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Preface: Religious Education at Schools in Eastern Europe

At a time when educational issues have increasingly come to determine the social
and political discourse and major reforms of the education system are being
discussed and implemented, and when migration has become a significant
phenomenon, contributing to changes in the religious landscape of the European
continent, it is highly appropriate to focus our attention on the concrete situation
regarding religious education (RE) in Europe. Across the continent there are
many different conceptions and organisations involved in shaping the local
practice of RE, which includes the 47 member states of the Council of Europe.
With few exceptions, RE has been established as a specific subject in publicly
funded schools, while, in a few cases, studies of religion represent a dimension of
other parts of the curriculum. At the same time, it is a subject area that is
undergoing considerable change. (In this series, authors use the term “religious
education” in a variety of ways, partly according to the history of their own
education systems). Beyond the all-important tasks of taking stock and making
international comparisons, the aim of this series of books is to create a foun-
dation for further action in the field of education, especially with regard to
interfaith expertise.

In stark contrast to a move in the direction of religion being a “private matter”
and towards “religion-free schools”, supranational organisations are, for the first
time in Europe, addressing issues related to religion and education. While 9/11
may be seen as the triggering event here, there are wider reasons for such a
development. The fact that the OSCE (Organisation for Security and Cooperation
in Europe) has addressed the issue of religion and belief in education into its
programme “Tolerance and Non-Discrimination” clearly shows that the topic
has become a key issue for the future of Europe and for security and cooperation
on the continent. In their Toledo Guiding Principles (OSCE 2007), the OSCE
considers teaching about religions and beliefs part of a high-quality education
system that expands pupils’ horizons, makes the complexity of religions and
world views comprehensible for pupils in an interdisciplinary way and provides
them with information and skills appropriate to the development of an impartial
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approach, as well as encouraging freedom of religion and belief, as reflected in
the human rights codes.

The Council of Europe, in several of its documents, has focused on the
religious dimension of intercultural dialogue, paying particular attention to
the issue of religious diversity in schools. It values religious diversity highly
and demands that it be given appropriate space, rejecting any restriction of
religion to the private domain as well as rejecting the notion of “religion-free”
schools. The Council of Europe’s publication Religious Diversity and Inter-
cultural Education: a Reference Book for Schools (Council of Europe 2007)
provides a checklist that makes clear the extent to which school as a whole
needs to play a part, while the 2008 Recommendation from the Committee of
Ministers, the Foreign Ministers of the 47 member states, is a major step
towards encouraging policy makers, schools and teacher trainers to prioritise
the development of inclusive forms of education about religions and beliefs in
their respective countries (Council of Europe 2008). It is expected that guid-
ance on implementing the recommendation will be published for policy
makers, schools and teacher trainers in the member states, in 2014 (discussed
in Jackson 2014).

The phenomenon of migration is triggering contentious discussions on
suitable responses to the challenges it can create. Irrespective of this issue, it is
becoming increasingly clear that education and religion can play an important
role in clarifying issues such as identity and belonging, ethnicity and culture.
Such clarifications are important both for shaping the future of migrants as well
as the attitude towards migration on the part of the host population. Since for
many people religion is a crucial element in how they interpret themselves and
the world around them, its recognition and appropriate representation is critical
for the recognition of the individual.

The complex issue of RE in public schools also concerns school in its entirety
as well as many of its subjects of instruction and projects. We will focus our
attention on the organisational form of RE, i. e. the subject of religion or its
alternatives, in which the issue of religion(s) is an integral part. We acknowledge
here that we will not deal with the topic exhaustively, even though we are making
an important contribution towards an understanding of the issues involved.

The project “Religious Education at Schools in Europe” (REL-EDU), which is
divided up into six volumes (Central Europe, Northern Europe, Western Europe,
Eastern Europe, South-Eastern Europe, South Europe) (cf. www.rel-edu.eu),
aims to research the situation with regard to RE in Europe. The chapters in each
regional volume begin by outlining the organisational form of RE in the par-
ticular countries covered. This will be done along the lines of thirteen key issues,
which were agreed upon by the authors from the various countries at two
symposia held at the University of Vienna in 2011 and 2012, in order to achieve as
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much coherence as possible for the publications. The formulation of key issues
allows specific points of comparison between different countries in Europe,
thereby facilitating a comparative approach and further research into specific
aspects of the comparison.

The publication by Rothgangel and Schröder (2009) preceded this project and
was also conducted based on key issues. In addition, earlier internationally
oriented predecessor projects may be recommended for futher reference. Since a
comprehensive discussion of the corresponding literature is undertaken in the
methodological contribution by Friedrich Schweitzer (2013) in volume 1, four
published projects will be mentioned as examples. The following five-volume
work from the mid-1970s was a pioneering publication on the subject of RE:
– Schultze, H. / Kirchhoff H. (1975–1977) (ed.), “Christian Education in Eu-

rope” (German title: Christliche Erziehung in Europa), Stuttgart, 5 volumes
(England, the Netherlands, Sweden, France, Poland).

– The fact that research into the area of RE has become more international in
recent years and comparative research on the topic is uncircumventable is
shown by the following three publications:

– Jackson, R. et al. (2007) (eds.), Religion and Education in Europe. Develop-
ments, Contexts and Debates, Münster ;

– Kuyk, E. et al. (2007) (eds.), Religious Education in Europe. Situation and
current trends in schools, Oslo;

– Lähnemann, J. / Schreiner, P. (2009) (eds.), Interreligious and Values Educa-
tion in Europe. Map and Handbook, Münster.

Below, the thirteen key issues mentioned above are presented briefly. The first
three key issues examine the frameworks of society, law and politics. Here, his-
torical explanations should be very useful in helping us understand the status quo.

1. Socio-religious background
This brief insight into the socio-religious situation deals, in particular, with
important changes, such as those that follow in the wake of migration.

2. Legal framework of RE and the relationship between religious communities
and the state
The relationship between churches, religious groups and the state is regulated
differently in each country, with consequences for the different legal frameworks
that exist for religious education.

Preface: Religious Education at Schools in Eastern Europe 9
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3. Developments in the country’s education policies
Across Europe, efforts to reform the education system are being made, which
have direct and indirect effects on religious education.

After outlining this general framework, points four through six present key
aspects of religious education:

4. Role of religiously sponsored schools, including any changes and develop-
ments, legal relationships
The place of religiously sponsored schools in the educational landscape of each
country reveals much about the state and societal recognition of churches and
religious groups in the education system, as well as about the commitment to
education of the churches and religious groups.

5. Conceptions and tasks of RE
The conceptions and tasks of religious education are negotiated by the religious
communities, school and young people – as well as within society as a whole. It is
in the interrelationship between these different players that the challenge of
religious education lies.

6. Practice/reality of RE in different schools
Depending on the type of school in question, religious education can present
different frameworks, challenges and difficulties.

In issues seven to ten important contextual phenomena in religious education
at the level of the school are addressed, and a targeted focus is laid on ecumenical
and interfaith cooperation and the education of religion teachers.

7. Observations on alternative subjects/learning areas like ethics, philosophy
etc.
Consideration of subjects / learning areas offered “parallel” to religious educa-
tion is important, as their availability or non-availability as well as their rela-
tionship to religious education (e. g. as an alternative subject or as an elective
subject) has not only an indirect effect on the way in which religious education is
provided, it also affects what kind of ethical and religious education those pupils
who do not attend religion class receive.

8. Dealing with religious diversity
The question of how to deal with diversity and which forms of cooperation the
different religious players within society can come up with has become a critical
challenge in European countries.

Preface: Religious Education at Schools in Eastern Europe10
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9. Religion in school outside of RE
Does religion have a role to play in school beyond that of a specific subject offered
to pupils? The answer to this question reveals to what extent the whole climate of
the school is religion-friendly.

10. Training of teachers of RE: institutes, structures, priorities issues
This point addresses an important structural determinant, which, based on the
empirically proven importance of the character of the religion teacher for the
religious education of pupils, deserves special attention.

Since the aim here is not merely to take stock of the situation but instead to
make suggestions for the next steps required in the area of religious education, it
was important to formulate concrete desiderata as well as challenges for each
country and direct the reader towards further sources of information.

11. Empirical Research concerning RE
For a long time empirical research concerning religious education was neglected.
In the last ten years, however, there have been more and more empirical studies.
The relevant studies in the respective country and the different areas addressed
in empirical research are of special interest.

12. Desiderata and challenges for RE in a European context
Here, the results for each country from the analysis of the key issues mentioned
above are examined with a view to finding out which topics or issues may be
important for further work in the area of religious education in Europe.

13. Further information
The selection of additional sources of information should facilitate further re-
search in the field of religious education in the respective countries.

Based on these key issues, the articles listed here contain interesting results, the
comparative analysis of which is reserved for a later publication. At this point,
only some initial allusions to the notable diversity in RE at schools in Eastern
Europe can be mentioned. This volume deals with Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, the Russian Federation and the Ukraine, seven
very different Eastern European countries that shared a common political his-
tory up to their independence 30 years ago. As Socialist Soviet Republics (SSR),
they were part of the Soviet Union (USSR) for almost seven decades and became
independent states in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union around 1990. In
the Soviet period, they had a certain cultural autonomy as constituent republics,
so that, among other things, the respective national language could persist
alongside the Russian language. Ideologically, Marxism-Leninism was the offi-
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cial atheist state doctrine to which education in particular was subject. Public
religious practice was forbidden or subject to state control or restrictions. The
Russian Orthodox Church was fought with particular harshness, schools were
places of anti-religious education.

As so-called transformation countries, all seven states with their independence
faced the task of overcoming the Soviet system, creating democratic structures,
securing fundamental rights and freedoms, establishing relations with churches
and religious communities, and reforming the education system. The latter also
included expel Marxist-Leninist ideology from the education system. Depending
on the country, pre-Soviet traditions and structures included in the transformation
process. The results of this transformation vary from country to country. Six states
became members of the Council of Europe in the mid-1990s, membership in which
is only denied to Belarus because of its authoritarian regime, which systematically
violates fundamental rights and freedoms and because it is the only European
country that still practices the death penalty.

Azerbaijan is the only country treated that has an almost exclusively Muslim
population, two-thirds of which are considered members of Shia Islam. In all
other countries Christian Orthodoxy represents the largest religious group
submerged within a population, which has remained largely religion-critical and
secular despite the collapse of the Soviet Union, but different depending on the
country. The term Christian Orthodox means belonging to one of two different
”church families”: The Byzantine Orthodox church family (e. g. Russian Or-
thodox C., Georgian Orthodox C., in parts of Moldova Romanian Orthodox C.
etc.) and the Oriental Orthodox church family (Armenian Apostolic C.).

30 years ago there was no official religion in any of the seven Eastern European
countries and education was distinctly anti-religious in character. Now an essential
result of all of these contributions is that RE is differentiated in the schools of these
countries and partly characterized by formats that have not yet been consolidated.

In all seven countries RE is a part of the local history, culture and social
education. The religious tradition of the individual countries shapes the names
of the corresponding subjects: ”Armenian Church History”, ”History of the
Christian Religion of Georgia”, ”Religion and Culture in Russia”, ”Orthodox
Culture in Russia” or ”Islamic Studies in Azerbaijan”. In some countries RE is
offered as an optional subject, e. g. at the request of parents in the afternoon. RE
has not been established as an ordinary school subject in any of the countries
examined; only in the confessional private schools is religion an ordinary com-
pulsory subject.

We would like to thank the “Verein der Freunde religiöse Bildung” (Association
of Friends of Religious Education; www.religious-education.info) as well as the
Research Centre ”Religion and Transformation in Contemporary Society” (http://
www.religionandtransformation.at) for their printing subsidies, Dr. Sabine Her-
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misson and Maximilian Saudino for preparing and proof-reading the script as well
as Karin Sima and Marietta Behnoush for taking care of the layout.

Vienna, 01/09/2019 Martin Rothgangel, Yauheniya Danilovich
and Martin Jäggle
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Yauheniya Danilovich

Developments and Challenges of the Orthodox Religious
Education at Schools in Europe

This chapter reflects the development of Orthodox religious education at schools
in Europe in light of the post-Soviet context and other relevant factors such
as secularization, migration, the minority and majority situation of Orthodoxy
in different European countries. Furthermore, the topic will be shaped by the
public debate about religion. Finally the challenges and perspectives for Or-
thodox religious education at schools in Europe will be considered.

1. Orthodox religious education in post-Soviet countries:
historical background, special features and common
tendencies

Post-Soviet countries share a number of similarities, which are relevant to Or-
thodox religious education. These include the common antireligious communist
past as well as a search for forms of religious education in the public space of the
school. Some case studies of the establishment of Orthodox religious education
at schools in post-Soviet countries will be discussed below.

1.1 Orthodox religious education at schools from the perspective of relations
between the Orthodox Church and the state

A special feature of Orthodox religious education at schools in the Eastern Eu-
rope is that the discussion about religious education at schools under the con-
ditions of secularity of education and about the appropriate role of religious
communities only began in the 1990ies.

In Russia and other Eastern European countries like the Ukraine or Belarus
there existed a well-established practice of Orthodox religious education at
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schools before 1917, which had an obvious catechetical approach1. There was a
very intensive cooperation between the Orthodox Church and the state in the
sphere of “public” education, because the Orthodox Church was the state Church.
In 1918 due to a decree establishing the separation of the Church from the state and
school, public education was proclaimed to be secular (Briem 1948, 178f.). In
reality it was not secular meaning areligious, but actively hostile to religion
(Danilovich 2016, 211ff.). In the educational sphere so-called scientific atheism
replaced religious education. This prohibition of any religious education ex-
tended to the parishes. Under communism the state determined, how antireli-
gious the education should be. The Orthodox Church was marginalized in so-
ciety and had no voice in public discourse. It could be said in fact that public
discourse did not exist because all aspects of social life (including all areas of
education) were dominated by communist ideology and propaganda.

In the 1990ies secularity of education was reintroduced in many post-Soviet
countries (Danilovich 2016, 235f.). This time secularity was intended to protect
education from atheistic propaganda. Over time, in some countries the principle
of secularism in education was interpreted as a complete expulsion of religious
content from school education. In Georgia a strict separation between the state
and the church was caused by the rising influence of the Georgian Orthodox
Church. In this case, such an interpretation of the secularity principle is meant to
protect the rights of religious minorities and prevent indoctrination in schools
(Gurchiani 2017a, 1f.).

Insofar the Orthodox Church in all countries of Eastern Europe (Moldova,
Belarus, Russia, Armenia, Ukraine, Georgia etc.) exists under social contexts,
which were all more or less under ideological pressure for a long period of time
(approximately to 70 years) in the 20th century. The consequences of atheistic
ideology still exert explicit and latent influence in post-Soviet societies. In these
terms secularization and the consequences of the ideological pressure can be
observed in this connection as these factors reinforce each other (2VX^o[ 2006,
128f.).

Currently there is still an ongoing search for ways to implement religious
content in the realm of public education. A balance between the influence of the
state and of the Church has not yet been reached. Also, there are still only few
examples for Orthodox Religious Education in public space of a school (Kozyrev
2003, 69).

1 The subject was called “God’s Law” [8Q[_^ 2_WYZ].
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1.2 Back to the roots and “traditional values”

The communist past and the post-Soviet period affect the present situation, the
(self-)image of the Church and its role in the society. In this regard, many see the
communist era as a historical aberrance. Now is the time to go back to the roots.
During the post-Soviet time the Russian Orthodox Church, which has juris-
diction over nearly all post-Soviet countries, took on a special position as a
connector or mediator to the time before 1917. There are several reasons for a
such development such as financial and social crisis, lack of stability, missing
value orientation, which contribute to the high reputation and authority of the
Orthodox Church in post-Soviet society, which is equaly recognized on the
political level (Bremer 2003, 163ff. ; Sprinceana 2014, 40). The key issue is the
discussion about traditional values. The Orthodox Church is seen as the bearer,
guardian and protector of so-called traditional values, which are upheld by the
Orthodox Church.2 But in reality, the connection between these kinds of values
represented by the Orthodox Church and the foundations of these values in
Orthodox theology are beginning to be fragile (Hovorun 2016).

This affinity towards the Orthodox Church can be explained both by the claim
of the Church to be the important part of the national identity and because
Church is used as an identity maker by different parts of the society including
politicians (Agadjanian 2001, 475ff. ; Bremer 2003, 164f. ; Serrano 2014, 75ff. ;
Sprinceana 2014, 36f.). There are also efforts on the part of the Church to
maintain a visible presence in public space: It can be seen in the form of massive
Church buildings projects in several European countries with Orthodox ma-
jorities.3 This return to Orthodoxy in the public arena still differs from the
Church affinity in the private realm or concrete church socialization. The surveys
show a different picture of religiosity of individuals as opposed to the public
presence of the Orthodox Church.4

In the current Orthodox religious education in the post-Soviet countries the
main emphasis lies on the moral and ethical issues (5YS^_T_agVSQ 2012). In the
discussion about Orthodox religious education at schools religious communities
are seen as the mediators of moral values education. The Orthodox Church has

2 This includes for example the idea of the traditional family.
3 It is remarkably, that almost in all post-Soviet or post-communist countries there is kind of big

Church building project, usually actively donated from the state (Memorial Church of all saints
in Minsk: http://hramvs.by/istoriya-vozniknoveniya; Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Mos-
cow; Cathedral of Salvation of the Nation (National Cathedral) in Bucharest: http://www.
catedralaneamului.ro/; Holy Trinity Cathedral in Tbilisi.

4 Although here still the application of mostly western sociological approaches to research the
religiosity in Eastern Europe are discussed. Also the alternative approaches are being deve-
loped (;QaQbVSQ/I[da_SQ/IQcaQSb[YZ 2017; HVb^_[_SQ 2005).
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also reinforced this image in “The Basis of the Social Concept of the Russian
Orthodox Church”, the document adopted 2000 at the Bishop’s council of the
Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow (Sacred Bishops’ Council of the Russian
Orthodox Church 2000). Especially the chapter “Secular science, culture and
education” reflects the contribution of the Church to the field of education:
“From the Orthodox perspective, it is desirable that the entire educational sys-
tem should be built on religious principles and based on Christian values.
Nevertheless, the Church, following the age-old tradition, respects the secular
school and is willing to build relations with it on the basis of human freedom. At
the same time, the Church considers it inadmissible to impose on students anti-
religious and anti-Christian ideas and to assert the monopoly of the materialistic
worldview. […] School is a mediator that hands over to new generations the
moral values accumulated in the previous centuries. School and the Church are
called to co-operation in this task.” (Sacred Bishops’ Council of the Russian
Orthodox Church 2000, XIV. 3.)

1.3 The Orthodox Church as a part of national identity. Confessional shifts
and claims of “traditional” religious communities in Europe

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, laws were passed in several countries,
ensuring equal rights for all religious organizations (for example in Ukraine
1991, in Belarus 1992, in Azerbajdzhan 1992, in Moldova 1992, in Georgia 1995).
After some time (in Russia in 1997, in Belarus in 2002, in Georgia 2002, in
Moldova 2007), modified laws and legal agreements came into force that identify
a particular (mostly Orthodox Church) or some religious communities5 as kind
of “traditional” in the country, which is justified by the assumption that this
community plays an outstanding role in the history of these countries and thus
provides them with advantages over other religious communities.

In some post-Soviet countries there are efforts underway to reestablish the
neutrality between the state and religious communities, but the inequality can be
still found in the different fields of society (Gurchiani 2017b, 517; Serrano 2014,
81f. ; Sprinceana 2014). Concerning this distinction between “traditional” and
“non-traditional”6 religious organizations the relationship between the Ortho-
dox Church and the state on the one side and between state and other religious
denominations on the other side can be misbalanced in some terms: It can

5 In Russia for example, this includes Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism.
6 To the “non-traditional” religious communities usually belong in this terms the religious

organizations, which presence in the former CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States)
countries could be perceived first after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
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influence – restrict or support – the possibilities of participation of different
religious communities on religious education at schools. This can also lead to a
kind of monopoly of a handful of religious communities in the field of religious
education. It includes also a risk that religious education in public space can be
misused either by the state or by the “privileged” religious community or both at
the same time: for the political aims of the state, for the upbringing of “good”
citizens.

Accordingly, there are challenges to the Orthodox religious education in
dealing with religious plurality at schools. In the countries represented in this
book the Orthodox Church is always counted as one of the “traditional” religious
communities even though it has in some countries the minority status (see for
example Azerbajdzhan). How is this role reflected in the Diaspora situation of
Orthodoxy in other European countries like Germany or Austria, where the
Orthodox Church neither has a majority nor represents a “traditional” religious
community? And how does this reflection influence the situation at the country
of origin?

2. The discussion about religious education at schools as the
discussion about religion in public space

The implementation of religious education in the public space of the state secular
school are still the issue of discussions. There are different views in the discourse
on religious education in regard to society on the one side, to the state on the
other side and to the Church on the third side. All of these actors in the domain of
religious education are seen from different positions. So here the question arises
as to how public space is interpreted by different players of religious education.

One of the central questions and one of the main developments in terms of
Orthodox religious education at schools is the process of transition and change
from a catechetical approach to education towards a view of Orthodox religious
education as a contribution to the general school education. The latter is about
the perspective of public space, which sets relevant requirements for religious
education, like competence discourse, dialogue and discourse skills, dealing with
religious plurality etc. We can see this development not only in the post-Soviet
countries, but also in the other European countries. There is still a very intense
discussion with a focus on curricula or the format of religious education
(Confessionality) about the issue, how the orthodox education at public School
has to be organized (Danilovich 2019; Vletisis 2014; Stogiannidis 2015).

The discussion on the curricula in Greece can be mentioned here, where a new
curriculum triggered a controversial discussion (Vletsis 2014). The curriculum
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indeed referred to Orthodoxy but it aims primarily at the exploration of the
religious phenomenon in general and does not intend to strengthen the Or-
thodox identity of pupils. Content regarding other religions are included (Sto-
giannidis, 2015, 332f.). On the one hand, the new curricula are supported by the
argument of the religious neutrality of school education. On the other hand, one
sees the contribution of the Orthodox tradition to education in terms of its
outstanding role in the country’s history and a kind of identity maker in this case
neglected (Stogiannidis 2014, 72).

Similar discussions also can be observed in the Eastern European countries,
where the main question is, what form religious education at public Schools
should take? So the issue is relevant both in a majority and minority situation of
the Orthodox Church. In Russia, Georgia and Greece the Orthodox Church
represents the largest religious community. The argument for the clear Orthodox
confessional profile is that the majority of pupils grow up in the cultural context
that is influenced by one major religious community (for example Orthodoxy in
Greece, Orthodoxy in Russia, Orthodoxy in Belarus). The cultural value of such
religion is mentioned as relevant for the history of the country. So the knowledge
about this major religion can help to better understand and interpret the envi-
ronment of the pupils (Shnirelman 2011, 2). But how does the Orthodox syllabus
represent the pluralistic, democratic society in general and minorities such as
Muslims, Jews, atheistic or no-confessional groups in particular?

The other perspective is to interpret the secularity principle from the point of
view of society, so also from the perspective of pupils and their parents. What
kind of religious education do they expect? This way of interpreting the concepts
of religious education at schools (not only orthodox) are based on empirical
studies, conducted for example in Belarus or Russia. This inductive method is
the way to establish and to explain, why a certain concept is better according to
the interests and expectations of parents and pupils. There are some attempts to
research the position of the society towards religious education at schools. In
some post-Soviet countries, the studies and polls were conducted to the question
of how advisable the introduction of contents referring to religion in school
education is and which concepts it should be based on (Kozyrev 2003; ;QaQbrSQ/
I[da_SQ 2015).

Although it is assumed that the society is pluralistic: The study, conducted by
F. Kozyrev and his team shows the unexpected result that still less than 10 % of
school students, who don’t attend any kind of lessons about religion at school (St.
Petersburg, so the results are not representative for the whole Russia, also the
specific situation of St. Petersburg) “answered with certainty that there is no God
while just 4 % decisively reject religion as such” (Kozyrev 2003, 75). In the
schools, where religion is taught, not one student with atheistic conviction was
found (Kozyrev 2003, 76). Kozyrev also has found out that the young people do
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not make a connection to the cultural tradition through the religion (Kozyrev
2003, 77).

Another interesting finding was the following: The majority of the students
interviewed see themselves as religious, but do not identify with any specific
confession. The second most numerous group were Orthodox Christians. Ko-
zyrev summarizes that the religious attitudes of students in St. Petersburg are
mostly individualistic and relativistic. They do not identify with one particular
religious tradition. Only 2 % of the students attend church at least weekly (Ko-
zyrev 2003, 79).

Surely the results of the survey cannot be applied to all of Russia or be trans-
ferred wholesale to other countries. But the results give some impulses for the
discussion about Orthodox religious education: For example, it makes doubtful
the arguments claiming the culture of the country determines the profile of reli-
gious education.

3. Orthodox Religious education at schools in the European
Diaspora

In the European Orthodox Diaspora, Orthodox religious education faces a
similar challenge – a search for the profile of Orthodox religious education in a
pluralistic society. In addition, the peculiarities of the Diaspora situation must be
considered, in which the religious education in the school must meet a pan-
Orthodox claim in the face of the cultural diversity of Orthodoxy.

3.1 Orthodoxy in European Diaspora

The Orthodox Church is present now in many European countries. Migration is
one of the most relevant factors for the presence of Orthodoxy in the traditionally
“not-orthodox” countries like Germany, Spain or Italy. In Germany the migra-
tion processes led to the situation that the Orthodox Church has become the
third biggest Christian denomination7 with a clear growth tendency (Die
Beauftragte der Bundesregierung für Migration, Flüchtlinge und Integration
2016, 362; Sekretariat der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz 2017, 7). Among the
Orthodox Christians in Germany many people came from the post-Soviet
countries but also from EU-countries with Orthodox majorities such as Romania

7 After Catholic and Protestant Church.
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and Bulgaria (Bundesministerium des Innern, für Bau und Heimat & Bundesamt
für Migration und Flüchtlinge 2018, 6, 46, 49).

The example of Germany illustrates the specifics of the Diaspora situation of
the Orthodox Church. The Diaspora situation in this case is not just a minority
situation. So in this way it is different to a minority situation of the Orthodox
Church for example in Croatia or Azerbajdzhan. Orthodoxy is very heteroge-
neous in the European Diaspora: There is no kind of origin traditional Orthodox
Church, which could integrate the other Orthodox newly arrived minorities. All
the various Orthodox Churches came to Germany from other predominantly
Orthodox countries. There is a vision by some theologians that over time there
will be kind of German Orthodox Church, but such a development will not take
place in the foreseeable future.

The individual Orthodox Churches in Europe share the common liturgical
tradition, the common faith and canon law. Between the Churches there is also
the Eucharistic community. But the visible unity of the Churches remains an
important issue and task, which becomes particularly obvious in the Diaspora
situation. Recent events concerning the question of Church autocephaly in the
Ukraine are challenging this unity and collaboration between the Orthodox
Churches8.

At the moment the Orthodox dioceses cooperate in the Orthodox Episcopal
Conference. This format of cooperation can be seen for example in Austria,
Germany, the Benelux countries (Orthodoxe Bischofskonferenz in Deutschland
2019; Orthodoxe Kirche in Österreich 2019). This is a structure, in which the
bishops of Orthodox dioceses cooperate in common fields of work. This includes
Orthodox Religious Education at schools. So at schools in Germany there is no
Russian-Orthodox or Romanian-Orthodox Religious Education, but only Or-
thodox Religious Education for all children, who are members of one of the
Orthodox dioceses represented in the Episcopal Conference. This kind of co-
operation is relatively new for the Orthodox Churches: Firstly, some Orthodox
Churches don’t have a lot of experience of Orthodox education within the public
space of school9, secondly the cooperation between different Orthodox Churches
as such is a new experience, which hasn’t been practiced in the countries of
origin. At the moment, two kinds of development can be identified:

The first one concerns the field of religious education within individual
dioceses witch has clear specifics of the cultural and national background: The
target group in this case is youth and children belonging primarily to one spe-

8 Due to the conflict between the Moscow Patriarchate and Ecumenical Patriarchate of Con-
stantinople referring the Church situation in Ukraine the Eucharistic community between
these two Churches is not practiced at the moment. The work on the pan-Orthodox com-
mittees in the diaspora was also hindered.

9 Here especially Orthodox Churches from CIS countries.
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cific cultural space (for example Russian-speaking, Romanian-speaking, Greek-
speaking). In different formats of religious education like youth work, camps and
excursions the contents of religious education are intertwined with the aim of
upholding the national identity and culture. In this case, there is the language,
country of origin or culture that unite but also create borders and have an effect
of exclusion.

Secondly, there are efforts to develop the formats of religious education that
enrich all orthodox children and youth and this way to primarily strengthen the
pan-Orthodox identity in face of the diversity of particular cultural back-
grounds. This includes Orthodox Religious Education at schools for example or
pan-Orthodox youth work. Currently it seems that religious education within
particular dioceses is developing much more intensively than in pan-Orthodox
framework.

3.2 Special features of the Diaspora situation: chances, challenges for the
Orthodox religious education at schools

The Diaspora situation of the Orthodox Churches in Europe has several special
features, which can influence the practice of religious education. Thomas Bremer
notes that especially after the collapse of the Soviet Union the Russian Orthodox
Church reflected its role intensively as a protector of the Russian people living
abroad. In this way not only Russia, but actually nearly all CIS-countries (with
exception of Georgia, because of having the own Autocephalous Orthodox
Church) are under the jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church called
“canonical territory”. This also means that the Orthodox Church in the Diaspora
serves not only a religious function but plays the role of carrying the national
identity (Bremer 2003, 166f.). It can influence the aims and conditions /formats
of religious education, which pursues the aim not just of handing down the
contents of religious tradition, but also of developing and furthering national
identity.

For Orthodox religious education in the Diaspora, which claims a pan-Or-
thodox character this situation brings chances but also challenges: The plurality
of national and cultural backgrounds is increasingly becoming the new normal
in Europe. But the focus on particular national identities can bring with it a
tendency towards disintegration as a side effect, which complicates cooperation
between Orthodox partners and hinders the integration of Orthodoxy in mostly
not-Orthodox societies.

The Diaspora situation is challenging Orthodox religious education in terms
of its further development. This development should be reflected under the
conditions of multiculturalism, religious plurality and secularization. One of the
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challenges is the plurality of values and as a possible consequence there are
conflicts over differing values (Vliagkoftis 2015, 27). Some positions represented
by the Orthodox Church refer to “traditional values”. The task is to reflect the
roots and the foundations of these values in Orthodox theology profoundly and
to contextualize them in a European framework and social environment, the aim
referred not just to religious education, but also to Orthodox theology.

The Diaspora situation also influences the argumentation referring to Or-
thodox religious education. Orthodoxy in the Diaspora cannot argue with the
past, like with the time bevor 1917, but with the present situation. But still here
the argument of tradition can be seen. Orthodox tradition is something that
parents of the children bring to Germany, Orthodoxy is the binding factor to the
past of the parents and is still kind of identity factor (Hirtenwort 2011). Here the
argument of cultural heritage can be seen. There are other issues beyond the
argumentation for the Orthodox religious education as to get to know the tra-
dition of the country of origin or reflect it as part of the fluid multicultural
identity of the second and third generations. Religious education is kind of
mediator of cultural influenced values.

So how is Orthodox religious education interpreted in the public space of
school under the conditions of Diaspora? Are there differences to the inter-
pretation in the post-Soviet countries? The syllabus for Orthodox Religious
Education both in Germany and in Austria shows mostly the catechetical ap-
proach of Orthodox Religious Education at schools (see for example, Lehrplan
für die Grundschule in Nordrhein-Westfalen 2018; Lehrplan für den orthodoxen
Religionsunterricht an Volksschulen 2008). Also what little teaching materials
have been published so far show a similar situation (Keller 2016).

3.3 Thinking Orthodox religious education at European context

In some countries with Orthodox majorities Orthodoxy is considered the tra-
ditional denomination representing one of the most relevant factors of national
identity, history and cultural heritage (for example Russia, Belarus, Romania,
Moldova, Georgia, Serbia, Greece) (Gurchiani 2017b, 517f.). At the same time
most of these countries placed in Europe are the countries where the Auto-
cephalous Orthodox Churches (Patriarchates) like the Russian Orthodox
Church, Romanian Orthodox Church, Georgian Orthodox Church or Bulgarian
Orthodox Church come from and have had their regular place till now. In this
sense Orthodoxy belong to and has been forming the European space over the
centuries.

The Diaspora situation can give important impulses for the reflection and
conceptual development of Orthodox religious education at schools in Europe.
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Under the conditions of collaboration, Orthodoxy should focus both on the
contents of religious education essential for all Orthodox Churches and on the
cultural particularities which are very specific like language at the same time.
What should children and youth learn who are native to the different Orthodox
traditions or unfamiliar with any of it during the common lessons? The argu-
mentation for the Orthodox religious education in this case should be related to
the environment, in which children and youth grow up, which can be different
from the situation in the countries of origin. The cultural aspects or historical
roots become fragile as the primary arguments for the contents of religious
education. Nevertheless, they are still important, because of indispensable cul-
tural and historical contextualization of each Orthodox Church.

In Orthodox religious education there is something going on, which refers not
just religious education. In the curricula of Orthodox Religious Education in
Germany there are several issues, which are relevant, because of developments in
Europe. The problems of integration and self-reflection of the integration
processes (Vliagkoftis 2015), issues of multilingualism as an ordinary case of the
children and youth growing up in Europe, issues of belonging and both cultural
and religious identity, conflict of values, tensions between the country of origin
and its culture and language and “new” environment, new land and the question,
from which point of time the “new” country is not new anymore.
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