Religious Education in Romania Today








Hrisanti Bulugea
Assistant professor, Faculty of Orthodox Theology, University of Bucharest; Religion teacher, School No. 16, Bucharest, Romania
1. Introduction
Formal education in Romania originated as Christian education - many schools were founded, built and maintained by the Church. The first Romanian schools (primary, secondary, and high-schools) were born inside the Romanian Orthodox monasteries. The History of Romanian Orthodox Church indicates that there was a tradition of religious education at the Romanian people which was suddenly stopped right after The Second World War. Religious education was reintroduced after the 1989 December revolution. Thus, the Romanian religious education was suspended for 41 years, i.e. 1948-1989. The totalitarian system represented maybe the worst period in the history of Religious teaching because the communist ideology supported and promoted only the atheistic concepts in the educational system.

2. Reasons for the re-introduction of Religious Education in the Romanian national curriculum
It is surprising that, in spite of 41 years of communist ideology, the Romanian RE revival has taken place in a Christian context, not in a secular one.

Immediately after the 1989 Revolution, the Romanian society experienced an enormous spiritual vacuum. The Romanian Orthodox Church proposed the Christian system as a spiritual reference system and the state accepted the proposal given that ~86% of the Romanian population is declared Orthodox Christian, 8% Catholic, ~4% Protestant and Neo-protestant. Nowadays in Romania, the Church is still the most trusted institution. A reason for this could be the deep Christian roots of the Romanian cultural identity.

In a discussion with Irina Horga (Main researcher, third grade at the Institution of Educational Sciences, Educational Policies Laboratory, expert with the National Council for Curriculum starting with 1998), I raised the issue of what the re-introduction of Religious Education in the Romanian national curriculum has meant. Her opinion was: 

There are many reasons why a lay state can introduce religion as a school discipline. 

a) Every child is entitled to religious education and the family has the right to educate the children according to a set of beliefs and convictions.

b) Religious education is a necessity for a multi-denominational, multi-ethnic society.

c) Religious knowledge is an important part of culture.
	In Romania’s case the main arguments resulting from the debates over reintroducing religion in the curriculum were: 
· the argument pertaining to national identity (Christian religion was essential in developing and maintaining  the sense of national  identity for our people);

· the historical argument (religion has always been part of education in Romania  except for the communist period);

· the up-level argument (the curriculum of all European countries includes elements of religious education).
· the ethical argument (religious education contributes to adequate conduct of the citizens);




3. Legislation
In 1991, a special paragraph from the Romanian Constitution (art.32, paragraph7) ensured the liberty of the religious education for each denomination and teaching Religion has been organised and guaranteed by the law. But it was only in 1995 that a special law appeared (Law no. 84/ 24 July) and stipulated the compulsory character of religious education for primary schools, optional for secondary schools, and an elective for high and vocational schools. Parents could withdraw their children from the RE class. A fully-fledged syllabus appeared only in 1999.

4.  Religious Education as Subject and Part of the National Curriculum

a. Subject’s name
In Romania the same content was named in two ways: “Religious Education” and “Religion”. For a few years, both names of the subject co-existed in the curriculum. “Religious Education” was preferred for the primary level and “Religion” for the secondary level. Since 1999, the subject’s name has been decided as “Religion” (the official and legal term).

b. The Syllabus
The Romanian National Curriculum has the following curricular sphere:

· Language and Communication   
· Mathematics and Natural Sciences  
· Man and Society  
· Arts                              

· Physical Education and Sport 

· Technologies  
· Counselling and professional orientation   

At present, Romanian Religious Education is part of the National Curriculum
, curricular sphere “Man and Society” together with Civic Education/ Culture, History and Geography. 
Starting with the 1st to the 10th grade, Religion is a compulsory subject with one class weekly, so there is continuity and an intra- curricular coherence.
The syllabus was elaborated on the basis of the curricular pattern adopted by all disciplines and is based on the following premises:

· the promotion of respect towards other denominations;

· ensuring the coherence at the level of the curricular sphere “Man and Society” by co-relating with History and Civic Education/Culture as well as creating connections with other curricular spheres;

· projecting an unitary set of common-framework objectives for the primary and gymnasium levels, reference objectives as well as providing examples of learning activities and contents specific to every grade.

The religion syllabuses of the Romanian educational system have a denominational character (each denomination has its own syllabus). The syllabuses of the advanced years in particular include some elements referring to inter-denominational and non-denominational aspects. 

The principles underlying the new syllabus were the research focused on objectives, reconsideration of the contents (not as simple titles but as content units to be treated differently by the handbook authors), and exemplification with teaching activities and methodological suggestions that could help the teachers design the lesson projects.
 Regarding the syllabuses design, Irina Horga pointed out that:

The syllabuses were designed by working groups proposed by each denomination, including secondary education teachers and academics, experts in psycho-pedagogy, and experts affiliated with the National Council for the Curriculum. 
Syllabuses are adapted to the social context, therefore there are seven accepted by the Romanian state, corresponding to the following Christian religious cults: Orthodox, Catholic, Reformed, Evangelical, Unitarian, Evangelical Alliance (Baptists, Evangel Christians, Pentecostals), Seventh-day Adventist. There is also a non Christian syllabus (Islamic).

The new form of the Orthodox Christian syllabus reflects the ideals of the Orthodox Church concerning youth education in the spirit of the Orthodox faith. These ideals aim to build a functional perspective towards man to God and man-fellowman relationships and last but not least help them develop a moral and objective attitude towards their own person.

In terms of the long-term societal impact, by means of Religion classes, the Church comes to help society as a whole, promoting a perspective upon the world that should have as natural consequences individuals acting in the spirit of love, friendship, peace, understanding, tolerance, and mutual aid. 

Each learning cycle comprises six learning fields. Some of them persist (Fundamentals of Orthodox Christian teaching, with an accent on Christian Morals, and also Liturgics), and other cover a single learning period (Old Testament, New Testament, Serving and Mission, History of the Universal Church and History of the Romanian Orthodox Church).

The organization of the contents insures the possibility of the pupils to gradually progress in the knowledge of the different fields. If some field titles or contents can seem slightly exaggerated in relation with pupils’ age, we must take into account that the present syllabus is a school document intended first of all to the teachers, at which hand there are different ways of approaching the lessons in order to reach the proposed goals.

	At the moment, the Orthodox Christian RE syllabus for the 1st to the 8th form has five important aims or general objectives:

· the Knowledge and Love of God as a basis for the salvation of man;

· the knowledge and adequate use of language within the sphere of religious values;

· the knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, of religious traditions and the history of Christian Church;

· the teaching of Christian spirituality and the crystallization of the moral-religious behaviour;

· education of acceptance, understanding and respect of other people of different faiths and religious values.
Every Church may develop its syllabus according to this general framework. 




For high-school, the Romanian Religion syllabus is structured on the following components:

· general competences – common for the Religion syllabuses of all denominations;

· values and attitudes – common for the Religion syllabuses of all denominations;  

· specific competences associated with contents;

· learning contents;

· methodological suggestions;
·  bibliographical suggestions for supplementary reading;

· suggestions for the collection of songs and for musical audition;
General competences
· Defining the specific of their own faith among other faiths and beliefs (convictions)

· Adequate use of the specifically religious concepts, in situations of communication;

· Integration of the religious values and knowledge within their own attitudes and behaviour in personal and community life;

· Co-relating religious knowledge with that acquired from other disciplines.

Values and attitudes
· Becoming aware of the role of religious knowledge in personal and community life;

· Developing  a sense of respect towards the sacred;

· Assuming one’s religious identity;

· Responsibly exercising the rights and obligations which come out of belonging to different groups (confession, nation, community, profession, culture etc)

· Respect and understanding towards those assuming other faiths and beliefs;

· Caring for one’s neighbour (in Christian reading);

· Interest in consolidating religious knowledge aiming to permanent spiritual development.

The RE syllabus in Romania is established in order to be more open, and more accessible and interesting for the forthcoming Christian students who will attend the RE classes. The syllabus content deals with the Holy Trinity, God’s Church, Liturgy, the Saints, The Virgin Mary, Icons, Christian Morality and Mission, Christian Art and Culture, the History of the Universal Church and the History of the Romanian Church, but also with the major religions of the world: Judaism, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism.  In this way, students can find out more information about their religion or about the other people’s beliefs and practices. 

The contents syllabus for high-schools is structured so that at each learning period there are six learning fields: Dogmatics, Christian Moral, Liturgics and Art, Spirituality and Mission, Religions throughout history, Orthodoxy and National Culture, Christianity and the contemporary world problems.
c. Religious Education versus Catechization
A toilsome matter is the relation between Religious Education and Catechesis. This matter could raise the idea that religion teaching would be a means of indoctrination. In its neutral sense, indoctrination “is just the teaching or inculcation of doctrine. Doctrine does not have to be conveyed by an individual. It could be transmitted by a group of people or by an impersonal process”
. Taking into account the idea of indoctrination, Irina Horga’s opinion was: 

The idea that religion teaching would be a means of indoctrination has been debated since ’70. The danger of indoctrination is involved whenever a discipline goes beyond the limits established by well formed didactic objectives. To avoid such danger, the religion as discipline mustn’t impose its teachings by force, but present and explain them in order to give the students the possibility to critically analyse them and express their own opinions, to allow for the possibility of coming up with some other explanations, for expressing some other points of view, to teach the students how to accept their own religious identity and defend it with arguments.

The Religion course cannot be considered as a method of compulsion but a free and conscious link of the man to God. A discussion with a Roman- Catholic priest revealed his opinion:

I support the idea of teaching the real faith about our Maker and our aim is to seek for eternal happiness. We cannot say that it is indoctrination, but the consciousness of this doctrine which has been accepted. The purpose of the religious teaching in school is represented by the instruction of an active civil society with a high moral-spirit.

Subsequently, “Religious Education is a complex action which aims to inform and to train pupils in order to lead them towards the ideal of Christian life.

Generally speaking, the Catechesis is the methodological work of our Church, be it about the catechization in the Church, within the divine worship framework, or be it about the Religion class. That is why, from a superficial perspective the subject called Religion could be mixed up with an organized and institutionalized way of catechization.

From a Romanian pedagogical perspective
 the essence of the religious education in school consists of generating and maintaining an inner spiritual state by means of which the human being transcends the real (the world’s visible limits) and has reference to the absolute. Hence, from a pedagogical perspective Religious Education must not be mistaken for catechization.

As a school subject “Religion acts like a link amongst the subjects that have lost or have not had God. Learning Religion, the pupils will better understand the mission of the man in the world and will explain for themselves all the phenomena happening around them. Religion models the man for themselves and for society. It has to be studied at different levels because the psycho-physical development lasts until high school graduation and it influences the way of thinking and religious shaping of the future mature man”


Taking into account my experience as an RE teacher, I rather would argue that both approaches (confessional or non-confessional) can properly work only if they are a secondary form of  RE, building on the earlier work of confessional religious educators  (parents, grandparents). Otherwise RE could give children a distorted picture of religion as consisting of confused and irrational practices and beliefs, which obscures, rather than elucidates, the true nature of religion.
d. The Religion textbooks
 
The Religion textbooks are designed according to the syllabus. There are textbooks approved by the Romanian Ministry of Education for primary and high schools, but not yet for secondary level. All books were proposed in the frame of an open contest involving various publishing houses. Authors were allowed to attend it only if they had the agreement of the religious cult their book is intended to address.
e. The Religion teacher
In Romania, Religion teachers have to be graduates of theology. Churches in Romania prepare expert teachers of Religious Education in confessional schools or at the university. Nowadays, there are many specialized teachers of RE in almost all the religions accepted by the law. A priest could also be a Religion teacher. It is required that the teacher be of Christian faith (Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant, Neo-protestant). They have to have the official agreement of their church to teach Religion and they are paid by the state. 

The RE system is intended to meet the needs of a modern multi-cultural society. Teachers do not impose their beliefs and faith at RE classes and they are open to debates and different points of view and faiths from students in classes. Students are encouraged to talk, to show their feelings, to express their curiosities, to find out more about each other, to become more open and to practise their faith and beliefs. Using debates, role-plays, dialogues, drawings, drama, projects and other interactive activities, the students have the chance to find out more about the religious issues, but also to talk about moral problems, such as: interpersonal relationships, sexuality, family, life and death, environment.

The teachers just have to help students to understand and practise their religion. As a Romanian priest (Father Cleopa) says: “I have never asked anyone to be blindly Christian because I have always thought that discussions are very useful”. Teachers are recommended to be flexible, understanding, and supportive to the young people who have to face the problems of a new society.

Each curricular field has its own well-determined importance so that, at the end of the compulsory education period, people will have acquired a sum of religious well-shaped knowledge and skills, enabling them, together with spiritual practice, to become an actively involved believer in Church and society.



6. The future of Religious Education
Regarding the future of RE in Romania, there was a rumour that RE will be abandoned when Romania will join the EU. Talking about it, Irina Horga has pointed out that: 

The rumour that Romania’s joining the EU will imply abandoning religious education is groundless. The religious instruction is included as such or as elements within other disciplines in most of the European educational systems. European integration has nothing to do with abandoning the institutionalized religious instruction.  

We must take into consideration that our integration in the European Union has to be done with all our moral values. On the other hand it was the religion that maintained the unity and the identity of the Romanian nation.
Through all knowledge, attitudes and promoted values, RE contributes towards the foundation of the important competences established at the European Commission, with a priority on those from the following fields: to teach how to learn,  interpersonal, intercultural, social and civic competences, and sensibility to culture.
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