How to promote inter-religious dialogue in the classroom

The average Religious Education- teacher in every European country faces more or less a multi-religious challenge in the classroom. Of course there are differences between schools in the countryside and schools in big cities but no one is untouched by the great migrations in and to Europe since the middle of the 20th century. This multi-world has also arrived even to the most isolated island by the medias; radio, tv, internet. We live in a multi-world. How do we deal with the multi-religious and multi-cultural situation in the classroom?

The different religious and non-religious identities of the pupils in the classroom offers an opportunity to start and maintain an inter-religious dialogue. But do we dare to take and to use that opportunity? It is not an easy thing to handle an inter-religious dialogue among youngsters. It can be difficult if fundamentalists opinions take over. There are good reasons to be nervous and so teachers feel that it is safer not to start such a dialogue.

But maybe is there a chance to start an arranged interreligious dialogue in the classroom. I would like to suggest using “transitional objects”.. The transitional objects I propose are playing cards with pictures and photos associated with different religious viewpoints,. By that the dialogue will get a character of a play and it will reduce the risk for inter-religious conflict. In Sweden many schools use SET to promote social and emotional skills among pupils. SET stands for Social and Emotional Training. The program has been introduced in Sweden by a teacher having studied SET in the USA. An important method in SET is arranged discussions where cards with different pictures or quotations are distributed to the participants. They sit in small groups and contemplate and tell each other about their cards, what associations and thoughts they get. In Sweden there is a  little family-owned publishing house (Pedagogförlaget) which produces and sells sets of  such cards. But they have no set of cards about religion.

So, to promote inter-religious dialogue I thing it will be useful with a set of 36 cards divided in 6 categories. You can find a sample by clicking here or you can create a set yourself with photos of your own and from books, postcards, internet etc

The categories I propose are the following:

1. Holy places: Six pictures of churches, temples, mosques, holy rocks etc.

2. Holy moments: Six pictures from baptism, circumcision, wedding, funeral etc

3. Holy words: Short wellknown quotations from holy scriptures

4. Holy festivals: Pictures from Pesach, Christmas, Vesak, Divali, Ramadan etc.

5. Holy persons: Pictures of Buddha, Krishna, Jesus, etc

6. Holy problems: Pictures of the great unsolved problems of the world: Pollution, starvation, war, poverty, meaningslessness.

When produced the cards can be distributed in different ways in the class, and with classes of all ages:

· You can create groups around the categories.

· You can mix the categories in every group.

· You can let the group try to find out what category they have got in their cards and discuss about similarities.

· You can let the pupils tell each other about their cards and let them help each other to understand the picture. 

This technique is a great way to introduce the students to inter-religious dialogue.
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