
Michał Łyszczarz
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9200-3123

Religious pedagogy in the tradition 
of the Polish followers of Islam

Summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Islamic religious pedagogy derives directly 
from the sources of religious tradition, which present Prophet Muham­
mad as an exemplary model to be followed and the highest authority on 
upbringing. 

HISTORICAL ANALISIS OF THE TERM: This section presents the ori­
gins of the Tatar settlement and the specificity of their religiousness. It 
discusses the main assumptions of traditional religious education; these 
were first conducted by Imams and, after 1918, were institutionalized 
and incorporated into the state education system. Post 1945, religious 
instruction was conducted in an informal way and limited to just a  few 
centres. At the beginning of the 1990s, religious instruction on a larger 
scale was revived as administrative restrictions were abandoned and co­
operation with the New Polish Muslims (who were mostly Arabs) was 
established.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: The article describes the model of reli­
gious education of young Muslims in Poland and the subject matter of this 
education. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM­
MENDATIONS: The article ends with a summary that outlines the prob­
able future of Muslim education in Poland.

Keywords:	Muslim religious education, Polish Tatars, New Polish 
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Definition of the term
Islamic religious pedagogy is based on the sources of Muslim religious 
tradition that present Prophet Muhammad as an exemplary model of be-
haviour and the highest educational authority. This tradition includes nu-
merous examples through which the faithful are encouraged to acquire 
knowledge – both in the Quran (cf. Surah 2: 26, 4:162, 39:9, 58:11) and 
in Sunnah (cf. Kozłowska, 1999: 23, 49, 71; Danecki, 2000, pp. 87–91). 
References to knowledge are also found in the collection of writings and 
sayings entitled Nahj al-Balagha, attributed to Ali Ibn Abi Talib (cf. Talib, 
2012, pp. 242, 249–250, 259–260, 286–287). 
	 Language and poetry are all that remain of the pre-Muslim period 
known as Jahiliyyah, a period of which the followers of Islam are very 
critical. The foundations of Arab-Muslim civilization were laid by Islam, 
Hellenistic philosophy and science, and the Judeo-Christian and Per-
sian Zoroastrian religions. The first centuries of the Arab-Muslim Empire 
were also a time of significant development in science, which was en-
abled due to the Caliphate’s support of the translation of foreign litera-
ture. Nestorian Christians were the first to translate Greek writings into 
Aramaic and Persian languages, and Neoplatonic philosophy, which 
was particularly appreciated at that time, was interpreted anew in the 
context of the revelations given in the Quran (Pachniak, 2010, pp. 41–
59; Dean, 2008, pp. 240–244). 
	 The “golden age” of Muslim civilisation lasted for several centuries. 
During this time, their achievements radiated through Europe and in-
spired Renaissance humanism, but this golden age was followed by an 
inevitable end when the death of Averroes (1198) symbolically ended 
the era of flourishing Muslim philosophy. Arab thinkers, mostly referring 
to al-Ghazali’s dogmatic teachings, criticized the Neoplatonic concept of 
causality, linking it to the strict, even fatalistic, subordination of man to 
the will of God. This led to the closure of the gates of ijtihad, i.e. people 
were no longer allowed to make independent enquiries into reality nor 
formulate their own judgements, as only the Quran and Sunnah could 
guarantee the truthfulness of cognition based on God’s guidelines. Mus-
lims’ sentiment towards the idealised times of the Prophet meant that 
they wanted to turn back the course of history and return, after a few 
hundred years, to square one – to the period when the foundations of 
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Islam as a new religion were formed. This was supported by the ambi-
guity in many passages of the Quran. Instead of encouraging the search 
for knowledge, the religious authorities of the time – referring to the rele
vant passages of the Quran (cf. 17:36, 5:101) – recommended that the 
faithful be cautious in their search for knowledge, pointing to the Quran 
as a holistic system of knowledge, to the flaws in human nature, and to 
the threat to the sacred order that comes from innovation (bid’ah). 
	 Religious pedagogy in the Islamic tradition is definitely theocentric 
as it relates primarily to the religious sphere and is directly linked with 
the truths of faith. This stems from the fact that the Muslim concept of 
the world and all of reality, both of which are the work of God, is sancti-
fied and interpreted from the perspective of the presence of the absolute 
in it. In Islam there was (and still formally is) no division into the sphere 
of sacrum and profanum, although the Muslim Reformists preach such 
a distinction. The most orthodox Muslim circles (the Salafists) believe in 
creationism and in the miracles of the Quran, which exceed the catego-
ry of holiness. Supporters of the return to the times of the Prophet seek 
confirmation of the achievements of modern science in passages of the 
Quran regarding, for example, human physiology, the biology of plants 
and animals, the geological structure of the Earth, and even astronomy. 
	 The classical Muslim education system divided knowledge into two 
basic categories: Muslim knowledge and foreign knowledge. The first 
category included classes conducted in religious schools. The Muslim 
sciences included theology (investigation of the doctrine and religious 
principles), which had a  foundation in the sources of faith (the verifi-
cation of hadith and the analysis of the Quran with recitation and cal-
ligraphy), and jurisprudence as a regulator of all spheres of life (fiqh). 
This group also included studies of Arabic (e.g. various linguistic issues, 
especially grammar), because it is in this language that the Quran is re-
vealed. The second category was based on sensual observation and 
deduction. The foreign sciences included all borrowed knowledge (i.e. 
knowledge originating from outside Arab-Muslim culture) which had to 
meet the criterion of non-contradiction with Islam. It was incorporat-
ed, along with the achievements of Neoplatonic philosophy and logic, 
into the canon of knowledge in the first centuries of Islam. The foreign 
sciences mainly included practical knowledge of medicine, alchemy, as-
tronomy, mathematics, architecture, applied arts, and crafts. However, 
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rather than within institutionalised education, teaching in these fields 
took place individually, e.g. in workshops and hospitals (Pachniak, 2011, 
pp. 47–52). 
	 In the Muslim world, education was considered a basic element of 
religious upbringing thanks to which it was possible to follow the path 
set by God to salvation. The teaching process was based on the tradi-
tional pedagogical method in which the greatest emphasis was placed 
on learning to read, frequent repetition, and memorising selected texts. 
Attachment to this form of education was undoubtedly influenced by the 
history of the revelation of the Quran and the prophetic mission of Mu-
hammad. Since the founder of this religion was an illiterate person with 
no formal education, perfecting one’s memory was a necessary skill to 
ensure his message remained unchanged. Learning the Quran by heart 
was the main element of the curriculum in Muslim schools, usually held 
in mosques (mektebes). The principles of faith – the prayers and ritu-
als – were taught on the basis of this knowledge. Elementary schools 
taught knowledge based on theology, Arabic, and mathematics (the only 
foreign science at this level of education). Universities (madrasas) sup-
plemented and expanded education, and teaching in them was also 
dominated by rote learning, although discussions were sometimes held. 
These were, however, quite limited due to the high prestige of teach-
ers and the social norms shaping relationships in schools based on 
a strict principle of superiority and subordination (master-student). Dis-
cussions were most popular during religious law classes, during which 
various interpretations of legal regulations were analysed, analogies 
were looked for (qijas), and attention was paid to the process of reach-
ing consensus (ijma). University studies were aimed at discussing de-
tailed issues based on the teacher’s knowledge and library resources. 
The students’ scientific qualifications were confirmed by copying and 
discussing the books written by their teachers. Education at mektebes 
and madrasas was free of charge thanks to individual donations and 
the financial support of the religious community and – in the case of uni-
versities – the caliph’s patronage (Pachniak, 2010, pp. 59–64; Dziekan, 
2008, pp. 244–255).
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Historical analysis of the term
The origins of Muslim religious pedagogy in Poland are inevitably as-
sociated with the evolution of the education system in the Polish Tatar 
community. The process of adaptation, which lasted for several centu-
ries, means that the Polish Tatar community has fully integrated with its 
Christian environment. With time, Polish Tatars abandoned their nation-
al identity and indigenous dialects and revealed patriotic attitudes and 
dedication to military service to protect their new homeland. Only follow-
ing Islam could guarantee the Tatars the preservation of their ethnic dis-
tinctiveness and could prevent their complete assimilation in the face of 
the weakening Tatar heritage, the disruption of transmission of tradition-
al cultural values and a significant level of Polonisation. The religious-
ness of this community, however, became selective (due to weakened 
Quranic orthodoxy) and syncretic (combining various elements of Mus-
lim traditions with elements of Christian traditions). One of the problems 
faced by the Tatar Muslims described in this article was linked to their 
peripheral location in relation to the main centres of Muslim theological 
thought. The Polish Tatars, under the influence of their environment, are 
also affected by secularization, which has resulted in abandoning their 
holistic approach to reality (a characteristic feature of traditional Quranic 
orthodoxy) and adopting the European model, founded on the Reforma-
tion and the Enlightenment division of the world into the sacred (sacrum) 
and the temporal (profanum) spheres.
	 In Poland, before the interwar years, a traditional model of religious 
education dominated among the followers of Islam, i.e. they obtained re-
ligious knowledge through the intergenerational transmission of family 
values, traditional manuscripts, the teachings of old Imams (who were 
religious authorities), and studying in madrasas abroad. This model as-
sumed that the transmission of Islamic knowledge in municipalities was 
handled by Imams or their assistants (muezzins), who organized group 
learning based on the local availability of religious manuscripts. In sev-
eral cases (mainly in towns and in places without Muslim communities), 
religious education took place on an individual basis. The Tatar elite, 
however, were of the opinion that the knowledge transmitted in the tra-
ditional way was not sufficient because it was limited to learning the ba-
sics of the Arabic language (the alphabet, reading, and writing letters), 
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reading the Quran, and praying (ablution, daytime prayer arrangement, 
occasional duas (prayers)) (Wróblewska, 2012, pp. 49–56).
	 After Poland regained its independence and regulated the legal sta-
tus of Muslims in Poland, religious pedagogy was institutionalized, in-
cluded in public funding, and the Muslim Religious Union took steps to 
unify education, which until then had been provided by individual reli-
gious communities. The catechetical activity of the followers of Islam, 
as well as other non-Roman Catholic denominations, was regulated by 
the Ministry of Religious Denominations and Public Enlightenment [Min­
isterstwo Wyznań Religijnych i Oświecenia Publicznego] and was cov-
ered by state funding (Journal of Laws Min. WRiOP No. 2 of 1927, item 
32; Journal of Laws Min. WRiOP No. 12 of 1928, item 196). This was 
reflected by the provisions in the Act on the Relationship between the 
State and the Muslim Religious Union in the Republic of Poland (Jour-
nal of Laws No. 72 of 1936, item 517). In schools of the Second Polish 
Republic, two hours of religious instruction per week was mandatory, 
and grades were included on the school certificate. However, the orga-
nization of the school year and the choice of teaching contents were left 
within the responsibility of the Muslim Religious Union. Religious class-
es were held on Sundays in buildings belonging to religious communi-
ties or, in case of their absence, in selected schools. The formalisation 
of Muslim religious pedagogy resulted from the state reforms of public 
education and from the fact that the Tatars’ intellectual elite was con-
vinced that this was a necessary step in order to preserve the identity of 
the community. The institutionalization of education was aimed at sup-
porting the activities undertaken by families who were responsible for 
raising children in the spirit of Islam (Wróblewska, 2012, pp. 61–68).
	 When two Polish Tatars and one convert were sent to Cairo to study 
Arabic-Islamic knowledge in the 1930s, it was hoped that this would in-
crease the number of people able to teach the Muslim religion and Ara
bic language. The Eastern Institute in Warsaw negotiated their scholar
ship with Al-Azhar University, and the students’ stay was paid for by the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs with a view to their future work in diploma-
cy. M. Aleksandrowicz and S. Korwin Pawłowski took up their profes-
sional duties abroad, while A. Woronowicz returned to Poland in 1936 
and supported the educational activities of the Muslim Religious Union. 
Thanks to the efforts of Mufti J. Szynkiewicz, who was supported by the 
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Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, four Muslims (one Tatar from the Vol-
ga Region and three Polish Tatars) began their education in 1934–1935 
at the Gazi Husrev Begova Medrasa in Sarajevo (Wróblewska, 2012, 
pp. 68–81).
	 After the Second World War, the Muslim Religious Union was rein-
stated as early as 1947, although its activities were limited. The reasons 
for this state of affairs included a) the religious and nationality policy im-
plemented by the then state authorities; b) a decrease in the size of the 
group (from five to six thousand in 1939 to just over three thousand); 
c) a change of the state borders after World War  II (traditional settle-
ment centres, i.e. the Vilnius and Grodno regions, were incorporated 
into the USSR); d) the dispersion of this small community (two thousand 
people moved from the Eastern Borderlands to new settlements in the 
Regained Lands).
	 In the Polish People’s Republic, Muslim religious education was con-
ducted informally. The only classes were held in the several centres 
in which pre-war Tatar Imams lived, for example in Gorzów Wielkopol-
ski (Bekir Rodkiewicz), Gdańsk (Ali Smajkiewicz), and Białystok (Lut 
Muchla). Regular religious instruction, conducted under the auspices of 
the Muslim Religious Union, began in the 1960s and took place in private 
homes rather than in mosques (the mosques in Bohoniki and Kruszynia
ny were on the periphery of the country). It was not until the 1980s 
that the authorities agreed to establish catechetical points (among oth-
ers in Białystok, Sokółka, Suchowola, and Dąbrowa Białostocka). In the 
period of the Polish People’s Republic, the transfer of religious knowl-
edge was difficult because a) there were few Imams educated before 
the war; b) during the occupation many religious manuscripts were de-
stroyed; c) no Polish Islamic and Arabic literature was available; d) ac-
cess to foreign literature devoted to Islam was limited. As a result, the 
Tatar Imams prepared teaching materials for the internal use of the Mus-
lim Religious Union, which were then typed, unofficially printed, and dis-
tributed within the community (Łyszczarz, 2013, pp. 237–238).
	 Political transformation in Poland in the early 1990s led to a break-
through for Muslim religious education. As a  result, all administrative 
restrictions on religious activity ceased to apply and the borders were 
opened, thanks to which a small number of Tatars and converts were 
given the opportunity to learn Arabic and study Islam in madrasas in 
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Sarajevo and Saudi Arabia (including muftis T. Miśkiewicz, J. Aleksan-
drowicz, A.  Bazarewicz, and J.  Banasiak). During this period, there 
was also a clear revival of cultural and educational activities that was 
associated with the influx of Arabic students to Poland. 
	 For several years, the Tatars from Białystok provided religious edu-
cation together with Arabs, taking advantage of their knowledge of the 
Arabic language and Islamic doctrinal assumptions. Classes were con-
ducted in the prayer house of the Muslim Students Society in Poland, 
located on Hetmańska Street. However, in the mid-1990s, as a result 
of growing misunderstandings, the Tatars transferred their religious les-
sons to the Islamic Centre on Pomorska Street, which was then being 
built by the Muslim Religious Union (the building was not finished due 
to a lack of funds). It was a temporary solution, which was a manifesta-
tion of the Tatars’ separateness and an expression of their aversion to 
the attempts of the Arabs to re-Islamise them in the spirit of Middle East-
ern Orthodoxy. At that time, the Tatars protested against the imposition 
of foreign cultural patterns which aimed to undermine their own religious 
heritage (especially religious rituals), to loosen social and cultural ties 
with Poles, and to become more closely associated with the communi-
ty of believers (the ummah). The Tatars’ reluctance was caused by the 
Salafist interpretation of the doctrine of Islam, as proclaimed by some 
of the newcomers from the Middle East, which assumed a literal adher-
ence to the indications of the Quran and Sunnah and a strict following of 
Prophet Muhammad, without taking into account the historical and cul-
tural context. After terminating their cooperation with the Arabs, the Ta-
tars decided to use the potential of the state educational institutions with 
which members of this community were associated. First, they used 
classrooms in High School No. 5 on Wierzbowa Street, where H. Shahi
dewicz worked, and in 1997 they moved to Primary School No. 28 on 
Warmińska Street, where R. Bogdanowicz was deputy head. The move 
to the new facility was motivated by the housing conditions (which were 
very good) and the proximity of both the Białystok prayer house belong-
ing to the Muslim Religious Union on Piastowska Street and the building 
plot with the ruins of the Islamic Centre on Pomorska Street (Łyszczarz, 
2013, p. 238).
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Discussion of the term 

The spiritual development of the young generation 
of Muslims in Poland 

Religiousness in the younger generation of Muslims in Poland can be 
traced back to the Polish Tatars, for whom attitudes to Islam are large-
ly related to ethnic identity. The transmission of religious values with-
in the family is of particular importance, as it determines the nature of 
young people’s religious involvement. Among the younger generation 
of the Polish Tatars, a certain recurrent process of evolution of identi-
ty formation is clearly visible, which is expressed in a varying intensity 
of religiousness and an ambiguous attitude to tradition. Identity forma-
tion is accompanied by transition from rebellion in early adolescence 
to the discovery of cultural traditions and then Islam (in young adults) 
(Łyszczarz, 2013, pp. 265–269).
	 The processes observed among Polish Tatars are, to some extent, 
also observed in Muslim children born into families from the new milieu 
of followers of Islam, the majority of which consist of one parent who 
is an immigrant, whilst the other is a convert (usually a Polish woman 
and a male newcomer from a Muslim country). The problems shared by 
these families and Tatar families include difficulties in the religious up-
bringing of children from families of religious minorities, who are often 
confessionally mixed (endogamous marriages), and adolescent rebel-
lion, which is directed against the authority of parents and their values. 
There are also problems that are absent in Tatar families but are likely to 
be experienced by young Muslims from immigrant or converted families, 
which can have an impact on their religiousness and the dynamics of 
the identity processes. These are 1) the fact that their parents are usu-
ally very attached to Quranic orthodoxy; 2) the distinctiveness of family 
traditions in relation to Polish cultural norms; 3) the experience of mul-
ticulturalism and bilingualism; and 4) the physical stigma of having an 
“Arabic appearance”, which increases the risk of discrimination motivat-
ed by racism and Islamophobia.
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Catechetical activities of Muslims in Poland 

The community of the followers of Islam in Poland is so small that Mus-
lim religious education in Poland is provided by only two main (Sun-
ni) religious associations, i.e. the Muslim Religious Union and the Mus-
lim League in Poland. At present, religious education for Tatar children 
takes place in Podlasie (Białystok, Suchowola, Sokółka) and Gdańsk. 
The New Polish Muslims (i.e. immigrants, mainly from Arab countries, 
those with children born in Poland, and Polish converts) were educated 
in the 1980s by Arab students who had decided to stay in Poland and 
had started families here. This community is diverse and about ten times 
larger than the community of the Polish Tatars. The Muslim League con-
ducts more or less formalised religious education in the largest Polish 
cities (Warsaw, Poznań, Wrocław, Cracow, Katowice, Lublin, Łódź), 
where its branches are located. Over the last few years, as the heated 
dispute that divided the Tatars and the New Polish Muslims in the sec-
ond half of the 1990s has de-escalated, joint lessons have been organi
sed for all Muslim children, regardless of their institutional affiliation, 
in cities where both organizations have branches. Therefore, children 
of New Muslims participate in classes conducted by the Muslim Reli-
gious Union in the mosques in Białystok and Gdańsk and by the Muslim 
League in the Muslim Cultural Centre in the Ochota district in Warsaw.
	 Polish Muslims usually have religious education once a  week, on 
a Saturday or Sunday. It is still a challenge to find qualified teachers. 
In the past, this was the role of Tatar Imams or muezzins, but nowa-
days this duty is taken up by young Tatars (the outstanding students of 
Arab teachers from the 1990s) and visiting Imams (from Bosnia, Turkey, 
Russia, and countries of the former USSR). Within the Muslim League, 
religious education is conducted by Arab Imams and Polish converts. 
The teachers of Muslim religious education are usually employed by 
schools on the same basis as other catechists. They are paid for their 
teaching work, and their status is regulated by educational law. Due to 
the small number of Muslim children, teaching is conducted in groups 
of students of various ages or is divided according to their level of ad-
vancement (this is the case, for example, with adult classes for con-
verts provided by the Muslim League). In the largest centre of the Mus-
lim Religious Union in Białystok, religious instruction is offered in four 
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groups: 1) students from grades I–III of primary school; 2) students from 
grades  IV–VI of primary school; 3)  students from former middle high 
school and present grades VII–VIII of primary school; and 4) students 
from secondary schools. One teacher teaches one or more groups, but 
this is not enough to be employed full-time, thus teachers are employed 
by schools on a part-time basis. 
	 The process of teaching Muslim religious education used to be 
a spontaneous one in which teachers passed on to students the know
ledge they themselves had learnt from their parents at home and had 
acquired while reading religious literature. In the case of pre-war Imams, 
religious education also meant studying in foreign centres; in the 20th 
century it was formalised, and now the religious education of the Polish 
Tatars is based on two documents that were issued in August 2009 by 
the Supreme College of the Muslim Religious Union: The core curriculum 
of Muslim religious education (cf. Bogdanowicz, Banasiak, Sulkiewicz, 
Półtorzycki and Aleksandrowicz (co-p.), 2009a) and The programme 
of Muslim religious education (cf. Bogdanowicz, Banasiak, Sulkiewicz, 
Półtorzycki and Aleksandrowicz, 2009b). The curriculum lists the follow-
ing sections of Muslim religious education: 1) the Quran and other sour
ces of knowledge concerning Islam (including memorizing the surahs 
and learning the principles of recitation in Arabic); 2) Muslim rituals and 
worship (e.g. the principles of the Five Pillars of Islam, with particular 
emphasis on prayer, the Muslim calendar, and the rules governing the 
rituals of the Adhan, weddings, and funerals); 3) learning the Arabic lan-
guage (grammar and lexical issues); 4) Muslim dogmas based on Isla
mic sources (faith in God, angels, the Holy Books, prophets, the Day of 
Judgment, destiny); 5) the history of Islam (the life and work of Proph-
et Muhammad and the four Rightly Guided Caliphs, the development 
of Islamic civilisation, the history of Islam in Europe and Poland); and 
6) Muslim ethics (attitude to God, neighbours, oneself, the natural envi-
ronment, and to contemporary issues). The above curriculum is further 
expanded on in The programme of Muslim religious education, which 
lists the goals to be achieved through the educational process, including 
the acquisition of religious knowledge, awareness of belonging to the 
Muslim community, the ability to discover the presence of God, the en-
couragement of active and conscious participation in prayers, the acqui-
sition of Arabic to a level that enables one to practice religion and read 
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the Quran, the acquisition of the necessary knowledge of the Islamic 
civilization, and the formation of a proper moral attitude based on the 
values of Islam (Łyszczarz, 2013, pp. 238–239).
	 Muslim religious instruction follows a certain pattern. Teachers dis-
cuss numerous issues that familiarize students with the specificity of 
Islam, using methods and content appropriate to a students’ age and 
abilities. Teaching begins with explaining the most basic elements of the 
Muslim religious doctrine and with learning the Arabic alphabet. This in-
volves discussing the principles of religion and the elements of the doc-
trine contained, among others, in the Five Pillars of faith. Apart from 
passing on knowledge, teachers also use activating methods (games, 
didactic games, plays, stories, descriptions, and artwork). Students’ 
achievements are evidenced by exhibitions of their muhirs and by plays 
celebrating the feast of Mevlid Bayram, during which students stage 
scenes from Prophet Muhammad’s life. An important but especially diffi
cult part of the program is learning the basics of Arabic in order to en-
able students to read the Quran and to pray. To begin with, students are 
familiarised with the Arabic alphabet and begin by writing simple words 
in Arabic. Next, they start reading and writing the most important surahs 
of the Holy Book of Islam. The studying of the Quran is complemented 
with an introduction to the traditions and achievements of Prophet Mu-
hammad (a selection of hadiths forming the Sunnah), and a presenta-
tion of the socio-political context of the revelations within lessons that 
are devoted to the history of Muslim civilization. Teaching the youngest 
students is not only about passing knowledge onto them but also about 
arousing their interest in the issues being discussed. Older students ex-
tend and systematise their knowledge about Islam; they are encouraged 
to think independently and to hold constructive discussions (Łyszczarz, 
2013, pp. 239–240).
	 Religious instruction among the Polish Tatars also aims to support 
the process of upbringing children and young people in a way that pro-
motes the Tatar traditions and develops their awareness of belonging 
to an ethnic group. Aside from the lessons devoted to Islam, other les-
sons familiarize students with their cultural heritage and the history of 
their own community. At the end of the 1990s, H. Shahidevich decid-
ed to take advantage of the break time between classes and used this 
time to help develop young people’s creative passions, which led to the 
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creation of numerous extra-curricular activities for children and young 
people. In one of these groups, young people were encouraged by their 
teacher, A. Konopacki, to recite oriental poetry. These included Oriental 
poems by A. Mickiewicz and J. Słowacki, works by Tatar poets (includ-
ing S. Kryczyński and S. Chazbijewicz), as well as their own poems (in-
cluding those written by M. Adamowicz). These classes, together with 
dance workshops, became the basis of a youth song and dance group 
“Buńczuk”, which has been performing since 1999 (Łyszczarz, 2013, 
p. 165).

The Lahi ceremony

The Lahi was a  traditional celebration practiced by Polish Tatars that 
commemorated the end of the religious education of a student who had 
completed reading the whole of the Quran (from then on he was called 
a kurandżej). The ceremony was a form of honouring children who had 
not so much mastered the principles of Islam as showed good knowl-
edge of the alphabet, the basics of the Arabic language and calligra-
phy, and perfectly recited the Quran. The ceremony was religious and 
was accompanied by prayers led by a teacher (hodża). The name of the 
ceremony was taken from the initial words of the formula for the Muslim 
faith (Shahada): “la ilaha illallah Llah” (“There is no God except Allah”), 
but its character indicates numerous analogies to the ceremony of bar 
mitzvah / bat mitzvah in Judaism, which introduces Jewish boys and 
girls into religious maturity.
	 The Lahi ceremony was usually held on a Thursday. All the students 
formed a parade at the place where they studied (either a mosque or 
special religious instruction rooms set up by municipalities) and, headed 
by a kurandżej who was holding the Quran wrapped in white canvas, in 
pairs went towards his home. The boy’s family greeted them with bread, 
salt, and water, and then invited them inside the house, which was dec-
orated with flowers. Upon arrival, the teacher began reciting selected 
verses of the Quran, which was taken over by a kurandżej reciting one 
of its surahs. The other children prayed and recited passages from the 
Quran. The teacher congratulated the children’s parents, especially the 
kurandżej’s parents. As a token of gratitude, the family invited everybody 
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for a meal and the children received gifts. The Lahi ceremony was al-
ready disappearing before World War II, and information about its rare 
occurrences after 1945 has not been confirmed in sources (Kryczyński, 
2000, pp. 187–189; Wróblewska, 2012, pp. 56–61; Pawlic-Miśkiewicz, 
2018, pp. 164–168).
	 Traces of the former Lahi ritual can be found in the annual cele-
brations of the end of the school year for students who have attended 
Muslim religious education. They are organized in Białystok and other 
towns in Podlasie inhabited by Tatar communities (including Sokółka, 
Bohoniki, and Suchowola) and take place at the end of June. Students 
can present their knowledge publicly by participating in competitions in 
which they recite the Quran and answer questions regarding the prin-
ciples of religion and Prophet Muhammad’s biography. However, unlike 
the Lahi, this is a social and cultural event rather than a religious cere-
mony. Detailed reports of these events are published in the Tatar press 
(“Tatar Review”) and broadcast in “Tatar News”, a TV programme aired 
by TVP3 Bialystok. Unlimited access to these reports is possible thanks 
to their digital archivization on the internet.

Tatar manuscripts and catechetical publications 

For a long period of Tatar settlement in the lands of the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania, the religious knowledge of this community was recorded in 
the form of manuscripts handed down in the traditional way from genera
tion to generation. The Tatars highly valued the ability to compile sourc-
es and copy texts. The significance of manuscripts for their religious 
life was partly due to 1) the limited access to Arabic fonts and the lack 
of native Muslim printing, 2) multilingualism and the use of a modified 
Arabic alphabet to record texts in the Slavic languages, 3) the low eco-
nomic and demographic potential of the Tatar community, which made 
it difficult to buy oriental religious books, and 4) the sacred and artistic 
dimensions of handwritten calligraphy, and pious attitudes to the Arabic 
language (Łyszczarz, 2016, p. 90).
	 Many manuscripts of religious texts were destroyed or lost during 
World War II, or remained within the areas incorporated into the USSR. 
After 1945, there were only one or two people left in Poland who were 
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able to produce such materials. This substantially increased the value 
of the manuscripts, which were treated as monuments of Tatar culture. 
The manuscripts written by the Polish Tatars were of diverse types and 
contents. After World War  II, the most popular materials preserved in 
private collections were intended for personal everyday use. Those that 
have survived up to the present day include mainly 1) prayer books 
(chamaiły), 2) protective charms in the form of a scroll to be worn about 
oneself (hramotki), 3) prayer scrolls to be put inside a deceased’s grave 
(daławary), and 4) magical or healing prayers (nuski). The rarest and 
most valuable manuscript monuments that are currently in the posses-
sion of museums, a  few individual Tatar families, and archives in Po-
land and abroad include 5) manuals for learning how to recite the Quran 
(tedżwidy), 6) Quranic commentaries (tefsiry), and 7) catechisms of Is-
lamic religious doctrine, with literary elements (kitaby). These materi-
als have ceased to play a useful role in religious practice and religious 
education because the Polish Tatars, due to the gradual disappear-
ance of their own traditions, have lost the ability to read old documents. 
A chance to change this and reintegrate these materials into Muslim re-
ligious education came about with the development of kitabistic studies 
and with plans to exhibit these monuments to a wider audience through 
digital archiving (Łyszczarz, 2016, pp. 90–91).
	 After World War  II, the religious manuscripts of the Polish Tatars 
were replaced with leaflets. These materials were dominated by texts 
in Polish but also contained passages in Arabic transcribed in the Latin 
alphabet. In comparison with historical monuments, these did not con-
tain texts written in the borderlands’ dialects or the Arabic alphabet. Due 
to progressive assimilation with Polish culture and the weakening of 
traditional religious knowledge, the texts were further simplified, which 
was reflected in the introduction of Latin notation and then its quantita-
tive domination in relation to the parts written in Arabic. Teaching ma-
terials most often took the form of prayer books, largely in line with the 
layout of the old chamaiły. They contained a list of the most important 
prayers, grouped into sections depending on when they were to be re-
cited. These brochures also provided instructions on how to perform 
ablutions, how to pray after ablutions (on weekdays and on holidays), 
and how to celebrate holidays (especially fasting during the month of 
Ramadan and the giving of alms – zakat al-Fitr), and they contained 
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general information  about Islam (the principles of faith and the main 
doctrinal assumptions). Sometimes suforki were used as teaching ma-
terials. These were textbooks which taught how to recite the Quran, 
how to write and read Arabic letters, how to combine them into words, 
and how to pronounce words correctly. These brochures also contained 
Quranic surahs (usually the Opening surah and a selection of short fi-
nal surahs) transcribed in the Latin alphabet with a Polish translation, 
and sometimes with the original Arabic notation. The religious literature 
of the Polish Tatars in the period of the Polish People’s Republic was 
intended for internal use, so it was not registered in the ISBN database 
or covered by copyright regulations. These brochures were unofficially 
printed and distributed within their community by members of the Mus-
lim Religious Union. Due to the dispersion of the Tatar community af-
ter the war, the impact of these materials was limited to the local area. 
Popular scientific articles on Islam were published on the initiative of 
Polish scholars, but these were not of a catechetical nature and were 
scarce (Łyszczarz, 2016, pp. 91–92).
	 Due to the political transformation and democratization of public life 
in Poland, and in order to improve the teaching process, Muslims start-
ed to publish their own materials. The Muslim Religious Union and two 
student organisations (the Muslim Students Society in Poland and the 
Muslim Association for Education and Culture) which currently oper-
ate within the Muslim League intended to create their own textbook for 
Muslim religious education. After 30 years, this goal has not been fully 
achieved, which is particularly important for the Muslim Religious Union, 
which planned to prepare a  textbook that would respect the specific 
model of Tatar religiousness and contain elements of cultural heritage 
once present in manuscript monuments. Such a textbook has yet to be 
created.
	 At present, the most recent publications of the past few years are now 
being used for religious instruction within the Tatar community. Of these, 
the most important is the four-volume series of textbooks entitled My 
Magnificent Religion [Moja wspaniała religia], prepared and published 
in Turkey thanks to the support of Erkam publishing house (cf. Salman, 
Yilmaz, Özdirek, 2018). These books are meticulously edited (A4 for-
mat, large font) and have a rich graphic design. They contain numer-
ous references to the Quran and Sunnah, stories, reading texts, apply 
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the principles of modern teaching methods (e.g. summarising the most 
important parts of the material through diagrams and tables); they also 
contain discussion questions and exercises, as well as a wide range of 
theoretical (referring to doctrinal issues) and practical (describing rit-
uals) issues. The textbooks address the following areas: worshipping 
God, the duties and responsibilities of a Muslim, ritual chastity, prayer 
(Volume I), Ramadan and fasting, obligatory almsgiving, the pilgrimage 
to Mecca, qurbani (ritual animal sacrifice) (Volume II), Islam as a reli-
gion, the meaning of faith in God, angels (Volume III), Holy Books, eter-
nal life and destiny, the essence of the Quran (Volume  IV). My Mag­
nificent Religion [Moja wspaniała religia] is a standard textbook which 
presents the Muslim religion in its global dimension. Bearing in mind the 
undoubted advantages of this publication, it should be observed that it 
does not contain all the issues listed in the core curriculum of Muslim re-
ligious instruction prepared by the Muslim Religious Union. 
	 Therefore, as a  complement to this publication, teachers now use 
various materials of varying degrees of detail published in recent years 
by the Muslim Religious Union. These include books and brochures fi-
nanced by foreign entities, published in cooperation with Erkam, the 
Turkish Ministry of Religious Affairs, the Emir of Abu Dhabi’s family foun-
dation from the United Arab Emirates (Zayed House for Islamic Culture), 
and the international organisation Al-Kitabat al-Islamijja. The Union’s 
own publications are also used. The Muslim community in Warsaw pub-
lished several useful textbooks with a large number of exercises that ac-
tivate younger students. However, these are not comprehensive as they 
only focus on two (although undoubtedly important) issues: the pilgrim-
age to Mecca and Prophet Muhammad.
	 Teachers also use the archival materials that were published in the 
1990s by the Muslim Religious Union in cooperation with international 
Muslim organisations, such as the World Assembly of Muslim Youth. 
Sentimental considerations and the memory of lessons in which they 
participated in their youth play an important role here. Among the most 
frequently mentioned textbooks was the book How to read the Quran 
and on daily prayers in Islam [Jak czytać Kur’an i  o dziennych mod­
litwach w islamie] (cf. Demirović, Silajdžić, Trebinjac and Hadžyabdić, 
1992). This was the first tedżwid published after the war that supported 
learning Arabic as a  liturgical language. The publication entitled Islam 
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for the youngest [Islam dla najmłodszych] (cf. Sarwar, 1990) also played 
an important role as it was the first textbook whose graphic design, ap-
propriate font size, and accessible form of presenting the teaching con-
tent allowed it to be used in the teaching process from the very begin-
ning of education. 
	 A special place in Muslim pedagogy is occupied by guidebooks that 
discuss many issues related to prayer in Islam, as they are a  useful 
teaching aid for learning the practical aspects of religion. Their small 
format, layout, and content resemble handwritten chamaiły and post-
war leaflets. Contemporary prayer books, however, are printed in Polish 
(with surahs in Arabic and a transcription of prayers in the Latin alpha-
bet, in a way that reflects the specific pronunciation of the Polish lan-
guage) and contain illustrations showing, e.g. the activities that should 
be performed before praying (ritual ablution: small – wudu and large – 
ghusl) and the manner in which prayers should be conducted (body po-
sitions assumed during rakats). The first prayer book was published in 
1990 as a supplement to “Życie Muzułmańskie” [“Muslim Life”], and in 
subsequent years further materials of this type were published on the 
initiative of M. Czachorowski, as well as suforki and phonetic transcrip-
tions of the Quran and its particular surahs. 
	 One of the most important elements of Muslim religious instruction 
is learning to read the Quran in Arabic, as this is understood as an ac-
tivity of a sacred nature. However, the doctrinal assumptions are taught 
by reading the texts in Polish and then analysing them. The philologi-
cal translation of the Quran by J. Bielawski (1986) is the most popular 
among the Polish Tatars, and a new literary translation by M. Czach-
orowski was published in 2018. New Muslims use J. Bielawski’s transla-
tion and the translation by A. Ünal, edited in Polish by J. Surdel (2013). It 
is worth mentioning that the Muslim League published al-Bukhari’s large 
selection of 2,230 traditions of the Sunnah (2018).
	 The large number of publications devoted to Islam and Muslim reli-
gious education that have recently appeared on the market (on the ini-
tiative of the Muslim Religious Union) is a relatively new phenomenon. 
From the early 1990s to the beginning of the second decade of the pres-
ent century, the Polish Tatars mainly published titles devoted to the his-
tory of their settlement, their traditions, and their cultural heritage. This 
revival was prompted by Mufti T. Miśkiewicz, and by M. Czachorowski. 
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The long-standing lack of publications related to religious issues was 
a net result of several factors: 1) the Tatars did not have a great publish-
ing tradition in the field of Muslim literature and Muslim religious peda-
gogy (in the interwar period they managed to publish only three small 
brochures, and none after World War II); 2) the 1990s saw a period of re-
vival of pride in ethnicity and in one’s origins, which had often been hid-
den during the communist era; and 3) after 1989 there was a revival of 
Tatar religiousness, which was largely due to the lively missionary activi
ty of the New Muslims, who taught the basics of Islam to Tatar children 
and young people and prepared numerous publications popularizing the 
Muslim faith according to the model of Middle Eastern Orthodoxy. 
	 All texts published by the Muslim Religious Union over the last dozen 
or so years have been digitised and placed in two digital archives. 
The  first (bibliotekatarska.pl) contains books, magazines, brochures, 
and other materials devoted to Tatar ethnicity, the history of their settle-
ment, and their cultural heritage, while the second are the aforemen-
tioned publications on Islam (biblotekamuzulmanska.pl). 
	 Until recently, the New Muslims who are members of the Muslim 
League used a six-volume script, translated into Polish by the Muslim 
Students Society in Poland, entitled Basics of Islamic Education [Pod­
stawy wychowania islamskiego], which was based on traditional teach-
ing methods (cf. Małlałi, 2000–2001). The material presented here was 
divided into individual lesson units and followed a simple pattern: class-
es started with reading a short story (which illustrated a chosen theologi-
cal problem) or a simple explanation of the activities related to religious 
practice, then several questions were discussed, and finally, verses of 
the Quran, hadiths, or prayers were memorised. Thus, these materials 
contained theoretical and practical information regarding the sources of 
faith and rituals. However, the acquisition of knowledge – quite compli-
cated for primary level education – was not accompanied by any exer
cises that would consolidate it. This was particularly burdensome in 
catechising the youngest pupils.
	 A modern textbook written by the Polish convert I. Abi Issa (cf. Abi 
Issa, 2011; Abi Issa, 2012), which was to replace F. Małalali’s scripts, is 
completely different. Like My Magnificent Religion (cf. Salman, Yilmaz 
and Özdirek, 2018), the two volumes of this textbook (entitled Islam. 
The children’s handbook [Islam. Podręcznik dla dzieci] (levels 0 and 1)) 
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are adapted to the cognitive abilities of the youngest children in terms 
of editing, graphics, and content (exercises in the form of plays, games, 
pictures to be coloured). It focuses on the Muslim concept of God, the 
role played by Muhammad, his life, the characteristics of the Quran, se-
lected surahs (the Opening, the Sincerity, the Abundance), the Five Pil-
lars of faith, the basics of prayer and ablution, the role of the mosque 
in the life of a Muslim, the characteristics of places associated with pil-
grimage, as well as the basics of ethics (such as respect for parents, 
help for the elderly, care for the weak, pity for animals, care for one’s ap-
pearance, and table manners). The material in both parts of Islam. The 
children’s handbook is basically the same, but the difference lies in the 
level of detail and the type of exercises. What undoubtedly distinguishes 
this handbook is the direct reference to elements of civic education, in-
cluding the protection of animal rights, and the links between chastity 
(exemplified by ritual ablution) and concern for order in public spaces. 
In the chapter entitled “My Homeland”, Polish national symbols are in-
dicated as the foundation for patriotic attitudes. The drawings from this 
handbook were the basis for the accompanying colouring book. The 
first and only story that was supposed to start the cycle Omar’s Adven­
tures, which presents the ethical message of Islam, can also be helpful 
in teaching religion to the youngest children.
	 A lack of further parts of I. Abi Issa’s textbook makes it difficult for 
teachers working in the Muslim League to find appropriate teaching 
materials for older children and young adults. Therefore, they use the 
aforementioned publications of the Muslim League and the Muslim Reli-
gious Union, textbooks addressed to converts, and numerous texts pub-
lished since the early 1990s by Muslim student organisations in Poland. 
The books and brochures, which – thanks to the support of the govern-
ments of the Arab states in the Persian Gulf – were published in large 
numbers (several thousand copies), were aimed at popularising reli-
gion in Polish society, promoting the spread of information about Islam, 
and shaping public opinion. These publications, however, present Islam 
in its orthodox form, close to the Salafist movement, and their authors 
include radical conservative theologians such as S. Kutb, H. al-Banna, 
S.A.A. al‑Maudui, and A. al-Tantawi. These books were not intended to 
be school textbooks, and they should not serve as such. They are theo-
logical in nature and are apologetic, agitational, and polemic literature 
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in relation to other religions (especially Christianity, e.g. the status of Je-
sus), thus are suitable in missionary activity (dawah) aimed at converts. 

Systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
The analysis of Muslim religious pedagogy presented in this article, 
based on the example of the Polish followers of Islam, focuses on the 
two largest and undeniably dominant Sunni communities: the Polish Ta-
tars (members and supporters of the Muslim Religious Union) and immi-
grants from Muslim countries and converts (members and supporters of 
the Muslim League). The analysis does not include Shiites belonging to 
the Association of Muslim Unity and the Ahl-ul-Bayt Islamic Assembly of 
Poland for the following reasons: 1) the small size of this group of Mus-
lims (about 150 people in total); 2) their insignificant publishing activity in 
the field of theological publications that could be used for teaching pur-
poses; and 3) their lack of formalised catechetical activity. 
	 The article does not describe the Ahmadiyya movement. It was al-
ready present in Poland in the interwar period, was unofficially active 
after 1975, and was registered as the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community 
in 1990. However, this controversial cult goes beyond canonical Islam, 
so it should be treated as a new religious movement. Ahmadiyya’s rep-
resentatives consider themselves a  community of reformed Muslims, 
which provokes resistance and even repression from orthodox Mus-
lims, who treat this movement as a prohibited innovation (bida).
	 The perspective of Muslim education that fits into contemporary 
trends of Muslim religious pedagogy has been developed by Fethul-
lah Gülen, whose supporters and collaborators act globally, including 
in Poland, through the Danube Dialogue Institute Foundation. F. Gülen 
has combined Muslim spirituality that is inspired by Sufi mysticism with 
numerous values that contribute to the proper education of the young-
er generation. The pedagogical programme of this charismatic Turkish 
intellectual is oriented towards the promotion of civic activity, which en-
ables peaceful coexistence, prosperity, and harmony, and lays the foun-
dations for social order. F. Gülen is very strongly committed to interreli-
gious dialogue, which resulted in his meeting with John Paul II in 1998. 
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According to this Turkish thinker, rapprochement between Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam is possible through the search for what People 
of the Book have in common. With its emphasis on the common origin 
of the religions that grew out of the heritage of Abraham, F. Gülen’s con-
cept is an interesting answer to the challenges of the modern world. His 
explicit opposition to moral crises, conflicts, and violence is particularly 
noteworthy. Unfortunately, this undoubtedly innovative concept, which 
corresponds to the spirit of our times, has been drawn into the vortex 
of bigger politics. Although F. Gülen’s political views were close to Neo
‑Ottomanism, the trend of organising the masses into a social move-
ment (with a partially hidden structure) was considered as a dangerous 
one (a Muslim form of freemasonry) by the Turkish authorities, and has 
been subject to repression since 2016. As a result of these actions, the 
movement has reduced its activity, which can be clearly seen in Poland 
(cf. Sakowicz, 2014).
	 With technological and civilizational progress, which affects all 
spheres of life, the forms of Muslim religious pedagogy began to change. 
These global trends increasingly affect the education of the Polish fol-
lowers of Islam. After many years of shortages of teaching materials, 
Muslims in Poland finally have access to various textbooks with plu-
ralised content, which, consequently, offer an increasingly diverse pic-
ture of religion. There is also a clear shift away from merely memorising 
texts towards modern methods of teaching and learning based on image 
manipulation, artwork, and musical activities. Religious instruction is in-
creasingly complemented by cultural and educational workshops that 
activate students. There has also been a change in religious pedago-
gy oriented towards adults, especially Polish converts. Annual conven-
tions and thematic conferences prepared by Muslim League activists 
are an important source of knowledge about Islam for this group of Mus-
lims. Computerisation has enabled easy access to information about 
Islam (through, e.g. Muslim profiles on social media and the thematic 
channels of internet preachers) available to those converts who do not 
have direct contact with Muslims and the local centres of Muslim organi
sations. Unfortunately, acquiring knowledge about Islam through Face-
book and the opinions expressed by “lecturers” on YouTube, although 
undoubtedly easier, faster, and more enjoyable than traditional religious 
education and studying subject literature, carries risks connected with 
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the quality of this information. Through IT algorithms, the most popular 
channels of internet celebrities are offered to uninformed users, includ-
ing radical (mainly Salafic) and fake news content. Instead of educat-
ing, they manipulate people and lead them to adopt a biased view of 
religion. By using instrumentally applied ideological and fundamenta
list premises, such messages frequently offer a distorted image of the 
world.
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