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Teaching religion in the country of “laïcité”.

In France, the public education system forbids any religious teaching. Pupils and students may learn facts about the history of the Hebrews, the rise of Islam or the power of the Church in the Middle Ages, but they will never be taught anything about religions: their practice, their celebrations and their philosophies about life and mankind. Only private schools may deliver such a teaching, but the lack of knowledge is widely spread, in public as well in private schools, especially concerning non-Christian religions.

L’Atelier publishing house decided to print schoolbooks for secondary school students in order to give them a good knowledge of the main religions practiced in France: Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism and Hinduism. The publishers asked members or specialists of these religions to work together, each one giving his contribution in a common frame.

The people who took part in this work did so because they consider that the teaching of religion should be part of the curriculum in public schools for different reasons:

· to give the keys of knowledge of this fundamental part of civilisation

· to give opportunities for pupils to learn about other religions

· to keep religion teaching under the control of public administration

· to give adequate knowledge to teachers of religion matters in private schools

I as well as the other contributors hope that these schoolbooks will prove to the many teachers who remain reluctant to any intrusion of religion in the French public education system that it is important to fill the wide gap of ignorance in which fanatics recruit new adepts so easily.

“Laïcité” in France was long considered as a necessary fight against the influence of the Catholic Church in order to promote freedom of thought and speech. Some people consider that today, this fight is needed to counterparts the influence of the fundamentalists. We do think that today “laïcité” is well established in France and should become an open space where every one – believers and atheists -  can meet and learn from one another.
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