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Religious pedagogy in relation to religious 
instruction in schools

Summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Religious instruction in schools is a didac­
tic process (covering both teaching and upbringing) that supports the de­
velopment of students’ personal, social, and religious identity, their dis­
covery of the meaning of religion in culture, and their contribution to 
culture from a Christian point of view.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: The history of religious instruc­
tion, which began with the educational reforms of the Enlightenment, re­
veals both its significance for upbringing and the conflict regarding the 
authority of the state and the Church in this area. The development of 
religious instruction can be seen as an attempt to define its essence by 
highlighting the similarities and differences between religious instruction 
in schools and parish catechesis. 

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: European countries offer various forms of 
religious instruction in schools, including denominational, supra-denomi­
national, non-denominational, and mixed. The nature of religious instruc­
tion is expressed in the full and integral transmission of religious knowl­
edge, in the personalistic nature of upbringing, and in its relationship with 
culture. The aim of the cultural orientation of religious instruction is to 
show Christianity as the foundation of European culture. 

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: In view of Europe’s civilizational crisis, it seems neces­
sary to place greater emphasis on the role of upbringing, both in schools 
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and within religious instruction, and to pay attention to developing the 
professional competences of teachers of religion. 

Keywords:	religious instruction, teachers of religion, Christian 
upbringing, professional competences, religion and 
culture
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Definition of the term

Religious instruction in schools is a process of teaching and upbring-
ing that aims to provide students with complete and integral information 
about Christianity and to show them the role and importance of religion 
in their personal and social maturation. In other words, the religious con-
tents transmitted in religious instruction is intended to support and com-
plete the process by which students acquire personal, social, and Chris-
tian identity. In this way, religious instruction focuses on the didactic and 
pedagogical dimension rather than on the strictly catechetical one; this 
is done in accordance with the basic functions of school, which is an 
educational and formative institution. Religious instruction has a cultural 
dimension, which means that a student is not only brought up to live in 
a particular culture, but also to discover the creative influence religion 
exerts on that culture and to participate in the creation and development 
of culture. Religious instruction in schools also provides him with the 
appropriate methods and tools necessary to analyse Christian sources 
and documents in order to gain in-depth knowledge and discover the 
specific language required for the proper understanding of religion. 

Historical analysis of the term 

Religious instruction in schools was introduced in Europe as a result of 
changes brought about by the Enlightenment. This period was called the 
age of pedagogy, as it sought to spread knowledge to a wider audience, 
which aroused great interest in the issues of education and upbringing. 
At that time, it was believed that teaching and upbringing could change 
both the world and man and give a new direction to the development 
of mankind. This would no longer be based on the moral assumptions 
of Christianity but on a new, natural morality (Murawski, 2010, p. 43). 
During the Enlightenment period, rationalism became a prevailing idea, 
which found its reflection in science, art, and everyday life.

It required monarchs to spread the ideas of the Enlightenment among their sub-
jects, hence the shift in education, characteristic of that era, from the Church’s 
dominant position in favour of secular, state power. Thus, from the 18th century 
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onwards, education embarked on the path towards secularisation (Kielian, 2010, 
p. 43). 

This is clearly visible in the French Constitution of 1791, which “strongly 
bound society to the state rather than to the Church. The revolution took 
up (...) the slogan of secularisation and the nationalisation of education. 
Various political groups began to create their own plans for organiz-
ing French education” (Kielian, 2010, p. 47). Moreover, the criticism of 
Jesuit education and the subsequent suppression of the Society of Je-
sus mobilised the state authorities to accelerate educational reforms, as 
was evident in Prussia, Austria, and Portugal. In addition, the develop-
ment of industry and new technologies, accompanied by the postulates 
of some educators, contributed to the spread of state education, which 
was mainly vocational. Thus, it was no longer the church but the state 
that directed the development of education. However, religious instruc-
tion was still provided in schools due to the need for moral upbringing 
(Kielian, 2010, pp. 44–49).
	 The beginnings of religious instruction in schools can be traced to 
the educational reforms introduced in Austria in 1773 by Empress Maria 
Theresa. She was encouraged by the educational reforms implement-
ed in Prussia by Johann Ignaz Felbiger (1724–1788), an Augustinian 
abbot in Sagan, and Prior B. Strauch. They proposed a new system of 
teaching that would include religious instruction in schools. To this end, 
teacher seminars preparing teachers of religion were established, de-
tailed curricula of religious instruction were developed, and the number 
of hours, the tasks of the teachers of religion, and their relationships with 
the parish priests were clearly defined. In Austrian folk schools, religion 
was taught once a week.

In the countryside, one hour was sufficient, in bigger schools that had their own 
catechists – 2 hours. Moreover, in normal and primary schools, an additional 
hour of biblical history, moral teaching, and a Gospel lesson were added. Up to 
and including grade II, all teaching material was based on religious texts, and it 
was only from grade III or IV that secular subjects entered the school curriculum 
(Murawski, 2010, p. 43). 

Thus, religious instruction took a  central place in the school system, 
and religious upbringing came to the fore. After these changes were 
introduced, all children who attended school also obligatorily attended 
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religion instruction, and the didactics and methods of teaching were im-
proved. Therefore, in place of the previous method of learning cate-
chism formulas by heart, new pedagogical and didactic achievements 
were introduced which were of great interest to the Enlightenment era. 
The new teaching, which was adapted to students’ cognitive abilities, 
was focused on their understanding of the content of the lessons. 
	 However, it proved impossible to avoid the direct interference of the 
state (educational authorities) in religious instruction, therefore teaching 
programmes, plans, and curricula were imposed.

Through schools, the state wanted not only to influence children and young peo-
ple, to shape them into loyal and dedicated citizens, but also to achieve certain 
political goals, especially to strengthen the reforms undertaken. (...) In some 
countries, the monopoly of school sometimes went so far as to impose cate-
chism texts, interfere with the programmes of religious instruction, and approve 
teachers of religion, which caused tensions between the Church and the state 
(Murawski, 2010, p. 44). 

This state policy of intervention led the Church’s hierarchy to repeatedly 
object to it, as is exemplified by the relationship between Pope Pius IX 
and the liberal government in Piedmont. The Pope severely criticized 
the Piedmontese government, not hesitating to use strong words that 
called the government’s actions “diabolical” and “criminal”, and the libe
ral doctrine “perverse” and full of deceit, which provoked a similar re-
sponse from the Piedmontese government. It should be added, how
ever, that while the school authorities were striving to reform teaching, 
the Church did not develop new reflections or proposals on how to im-
prove religious instruction in schools. The Holy See emphasized the ex-
clusive right of the Church to be responsible for religious instruction and 
religious upbringing and defended the doctrinal fidelity of this instruc-
tion in schools (Misiaszek, 1999, pp. 52–53). It was only with time, un-
der Pope Leo XIII, that a more positive attitude to religious instruction 
in schools emerged that was based on pedagogical knowledge and ac-
counted for the positive educational influence a  teacher can exert on 
a student’s developing personality (Misiaszek, 1999, p. 56).
	 Since the introduction of educational reforms, the term “religious in-
struction” has become widely used as an equivalent to “catechesis”. The 
intellectual (cognitive) dimension was thus emphasized as being more 
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in line with both the spirit of the Enlightenment, which favoured a ratio-
nal approach to investigations and debates on reality, and the character 
of schools. In this way, religious instruction was no longer based on 
a catechetical transmission of the truths of faith but on the preaching of 
religious issues (Murawski, 2010, p. 45). This terminology has remained 
in use until the present day; in all official documents of the Church and 
state (concordats, directories, acts, and regulations), the terms “Catho-
lic religious instruction in schools” or “religious education” are consis-
tently used. Still in use today, the term “school catechesis” came into 
use in Poland when religious instruction was introduced into schools 
due to the intention of those in the Church hierarchy and catechists who 
wished religious instruction in schools to be a  continuation of parish 
catechesis. However, the debates, symposia, conferences, and forma-
tion meetings for teachers of religion demonstrated that it was impossi-
ble to realise the objectives of parish catechesis in schools (Misiaszek, 
2010, pp. 194–225).
	 The introduction of religious instruction in schools also triggered 
a change in the approach to the previous practice of cooperation be-
tween the three basic upbringing environments: family, the Church 
(parish), and school. As Roman Murawski writes, 

introducing catechesis into schools initiated a slow process of distancing the 
family and parish from their catechetical duties. The view spread that religious 
instruction in schools was not only capable of taking over the catechetical func-
tions of the family and the parish but was also capable of fulfilling them more ef-
fectively and better. (...) Similarly, parishes began to transfer their catechetical 
responsibility to schools and ceased organizing parish catechesis, leaving only 
short preparatory courses for children before First Communion. In this way, the 
slow process of the disintegration of family catechesis, parish catechesis, and 
adult catechesis began (Murawski, 2010, p. 45). 

Thus, it can be said that today’s problems related to parish catechesis 
and religious instruction in schools have their roots in the Enlightenment.

Discussion of the term

The issue of religious instruction in schools has now taken on new mean-
ing. Religious instruction is no longer simple instruction on religious 
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issues (as it was during the Enlightenment), but instead aims to respond 
to contemporary problems that have emerged in education. Primarily, it 
addresses students’ existential problems, which Christianity attempts to 
understand; it also wants to motivate students to ask questions about 
the meaning of life, as such questions should be attended to by both reli-
gion and school. Students who are believers do not always have sufficient 
knowledge of religion and Christianity, so religious instruction in schools 
offers in-depth explanations that demonstrate to them how important re-
ligion is and how it affects their personal and social problems. In other 
words, a student, through the acquisition of religious competence by par-
ticipating in religious instruction in schools, is expected to become a ma-
ture human being. In this sense, he is humanising his own life and acquir-
ing increasingly conscious freedom and responsibility towards the values 
and meanings of existence that religion offers (Annicchiarico, 2009, p. 10). 
	 Furthermore, religious instruction in schools is intended to develop 
critical thinking skills in relation to the important elements of culture 
and life, such as religion, especially Christian religion. This is not only 
about religious maturity, which is manifested in conscious participation 
in Church life, full commitment to the practices of religious life, or giv-
ing personal Christian testimony in daily life, etc., which are the goals of 
parish catechesis (Annicchiarico, 2009, pp. 10–11). If it is to be consis-
tent with the objectives of school, religious instruction in schools should 
realise basic educational assumptions that lead to a students’ compre-
hensive and holistic development. The doctrine should support upbring-
ing. This thesis was clearly expressed, for example, in the statement 
of the Presidium of the Italian Episcopal Conference, in which it was 
recommended that Catholic religious instruction should be based on the 
educational and developmental aspects of Christian truths (Presidenza 
della Conferenza Episcopale Italiana, 1984, pp. 230–236). In another 
document, the Italian bishops wrote directly:

Catholic religious instruction in schools is an upbringing service directed at new 
generations, aimed at the formation of young personalities so that they are in-
ternally rich, morally strong, open to the values of justice, solidarity, and peace, 
and able to exercise their freedom properly. It seeks to provide answers to a per-
son’s questions and offers an opportunity to discover the values that are fun-
damental to his holistic formation (Conferenza Episcopale Italiana, 1986, p. 12; 
Misiaszek, 1999, p. 277). 
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	 At present, students are faced with the progressing processes of de-
christianisation and laicisation, as well as with postmodern tendencies 
in culture, all of which bring about the relativisation of the fundamen-
tal truths. Thus Christian religious instruction offered in schools aims to 
present itself as integral and places particular emphasis on the centrality 
of the human person and a holistic approach to treating the human per-
son. In fact, by referring to its roots in the incarnation of the Word and in 
human rights, Christianity offers the concept of the human person as an 
agent created in the image of God and incorporated into the communio 
of the Trinity, which opposes anthropological reductions, excessive sub-
jectivity, and relativism. This concept, which is related to the processes 
of evangelisation and inculturation, entails the maturing of the person 
‘from within’, in both a personal and a social sense (Zani, 2008, p. 17). 
	 Religious instruction in schools is integrally linked to culture, as is all 
education. School is, in a  fundamental sense, a cultural institution in-
tended to prepare students for their creative and responsible participa-
tion in culture. This aspect is strongly emphasized in the General Direc­
tory for Catechesis, which states that the cultural element is a special 
feature of religious instruction in schools which “is called to penetrate 
a particular area of culture and to relate with other areas of knowledge” 
(Directory, point 73). Its task is to transmit the dynamic leaven of the 
Gospel and to relate to other school subjects so that “the Gospel will im-
pregnate the mentality of the students in the field of their learning, and 
the harmonization of their culture will be achieved in the light of faith” 
(Directory, point 73). It is a necessary element of the interdisciplinary 
dialogue that is held in education and in culture and which contributes 
to shaping a student’s personality. As a result, religious instruction be-
comes the basis for strengthening, developing, and supplementing the 
educational activity of schools (Directory, point 73). 
	 The cultural orientation of religious instruction in schools, which is at 
its most conspicuous in Italian education, is a necessary and even de-
sired feature of this instruction. By its very nature, culture is a place and 
a way of maturation. However, culture is not always perceived in this 
way, especially nowadays, when the process of its degeneration can be 
observed. Pope John Paul II pointed to this problem: 
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Perhaps one of the most glaring weaknesses of the present civilization is the in-
adequate vision of man. Our era is undoubtedly the era in which much has been 
written and said about man, it is an era of humanisms and anthropocentrism. 
Yet, paradoxically, it is also the era of the unprecedented degradation of man, 
concerning his identity and his destiny, the era in which human values are being 
trampled on as never before (John Paul II, 1985, p. 196). 

	 That is why culture needs religion, as religion reveals the essential 
truth about man, showing him from a transcendental perspective. It in-
troduces the student to a vision of the world and man and guards the 
personalistic character of culture, especially by pointing to God-Person, 
who is a community of Persons bound together by bonds of love. Cul-
ture also “proposes goals-values, the realization of which is intended to 
give meaning to human life and to all human cultural activity, and to en-
sure human happiness. (...) In this way, it completes the vision of human 
life” (Zdybicka, 1986, p. 16). 
	 Generally, it can be said that religion fulfils the following roles in 
culture: 

•	 cognitive-motivating: by revealing the ultimate perspectives, the full (perso
nal) context of human life, and the infinite value and dignity of man; 

•	 exemplary: it provides models of life which are necessary for shaping per-
sonal life and for the process of “cultivation” of man himself, aimed at the full 
realization of the human person whose humanisation becomes spiritualisa-
tion and even divinisation: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is 
perfect” (Matthew 5:48). In Christianity, the model of the most perfect human 
life is Christ God-Man, who – with his own life – showed us the value and 
dignity of the human person (...);

•	 supportive: every religion provides support that comes from heaven (grace, 
prayer, sacraments, rites, and rituals). These are the means that are used to 
strengthen the forces of the human spirit in deliverance from evil (that threat-
ens man from all sides, inspires fear, and weakens his creative forces) and 
to help in the realization of those aspirations and goals that exceed man’s 
natural capabilities (Zdybicka, 1986, pp. 24–25). 

	 In the context of religious instruction in schools, this cultural and his-
torical dimension draws attention to facts and events in the history of the 
Church, the relationship between faith and culture, language, art, lite
rature, social life, and the development of human thought and philoso-
phy, etc. This is intended to make students fully aware of the influence 
of Christianity in these areas of human activity. They should also realise 
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that Christianity, through its values, helps one to understand the mean-
ing of human life and should remain critical of all ideological systems 
and of an unjustified belief in science (Anniccchiarico, 2009, p. 14).
	 An important task of religious instruction in schools is to familiarise 
students with language and the role it plays: it is not only a simple tool of 
verbal communication, but also a meeting point of life, its meaning, and 
the internal reasons that justify it. In other words, language is a way of 
expressing oneself, whether in a rational, volitional, or emotional sense. 
As Hubertus Halbfas explains, 

the world is assigned to the child in language. For this reason, the way of man 
in the world is the way of language. Any teaching that opens a new reality and 
allows the child to find his world is fundamentally the teaching of language. Lan-
guage allows all beings to become man’s reality or world. Only language gives 
reality. (...) And reality is guaranteed in language. Where there is absolute silen
ce, the world is no more (Halbfas, 1970, pp. 75–76).

It is thanks to language, which makes not only grammatical but also 
pragmatic sense, that one can use sensible arguments to define proper 
behaviour. It can be argued that it is only thanks to language that com-
munication, understood as a dialogue and as a common search for truth, 
is possible (Ambrosio, 1992, pp. 32–33). Communication is all the more 
important because, as language experts say, “all studies reveal that stu-
dents in our schools do not properly understand what they are taught” 
(Pawłowska, 2008, p. 182).
	 This incomprehension also relates to religious communication, so it 
concerns religious language, which has its own specificity (Bajerowa, 
1994, pp. 11–17). Admittedly, a religious language in a strict sense does 
not exist, but it should be observed that this is the language spoken in 
religious situations. This does not mean, however, that it is not the sub-
ject of investigation and analyses and that its meanings are not looked 
for. A religious situation, which is a kind of mediation between God and 
man through another man and through books, words, symbols, and ges-
tures, indicates “a consciousness intentionally oriented towards God, 
who exists absolutely and is holy, and who gives the light of revelation to 
man” (Kłoczowski, 1995, p. 5). It is not only a subjective state or a purely 
cognitive attitude, but also above all it is knowledge that is born in man 
through adoration. Language serves as a means to communicate with 
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God, mainly through prayer. Religious language is primarily verbal com-
munication, but it can also be pictorial (symbolic). The two means of ex-
pression are very strongly intertwined with each other, they explain each 
other, and in a religious situation they are perceived by man as the “in-
carnated” word of God because only in the human word can revelation 
reach man’s ears and mind (Kloczowski, 1995, p. 6). This revelation is 
communicated in the stories of God’s deeds (for man) and demands 
that man respond to God’s message. It is communicated in many di-
verse languages in the Bible: for example, the language of rites and 
symbols, which is the most typical of religious communication, the lan-
guage of historical narration, of poetry, and also, analogously, sapien
tial, prophetic, and epistolary language. Moreover, in Christianity one 
can find doctrinal language, theological language, the language of the 
Church’s documents, the language of Christianity experienced on a dai-
ly basis, the language of a teacher of religion or the language of a stu-
dent. A teacher of religion should know and use all them correctly based 
on the appropriate rules of interpretation.
	 Since the teaching of religion is in line with the goals of education, 
it helps students to acquire the skills of analytical and synthetical think-
ing so that they become the permanent intellectual disposition support-
ing both their life choices and development in general. This is visible in 
religious instruction in schools within the Italian education system, for 
example, in the statement of Cardinal Ugo Poletti, who wrote that reli-
gious instruction follows the principles of didactics so that a student who 
is critical of religion and thus more religiously mature is able to make 
the free, conscious, and responsible choice of his path in life (Dichiara-
zione del Presidente della CEI, 1985). This choice primarily consists in 
introducing students (especially within the humanities) to the principles 
of analysis and synthesis of Christian documents and sources. These 
include the Bible, the documents of the Magisterium of the Church, cer-
tain works of the Fathers of the Church that might prove helpful in un-
derstanding the doctrine, as well as historical documents which make 
it easier to discover the meaning of events and facts, both past and 
present. It is important to direct 

a student towards acquiring the ability to confront his own views with other re-
ligious positions or choices and attitudes of respect and reverence. They result 
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from the Christian ethical principles, and above all from the principle of love for 
another human being, regardless of his faith (Misiaszek, 1999, p. 203).

It is also obvious that the didactic goals, understood in this way, will be 
differentiated and adapted to the type of school and the students’ cogni
tive abilities.
	 When defining religious instruction in schools, parish catechesis should 
be mentioned in order to avoid misunderstandings about the distinct na-
tures of the former and the latter. As stated in the General Directory for 
Catechesis, “The relationship between religious instruction in schools and 
catechesis is one of distinction and complementarity” (Directory, 1998, 
point 73). Although the Directory does not explicitly mention this, one of 
the differences concerns the function of Christian initiation, which can only 
be obtained within parish catechesis. Because initiation requires the exis-
tence of an ecclesial community and liturgy for its functioning, it is impos-
sible in a school setting. Another differentiating element regards attitudes 
to faith. While catechesis places emphasis on faith education or educa-
tion in faith and a person’s public and personal declaration of his faith, re-
ligious instruction in schools is meant to be “evangelical preparation”, in 
which students are not required to make personal declarations of faith. 
Religious instruction helps students who are believers

to understand better the Christian message by relating it to the great existen-
tial concerns common to all religions and to every human being, to the various 
visions of life particularly evident in culture and to those major moral questions 
which confront humanity today. Those students who are searching, or who have 
religious doubts, can also find in religious instruction the possibility of discov-
ering what exactly faith in Jesus Christ is, what response the Church makes to 
their questions, and gives them the opportunity to examine their own choice 
more deeply. In the case of students who are non-believers, religious instruc-
tion assumes the character of a missionary proclamation of the Gospel and is 
ordered to a decision of faith, which catechesis, in its turn, will nurture and ma-
ture (Directory, point 75). 

	 Another difference between parish catechesis and religious instruc-
tion in schools is the place where it is provided. Parish catechesis is by 
nature an ecclesial act: it is realized in the ecclesial community, while re-
ligious instruction in schools is available to all those who are interested 
in it. A school or a classroom does not form a community of believers 
but is an environment that is diverse in terms of ideology, worldview, 
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and religion. The General Directory for Catechesis even postulates that 
“where the civil authorities or other circumstances impose the teach-
ing of religion common to both Catholics and non-Catholics (227), it 
will have a more ecumenical character and have a more inter-religious 
awareness” (Directory, point 74).
	 Religious instruction in schools is a  complex matter and consists 
of such elements as: the legal basis for the presence of religious in-
struction in schools, the confessional character of religious instruction 
in schools, a possibility to choose whether to participate in religious in-
struction or not, religious instruction being an obligatory or optional sub-
ject, the competences of the Church and the state educational authori-
ties, and the status of a teacher of religion. 
	 Some countries have introduced Catholic religious instruction into 
schools based on appropriate agreements (concordats) between the 
country concerned and the Holy See. Its place in education is also de-
termined by constitutions and the relevant educational legal regulations. 
Precise legal regulations are determined by the relevant legal acts, laws, 
or regulations that stem from concordats signed in particular countries. 
In Europe, religious instruction in schools was introduced on the basis 
of concordats in Austria, Croatia, Spain, Poland, Portugal, and Italy. The 
constitutional protection of religious instruction can be found in Croatia, 
Germany (except in Berlin, Brandenburg, and Bremen), Spain, and Po-
land. In Lithuania, Slovakia, and Ireland, religious instruction in schools 
is guaranteed by the relevant education acts. Hungary is an exception, 
as religious instruction in this country is provided by legal church enti-
ties. In France, only the departments of Alsace, Lorraine, and Meuse of-
fer religious instruction in schools. It should also be added that in coun-
tries traditionally referred to as Protestant, Anglican, or Muslim, religious 
instruction is guaranteed by educational acts, for example, in England, 
Scotland, Wales, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Czech Repub-
lic, Denmark, Finland, Greece, the Netherlands, Iceland, Norway, Swe-
den, Latvia, and Ukraine. Only in Belarus, Moldova, and Bulgaria is re-
ligious instruction not provided within the school system (Conferenza 
Episcopale Italiana, 2008, pp. 65–297; Kiciński, 2012, pp. 6–12; Toma-
sik, 2010, pp. 48–54). 
	 Religious instruction in state schools is linked with its confession-
al character. In countries that have signed concordats, this instruction 



62 K azimierz Misiaszek 

transmits knowledge, truth, and the values of the Catholic Church in 
an exhaustive and integral manner. The confessional character of re-
ligious instruction in schools can be analysed from three perspectives: 
the students, the teachers, and the subject matter. Thus, the students 
are Catholic, the teachers, who receive a canonical mission from the 
Bishop, are Catholic, and the subject matter transmitted is faithful to the 
doctrine of the Church. The primary sources for religious instruction are 
Revelation, Tradition, the liturgy, and the teaching of the Church. These 
are the same as the sources used in parish catechesis, as is dictated 
by the confessional character of religious instruction offered in both en-
vironments. The General Directory for Catechesis clearly states that the 
aim of religious instruction is to transmit the Christian salvific message 
in its entirety (Directory, point 74). The declaration from the Agreement 
between the Italian Episcopate and the Italian government serves as an 
example: “the teaching of the Catholic religion is given with respect for 
the freedom of the students, according to programs that adhere to the 
doctrine of the Church” (Intesa, 1985). A similar declaration can also be 
found in the Catechetical Directory of the Catholic Church in Poland, 
which states that religious instruction in schools fulfils the tasks set by 
the Church (Catechetical Directory, 2001, p. 65).
	 Catholic religious instruction in schools has also been introduced 
into those countries that have not signed concordats (Kielian, 2010, 
pp. 206–207). In Germany, the constitution and the relevant education 
laws guarantee the existence of religious instruction in schools, and as 
stated in the bishops’ statement, “Catholic religious instruction presents 
man and the world in relation to Jesus Christ in the light of ecclesiastical 
faith and life” (Chałupniak, 2005, p. 191). The Church in Germany is res
ponsible for the education and formation of teachers of religion who re-
ceive a canonical mission from the bishop (Tomasik, 2010, p. 48). Under 
educational law, religious instruction is also present in Austria, Croatia, 
Ireland, and Lithuania (Conferenza Episcopale Italiana, 2008, pp. 67–
71; 105–111; 163–167; 184–187). It should be noted, however, that in 
nearly all European countries each denomination or religion has the 
right to provide its own religious instruction or to conduct non-confes-
sional instruction (Conferenza Episcopale Italiana, 2008, pp. 67–297). 
This type of instruction can be found in Belgium (Conferenza Episcopale 
Italiana, 2008, pp. 77–79), Scotland (Conferenza Episcopale Italiana, 
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2008, pp. 226–228), and Denmark, where it is called Christian upbring-
ing (Conferenza Episcopale Italiana, 2008, pp. 113–114). 
	 The responsibility for religious instruction in schools, especially Ca
tholic instruction, is usually shared between the Church and the state. 
The Church is responsible for the programs, textbooks, and the pro-
fessional preparation of teachers of religion, while the state (or strict-
ly speaking the relevant ministries of education) provides pedagogical 
and didactic supervision. The supervision of the Catholic Church results 
from both the Code of Canon Law and the General Directory for Cate­
chesis. Such legal solutions are present mainly in countries where re-
ligious instruction is provided in schools through concordats, although 
there are also countries and regions where it is based on the relevant 
educational laws, (Kielian, 2010, pp. 204–205). In Poland, the Episcopal 
Conference decided that “the agentive character of religious instruction 
in schools is maintained by the Church and the school. Therefore, reli-
gious instruction in schools should fulfil both the tasks set by the Church 
and the selected objectives set by the school” (Catechetical Directory, 
2001, p. 65; Mezglewski, 2009, pp. 139–158). 
	 Religious instruction in schools can be obligatory, optional, or mixed. 
If religious instruction is mandatory in a state school, it means that it 
is an ordinary school subject which is obligatory for all students in this 
school. It is then subject to the same regulations as other subjects and 
given equal status; it is included in the timetable and can be attended 
by representatives of other religions (Kielian, 2010, p. 180). Exceptions 
may be made in situations in which parents or adult students declare 
that they do not want to participate in religious instruction. These stu-
dents have to attend a non-religious lesson such as ethics or, in Italy, 
“educazione civica” (civic education). As a  rule, however, religious in-
struction in European schools is optional, for example in Croatia, the 
Czech Republic, Spain, Poland, and Italy (Kielian, 2010, p. 183). Once 
a student chooses to participate in religious instruction, it becomes an 
obligatory subject for him, as, for example, in Poland or Italy.
	 The right to choose religious instruction or ethics/civic education is 
motivated by a citizens’ right to freedom of conscience in matters of re-
ligion, the equality of all citizens, the constitutional system of the state, 
the cooperation of the school with religious denominations, and the up-
bringing of children and young people in the spirit of tolerance (Kielian, 
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2010, p.  183). However, some objections are voiced, for example in 
Italy, where critics of this solution observe that – since the influence of 
Christianity (the Church) on the formation of culture is widely accepted, 
and since it is part of the historical heritage of the Italian nation – reli-
gious instruction, which is related to objective values whose knowledge, 
understanding, and interpretation would seem to be a requirement for 
all citizens, should be obligatory (Giannatelli, 1985, p. 258). The argu-
ment they put forward is that a student who opts out of this education is 
deprived of the opportunity to learn about universal values and is placed 
in the situation of choosing between good and ignorance (Prenna, 1984, 
p. 7). Such arguments, doubts, and questions can also be raised in rela-
tion to optional religious instruction available in other countries. 
	 Mixed solutions can be found in some European countries and regions, 
such as Switzerland or the French departments of Alsace and Lorraine, 
which search for a kind of a compromise to accommodate the religious 
pluralism of their societies. In Switzerland, where differences between 
the cantons are significant, religious instruction is given various names. 
In addition to Catholic or Protestant religious instruction, Swiss schools 
offer other variants, such as confessional-cooperative instruction, biblical 
history, religious studies, religious studies and philosophy, religious stu
dies and ethics, world religions, religious knowledge, ethics, Christian cul-
ture, religion and humanistic culture, history and knowledge of religion, or 
integrated teaching within a group of subjects called man and the envi-
ronment (Kielian, 2010, pp. 192–193). Alongside this structural diversity, 
there is a tendency to make religious instruction non-confessional. Reli-
gion is obligatory in France in the departments of Haut-Rhin, Bas-Rhin, 
and Moselle, but schools also offer joint lessons for Catholics and Protes
tants. In the Moselle department, schools that were religious schools be-
fore 1962 were transformed into interdenominational schools and have 
a friendly attitude towards other religions. In secondary schools religious 
instruction is non-confessional (Kielian, 2010, pp. 192–193). 
	 The Church is responsible for the professional preparation of teachers 
of religion and their formation. To obtain full qualification, they also 
need a canonical mission issued by the diocesan bishop. This applies 
to countries in which religious instruction was introduced into schools 
with concordats. However, in some countries and regions, the Church 
is either responsible for the appropriate formation of teachers of religion 
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or cooperates with the state in this respect, for example in Germany 
(Chałupniak, 2005, pp. 97–98). As a teacher of religion is also a school-
teacher, he is paid by the state and has to have suitable teaching quali-
fications. He usually acquires these at university by studying theology, 
pedagogy, or religious studies and supplements them by catechetical, 
psychological, and pedagogical preparation and teaching practices. The 
detailed requirements are defined in the relevant agreements between 
the ministries of education and Episcopal Conferences. In addition, in 
Protestant countries teachers of religion are required to have appropri-
ate professional qualifications obtained at higher-education institutions 
(usually pedagogical) (Conferenza Episcopale Italiana, 2008, pp.  67–
297; Misiaszek, 2010, pp. 54–62; Szpet, 2010, pp. 244–249; Mezglew
ski, 2009, pp. 191–227). In Catholic countries, a teacher of religion is ex-
pected to take an active part in the life of the local Church, thus setting 
an example by his personal life, which is guided by faith (Kielian, 2010, 
pp. 246–247; Szewczyk, 2010, pp. 224–227; Panuś, 2010, pp. 252–265). 

Systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
Catholic religious instruction in schools is characterized by its fixed le-
gal aspects. Largely as a result of political arrangements (concordats), 
the solutions adopted are extremely difficult to challenge or even modi-
fy. Changes are possible only after negotiations between the Holy See 
and the governments of individual countries. However, no such changes 
have been introduced in Europe so far. Some adaptation of religious in-
struction to new social, cultural, or religious determinants is possible in 
the area of didactics by looking for new methods and means of teaching, 
especially those related to the rapidly changing reality of media com-
munication (Drzewiecki, 2013). It is also noteworthy that greater dyna
mics of change or adaptations to social, cultural, and religious deter-
minants can be also observed outside Catholic countries, especially in 
Protestant countries. These changes, however, are moving away from 
denominational religious instruction towards supra-denominational or 
non-denominational models and are the result of the secularization and 
de-Christianization that is rapidly progressing in Europe.
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	 Regardless of the model of religious instruction in schools, all of them 
share certain educational problems. The young generation today is more 
exposed to the risk of living within a social and cultural context in which 
the Christian tradition seems to be disappearing and remains alive only 
within ecclesial communities. The general weakening of the educational 
function of schools means that religious instruction is unable to reme-
dy the signs of weakening religious life. Therefore, new tasks and even 
challenges should be based on educational methods that are capable of 
embracing students’ comprehensive development: cognitive, affective, 
relational, bodily, aesthetic, ethical, spiritual, and religious. This is par-
ticularly important when a student who is subject to the fragmentation 
of life (mainly through social media) is unable to obtain a sense of unity 
and cohesion. Therefore, the task of religious instruction in schools is to 
provide him with the foundations of Christian anthropology. In the face 
of an increasingly diverse culture, this anthropology should allow for his 
search for meaning so that in religion he can discover the true source of 
his dignity and remain a conscious co-creator of his life and culture. In 
other words, religious instruction should take an active part in the stu-
dent’s creation of his personal project of life, in which there is room for 
individual, social, and Christian development. In the face of overly indi-
vidualistic theories, a student should discover the rich meaning of his 
own life within the community and in its social and ecclesiastical under-
standing (Annicchiarico, 2009, pp. 20–30).
	 Contemporary culture has witnessed a loss of traditional values and 
previously acknowledged symbols. Students no longer recognise them, 
and this is particularly true of religious signs and symbols, which have 
lost their ability to indicate a supernatural reality. It is therefore neces-
sary to help students rediscover the Christian signs that are still mean-
ingful for life. 
	 It would seem that the position occupied by a  teacher of religion 
nowadays is not clearly defined. He is “always between the State and 
the Church, between the Gospel and the school as an institution (with 
its own laws and norms), between preaching and offering life support, 
between ecclesiastical or educational control and signs of professio
nal burnout” (Chałupniak, 2005, p. 277; Misiaszek, 1999, pp. 187–189). 
Moreover, he is burdened by the excessive expectations of parents, stu-
dents, the state, school, and the Church. Parents would like the teacher 
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to take care of the complete religious development of their children, 
without their involvement in the process. They treat the principles of 
Christian morality liberally and willingly transfer the responsibility for the 
upbringing of their children to professional educators, including teachers 
of religion. In education, however, the expected upbringing results will 
not be achieved without cooperation between a teacher of religion and 
his students’ parents. This is frequently a source of misunderstandings 
and conflicts (Chałupniak, 2005, pp. 278–280) and hinders the develop-
ment of a shared attitude towards upbringing. 
	 Students’ expectations towards a teacher of religion are varied. Those 
who are believers would like to see the teacher as a committed person 
with extensive life and teaching experience, professional competences, 
and clearly declared religious testimony. Those who are non-believers 
expect from him factual information, openness, and acceptance of dif-
ferent views. Others are negative towards teachers of religion. Religious 
instruction is something alien to them, detached from real life, and the 
teaching content is burdensome and arouses aversion, which can also 
result in open attacks on the Church. In this situation, the teacher re-
mains in a conflictive situation (Chałupniak, 2005, pp. 283–285). 
	 The state generally expects the thorough preparation for lessons, the 
efficient conducting of these lessons, adequate didactic skills (an ability 
to teach, an ability to show the student how to learn), maintaining of disci-
pline, and consistent implementation of school goals and tasks. Particular 
emphasis is placed on the requirement to acquire professional compe-
tences related to knowledge not only of one’s own religion but also of its 
broadly understood links with other religions and denominations and with 
contemporary culture. This competence results from comprehensive ac-
tivities and leads to interactions between a person, his environment, and 
a broadly understood social life, as well as between personal and social 
meanings. Currently, it is also recommended that upbringing should take 
place not only on school premises but also within a  “network” of con-
nections in the sense of human, cultural, professional, and ecclesias
tical values that pave the way for a teacher and his students. A teacher 
should be a professional as well as an authentic and coherent witness 
(Chałupniak, 2005, pp. 283–285; Annichiarrico, 2009, pp. 24, 31).
	 The Church expects a teacher of religion to possess a basic orienta-
tion in theology, pedagogical and didactic skills, and personal reference 
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to the contents being taught. Furthermore, he should have a personal 
relationship with the Christian community and a positive attitude to stu-
dents, and he should set a personal example (Chałupniak, 2005, p. 285). 
These are certainly right and rational requirements as long as a teacher 
is not required to engage in evangelising activities in schools that he is 
not able to undertake. Religious instruction should remain closely corre-
lated with the goals of the school, which, however, is not always clearly 
articulated in some countries. In Poland, for example, education is not 
treated as a source of the objectives of religious instruction. Therefore, 
religious instruction in schools should approach upbringing from the 
point of view of the school (Misiaszek, 2010, pp. 246–247, 254–255). To 
sum up, it can be said that all the aforementioned expectations should 
be considered from the perspective of a rational approach to the subject 
being taught. In other words, one should not expect (from religious in-
struction in schools or from a teacher of religion) what a school is simply 
unable to provide. As an educational institution, school places emphasis 
on knowledge and upbringing. However, in the formation of a religious 
attitude, knowledge is only one factor, and in face of the contemporary 
upbringing crisis, knowledge is unable to respond effectively to all pos-
tulates and expectations that are directed towards religious instruction 
in schools. Thus, it is necessary to return to the cooperation between 
the basic subjects of upbringing: family, school, and the Church. 
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