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Theme 4: Principles, Projects, Practice: Interreligious learning – local, national, European, global

4.3: A Soul for Europe? – Experiences and future perspectives

Northern Ireland: 

The Challenge of the New – education, religion and citizenship in a traditional and conflicted society

- Norman Richardson (Stranmillis University College, Belfast)

Despite the experience of secularisation and the decline in religious observance that has been common throughout much of Europe, Northern Ireland remains a traditional and overtly religious society, retaining significant allegiance to Protestant or Catholic Christian culture.  It will be argued that the persistent level of community separation, most clearly observed in separate schooling systems, is a major contributor to sectarian and exclusivist attitudes.  While at least some of the sectarian conflicts of the past four decades have begun to subside, racism has now emerged as a growing and serious concern.

This presentation will examine the role of religion in this situation, noting its potential for preserving destructive patterns of relationship in attitudes to religious, ethnic or cultural difference, but also religion’s potential as an agent of reconciliation and creative change.  Particular note will be taken of the role of Religious Education and Education for Citizenship in developing constructive inter-cultural learning, and a case will be made for shared and inclusive approaches to religious learning.  Lessons will be drawn with potential for other situations in Europe and globally.  
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