlike-any-other/12900
https://international.la-croix.com/news/culture/hagia-sophia-a-bridge-unlike-any-other/12900
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The Varanasi Christmas 

Ramakrishna Mission, which was founded on a Christmas day, celebrates the Nativity 
in its own unique way 

(La Croix International staff, India, December 7, 2019) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hinduism has a fascination for the divine in the form of a child (maxppp.com) 

In Varanasi, we see the fulfillment of a prophecy on Christmas Day when our Hindu friends 
come to meditate in our humble oratories. 

Bringing incense sticks, they look like new magi who, from the Judean desert, would have 
continued their journey to the banks of the Ganges in India. 

Christmas is lived in a unique way in this holy Indian city because the Christian holiday has 
become an occasion for celebration for all religions. 

Hinduism, in particular, has always had an unquenchable fascination with the manifesta-
tion of the divine in the form of the child. Thus, at the beginning of September, Lord Krish-
na's birth is celebrated at midnight. 

Surprisingly for a Christian, the Hindu monks of the Ramakrishna Mission organize mag-
nificent ceremonies on the evening of Dec. 24 and 25. 

This order was inspired in the 19th century by Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, the great saint 
of Calcutta, who lived the spiritual experience of Islam and Christianity from within, while 
remaining Hindu. 

In the year of his death, his disciple Swami Vivekananda gathered eight other companions 
and, after a night of asceticism and prayers, he decided to found a new order by taking the 
saffron habit of the renouncers. It was Christmas 1886. 

Since then, the Ramakrishna Mission has proudly commemorated the birth of Christ. In 
Varanasi, at the entrance to their hospital for the poor, the monks place on a richly deco-
rated altar a portrait of the Child Jesus and his Holy Mother. They worship him with can-
dles, while singing "Christmas Carols." 

https://international.la-croix.com/author/la-croix-international-staff
https://international.la-croix.com/country/india/13
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I can still hear in India the feelings of my childhood! After this prayer, the monks entertain 
more than a thousand visitors in a large hall, most of them Hindus. 

Before them, they read the Gospel of the Nativity and the Sermon on the Mount. Then, for 
an hour, they comment on the Scriptures, exalting Jesus as a model of love and sacrifice. 

Sitting among the listeners, it seems to me like listening to a well-known melody that would 
suddenly be played on unexpected instruments... The music here being Christ announced 
by Hindus to Hindus! 

Such a Christmas can be confusing for anyone who thinks that the child in the crib is the 
strict property of a small group - even the Holy Catholic Church! But if Christ has come 
among us, it is for all humanity, without any religious restrictions. 

The great preaching of the Ramakrishna Mission is a shining example of the Good News 
once announced by the angels. Just as are the biscuits and sweets that the monks distribute 
at the end of the celebrations as prasadam (religious offering). 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/the-varanasi-christmas/11434?utm_source=News-
letter&utm_medium=e-mail&utm_content=07-12-2019&utm_campaign=newslet-
ter_crx_lci&PMID=c846096e5e379ce4c77e681a70eaff9d 

 

 

 

CPTD 

Reclaiming Contemplation: How to enhance inner experience and 
personal growth in the RE classroom 

Read the article for CPTD points and record you response to the following questions: 

 What is the writer’s main argument? 
 What significance does the argument have in my context? 
 What practical action does the argument’s conclusion suggest? 

 
 

Professional Development Points Schedule 

https://www.sace.gov.za/Documentation/PROFESSIONAL%20DEVELOP-
MENT%20POINTS%20SCHEDULE.pdf 
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Have a Blessed Christmas 
 

 
 

 


