Religious education on the east of Europe
The title “RE on the east of Europe” may seem a bit strange or confusing to readers but the reality today suggests that there isn’t any more Western and Eastern Europe, as far as RE is concerned, but just Europe and the east of Europe. Under “Europe”, we used to understand the 15 member-states (since 1995) which formed the “core” democratic societies of Europe and which served as models and samples of good socio-political order. Now under Europe we understand the 25 member-states, after 10 new countries joined the Union as of 1 May 2004. The other countries on the old continent lie on the east and east-south of the European Union.
The notion “on the east of Europe” may not be quite relevant as to the geographical or socio-political situation of the countries lying on the east of the EU but it is very precise if we refer to the religious situation of these lands: in most of them the Orthodox Christianity is represented, unlike the rest of Europe where mostly the Roman Catholic, Protestant and Anglican Christianity represent the main religious communities of the European Union. If we take a look at the religious landscape of the “former” Eastern European countries, which a year and so ago joined EU, we can notice that the “old” Europe accepted these lands with their Roman Catholic and Protestant RE which was re-established after the changes at the end of the 90s of the last century. And if we take a closer look at the type of RE taught at schools, we can observe in almost all of the new EU member-states a confessional RE which is organized by the religious communities and which is widely recognized by the governments and the society (except for Estonia and Slovenia where RE is non-confessional, and in the latter, in fact, we have a religious-ethical subject taught at schools).
The east of Europe, the “Orthodox” Europe, either does not have any RE at the state schools, or if it does, it is just a nominal RE with a very small number of children attending the RE classes. Here only one “Orthodox” country represents an exception – this is Romania, where RE is well taught and widely spread throughout the country with a high percentage of students’ attendance of the RE classes (with equally represented Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant RE). In other “eastern” countries, such as Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, Macedonia, Serbia and Bulgaria, there is no RE at schools and the state take a little, or no, responsibility of the religious matters at the school system in the respective countries. Again, we could consider Bulgaria and Serbia (and to some extent Ukraine) as a kind of exception because there is an optional school subject in these countries, which we could freely call RE, but the number of the children who attend the classes is less than one percent and so practically this could hardly be called religious education as governmental enterprise. Georgia may be considered exception to the “general rule” of lack of RE in the “Orthodox eastern” countries as far as there is, at least officially stated, a type of RE (called Religion and Culture) which is non-confessional, optional and is provided by the state, but in practice the number of the Orthodox RE groups is bigger than the state-supported “cultural” school subject.
Why this lack of interest in RE? Why are the governments so disinterested in providing any religious (or at least cultural-religious) education to the young generation? And if the state is not interested in this, why the religious bodies do not organise any RE at schools? There may be different explanations to these questions, and here are some suggestions. Suggestion one. In all these countries the new constitutions, adopted in the early 90s of the last century, guarantee equal rights to all traditions, equality of religious and civic rights, equality as to gender, race, etc. This means that the state cannot officially ensure special privileges to any of the cultural elements in a given country. The same equal rights were given to all religious communities in these countries after laws and regulations on religion and faith communities were adopted. In these circumstances, the governments tended to prevent any religious interference in the state’s affairs, including education.
Suggestion two. In many countries, the relations between the (Orthodox) Church and the state are good and positive but only as far as general statements are made or certain Orthodox feasts are celebrated, both by believers and secular people, and especially as we see governmental men and women attending the services and showing great respect for the “official” religion. When it comes to practical cooperation, however, for example introducing Orthodox RE at schools, the governments (in fact, the Ministries of education) immediately turn to the regulations of the constitution and other relevant laws and articles and reject any religious or spiritual education at the state schools. In some countries, the state shows some interest in the ethical or cultural education of their youth (in Serbia, where there is a Civic Education in parallel to the optional Orthodox RE, and also in Georgia, where Religion and Culture is taught at schools but, again, with a very small number of classes throughout the two countries), but in actual fact the teaching is poor and it seems occasional and not efficient.
Suggestion three. None of the Orthodox churches in these countries are prepared to undertake any RE at the state schools. The church does not have any modern and atractive teaching materials, it does not have the required number of qualified RE teachers, it does not have the pedagogical experience of RE teaching, and finally, the Orthodox church is not quite happy with the approach which the Ministry of education would propose for RE teaching at the state schools. In Bulgaria there are RE textbooks but they were written not by the Church but by the theologians and the educationalists in close cooperation with each other. In Russia the Orthodox church proposed RE textbooks to the Ministry of education but the government does not agree to the content which is strictly Orthodox although one of the book’s title is Fundamentals of the Orthodox culture. In Serbia and Ukraine there are Orthodox RE textbooks which are used at schools but just in a very small number of classes. If the governments in the “eastern” countries were to allow the Orthodox church to prepare teachers and relevant textbooks, it would take years for them to properly organise RE for all the schools in a country, especially the teacher training which would need opening of new pedagogical-theological institutions and at least five years of training when the first noticeable results may become evident.
Suggestion four. In all of the above discussed countries, there are smaller or greater minorities belonging to other religious traditions, and the governments officially provide these minorities with the same rights as those of the majority of the population. If an RE is to be introduced at the state schools, it should be equally represented for all the religious communities. In some countries this may not be as difficult (in Bulgaria, for example, where the Muslims have their own RE classes along the Orthodox ones) but in other countries, Russia, Serbia and Macedonia for instance, this may be a real challenge for all the religious minorities. The struggle between them about who is to undertake the RE at the state schools, and what should be the content and the approach, is so great that one would not expect any agreement on these in the near future.
Finally, suggestion five. In all “Orthodox” countries the Church managed to open and maintain a very good system of Sunday schools and other primary and secondary Orthodox schools (as well as Orthodox seminaries and spiritual academies/faculties). To some extent, this is for now satisfactory for the Holy Synods and the Church as a whole and for number of active believers in the countries which, in fact, may differ considerably: from less than one percent for Bulgaria to seven percent for Russia. In some countries, the faith schools are officially recognised and they function normally and efficiently (Bulgaria, Romania and to some extent Russia, Georgia and Ukraine) and in other countries the “official” recognition does not respond to the actual situation in a country (Serbia, Macedonia, Belarus). Nevertheless, the fact that the religious bodies in the surveyed countries still do not urgently pretend for immediate introduction of confessional RE at the state schools suggests that they either feel themselves unprepared for such step or they feel to some extent satisfied with their own ministry/education within the religious communities and possibly they continue their preparation for ensuring a future RE with relevant textbooks, sufficient number of RE teachers and wider cooperation with other educational bodies concerned with the educational policy as a whole.
Times however change and soon Europe will certainly accept within the EU family countries which now are seen as Orthodox (for example, Bulgaria and Romania are to join EU in 2007, and although this maybe postponed, it inevitably will follow the process of further integration of Europe). And if Europe accepted the Roman Catholic Poland where the RE is well developed, where both the state/society and the Church feel responsible for the ethical and religious development of the young generation, it should accept in the same way the “Orthodox” countries, too, where again we could find in the near future well established RE (not at all countries at the same time, surely) from which would benefit both the state and the religious communities. The fear that the Orthodox people are not as tolerant and open as the people of other Christian traditions is groundless because tolerance and understanding is taught, accepted and brought up in the whole system of education in a country, not just as a small part of the RE curricula. This suggests that the peoples of the countries now considered as “Eastern European” are to accept the values and the principles of the democratic societies to which they are to join, and this acceptance inevitably will reflect the RE teaching, too. Otherwise we would wonder how Greece today plays an important role in the European family and its “Orthodoxness” is not a threat to anybody, but it can only enrich the various religious and cultural traditions of the old continent.
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