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WELCOME
World Religions

S

chools continually have any number of constituents lobbying
for time for a variety of great new innovative studies. To remain
focused on what curricular areas are the most essential, we must
think strategically and critically. World Religions could be thought of
as a historical artifact of an earlier understanding of an educational
need, and not thought of as important or relevant today. Yet the horror at the Tree of Life Synagogue this fall, not to mention all of the misinformed hate directed in
recent months and years to Muslims and the followers of other non-Christian religions, demonstrates how truly essential it is for our students to be informed about the various world religions.
This edition of Connections points to the vital need to ensure that World Religions reside
somewhere in the curriculum. Studying World Religions fills a variety of needs. First, history,
politics, and literature are often strongly influenced by the religion of the culture in which
they live. In order to truly “understand,” you often need to understand the religion that influenced the author. Second, many of our schools embrace globalism in some way. Can this be
done well without giving students an accurate understanding of something like sharia law, or
is that left to the misinformation of social media? Third, to understand belief and non-belief.
This is not to advocate that schools need to teach students what to believe. Students need to
see belief and nonbelief as a one of the many elements of diversity that need to be respected.
Students in our schools should feel comfortable sharing their perspective and may need help
learning how to do that without negatively judging those who don’t share their belief.
This edition of Connections has various perspectives, including articles from a Muslim educator, a conservative Christian, a Unitarian minister, a world religions teacher, and a chaplain at
a largely secular school. All independent schools are comprised of all sorts of different voices.
I hope this edition will help to ensure that all voices feel comfortable speaking, and that we
work hard to make sure all are clearly understood. l
I want to highlight a new kind of event that CSEE is launching: Online Courses. These events
will have an expert speaker and the ability for you to engage in discussion with other participants. BUT these events will be done online, saving you the time and expense of travel. See
more at www.csee.org/onlinecourses.
Bob Mattingly, Executive Director of CSEE
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Teaching
about
Religions as
Diversity
Education
By Brian Blackmore
Westtown School, West Chester, PA

I

ndependent schools are increasingly taking diversity seriously; however, it is unclear
how much schools are helping students understand religion as an important aspect
of human identity and experience. A 2017 survey conducted by the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) reported that diversity work is in a period of robust
growth, formalization, and professionalization. About one-third of diversity practitioners
report they are the first or the second person to perform that role at their schools. Approximately 90% of diversity practitioners have some kind of formal training in their
field, and 73% hold advanced degrees. It seems that more than ever before, schools are
providing professional development about diversity and inclusion, improving hiring and
admissions practices, incorporating new curriculum and assemblies devoted to diversity
education, and supporting student affinity groups and diversity clubs. About half of the
respondents to the 2017 NAIS survey reported that their school had a formal diversity
strategic plan. 1 The work independent schools are doing around diversity and inclusion
is important and praiseworthy, but I wonder if religion is being overlooked. Diversity
and inclusion programs tend to (quite rightly) emphasize issues related to inclusion and
1. National Association of Independent Schools. 2017 NAIS Diversity Practitioners Survey. https://www.nais.org/media/
MemberDocuments/Research/2017-NAIS-Diversity-Practitioner-Survey.pdf. Accessed August 2018.
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bias based on race, gender, and sexual
orientation, and yet religion is a crucial part
of identity for many people. Religious identity
is also the target for bias, hatred, and violence
in our society. Learning about religion has
an abundance of benefits for students. The
study of religion helps improve intellectual
understanding and critical thinking about social issues. There are spiritual practices from
the world religions that can support the
psychological and emotional well-being of
a growing population of highly stressed and
over-committed young people. Most of all,
learning about religions is fundamental for
helping young people become more ethically
responsible citizens in a multi-religious world.
I teach about world religions full-time at
Westtown School, a Quaker day and boarding school in West Chester, PA. I also serve
as a consultant, on behalf of the Center
for Spiritual and Ethical Education (CSEE),
for schools that are interested in launching or enhancing world religions courses.
Additionally, I lead the CSEE virtual department for religion teachers, a platform based
on a series of conference calls intended to
provide invaluable networking, resource
sharing, and collegial support. In this short
piece, I seek to address some of the common
concerns which make schools apprehensive about offering world religions courses.
I also seek to share what I believe are the
most compelling reasons for why schools
should be teaching about world religions.

Developing Intellectual Awareness
Many school administrations are leery about
offering world religion courses because
they do not understand the difference between an academic and a devotional approach to the study of religion. Religiouslyaffiliated and secular schools express some
nervousness that world religions courses
might press students to accept a particular religious worldview or denigrate others.
Rather than imposing the acceptance or
denial of any particular religious belief or
practice, a well-trained religion teacher will
seek to develop awareness of various religions. They will also help students develop
critical thinking skills for interpreting sacred
literature and understanding the role that
religion plays in our world. When the study
of religion is conducted with an academic
rather than a devotional approach, world
religion courses do not compete or interfere with a school’s religious commitments,
nor do they alienate students who come
from non-religious backgrounds or profess
a non-religious worldview. Indeed, religion
should be studied with the same intellectual care and responsibility as any other
academic subject.2
If the integrity of world religion courses is
safeguarded by employing teachers who
understand the value of using an academic approach to the study of religion, what
might be some of the benefits of these

2. For more information about guidelines for ethically and intellectually responsible pedagogy for religious studies
education, see: Charles C. Haynes and Oliver S. Thomas. Finding Common Ground: A First Amendment Guide to Religion and
Public Schools. Nashville, TN: First Amendment Center, 2007; American Academy of Religion Guidelines for Teaching about
Religion in K-12 Public Schools in the United States. April, 2010; and Diane L. Moore. Overcoming Religious Illiteracy: A Cultural
Studies Approach to the Study of Religion in Secondary Education. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.

Continues on page 4
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Continued from page 3
courses for students? As a baseline, world
religions courses help students gain basic
knowledge about the history, texts, beliefs,
practices, and material manifestations of
the world’s largest religions. This is important given that most Americans are woefully uninformed about the world’s great religious traditions. In 2010, the Pew Research
Forum conducted an extensive study of
knowledge about religions in the U.S. and
the findings were disappointing. Less than
half of Americans know that the Dalai Lama
is Buddhist, the Jewish Sabbath begins on

“

Because religion has
played such a significant
role in history, and it
continues to shape culture and politics in powerful ways, omission of
religion in the curriculum
gives students the false
impression that religion
is somehow insignificant
and unimportant for
understanding the world
around them.

Friday, and the four canonical gospels are
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Fewer than
four-in-ten (38%) correctly associate Vishnu
and Shiva with Hinduism, and only about
one-quarter of Americans are aware that
most people in Indonesia, the country with
the world’s largest Muslim population, are
Muslim.3 In a Supreme Court case which
prohibited state-sponsored school prayer
and Bible readings in public schools, Associate Justice Tom Clark wrote: “[I]t might well
be said that one’s education is not complete
without a study of comparative religion or
the history of religion and its relationship to
the advancement of civilization.”4 Because
religion has played such a significant role
in history, and it continues to shape culture
and politics in powerful ways, omission of
religion in the curriculum gives students
the false impression that religion is somehow insignificant and unimportant for understanding the world around them.

Reducing Bias and Making Good
Ethical Decisions

”

Teaching about religion is not merely about
gaining knowledge. It is also about helping students make good ethical decisions.
In 1984, the National Council for the Social
Studies stated: “Knowledge about religions
is not only a characteristic of an educated
person but is absolutely necessary for under-

3. Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life. U.S. Religious Knowledge Survey. [Washington, D.C.]: Pew Forum on Religion &
Public Life, 2010.
4. Abington Township v. Schempp 374 U.S. 203 (1963).
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standing and living in a world of diversity.”5
Modesto, California is the only public school
district in the U.S. that requires high school
students to take a world religions course. A
research study of the district’s courses has
shed some light on the intellectual and
social benefits of teaching about religions.
Researchers found that students were not
only significantly more knowledgeable
about world religions immediately after
taking a world religions course, but this
knowledge persisted several months after
the course. Students also emerged from
the course more supportive of basic First
Amendment and political rights in general.
A pre-test of students found that they were
alarmingly intolerant on questions dealing
with respect for First Amendment rights.
After the course, students were more willing to extend the rights to run for public
office, teach in public schools, hold public
rallies and make a public speech to their
“least-liked group.” Another researcher from
McGill University found that the Modesto
program reduced religious-based bullying
on school campuses.
The importance of these findings cannot be
overstated. According to the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), anti-Muslim hate
groups have more than tripled in recent

“

The FBI reported that
the second most
common motivator
for hate crimes was
bias against religion...

”

years. SPLC counted five anti-Muslim hate
groups in 2010, 34 groups in 2015, and at
least 114 anti-Muslim hate groups in 2017.6
Hate crime statistics gathered by the FBI in
2016 are even more disturbing. The FBI reported that the second most common motivator for hate crimes was bias against religion (the first most common motivator was
bias against race, ethnicity, and/or ancestry). In 2016, 1,584 anti-religious hate crimes
were reported, with Jews being the most
targeted (more than half of the reported
crimes). About one-fourth of victims were
Muslims and less than six percent of victims
were Christians.7 This data is disquieting,
but intolerance of religious difference is not
something new. In the colonial era pilgrims
hanged Quakers; in the nineteenth century
states declared war against Native Americans

5. Robert J. Dilzer. Including the Study About Religion in the Social Studies Curriculum: A Position Statement and Guidelines. [S.l: s.n.], 1984.
6. Southern Poverty Law Center. “Anti-Muslims.” https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/ideology/antimuslim. Accessed August 2018.
7. Federal Bureau of Investigation. “Hate Crime Statistics 2016.” https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-crime/2016. Accessed August 2018.

Continues on page 20
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Being a Force for Change:
One School’s Journey to Combat
Bigotry and Promote Respect
By Amira Al-Sarraf
New Horizon School, Pasadena, CA

W

ith great anticipation, the New Horizon School community awaited the decision of
the U.S. Department of Education regarding our Blue Ribbon application. It was September of 2005 when I received the first phone call from a representative from the
DOE informing us that we would indeed be receiving the Blue Ribbon and to expect an official
letter in the mail.
I remember that moment vividly, finding myself feeling quite emotional, knowing this was
to be a seminal moment in the school’s history. We were, to our knowledge, the first Islamic
school in the United States to receive this award, and I knew the ramifications would be felt
for years to come.
Indeed, this accolade would further validate the school’s credibility and status along with
its full-term accreditation by CAIS and WASC. Established in 1984, New Horizon School was
poised as one of the early institutions to take the lead in Islamic education in the United States.
With an emphasis on academic excellence in a balanced Islamic environment and the fostering of a wholly compatible American Muslim identity, New Horizon was an early pioneer in
developing this new concept in the world of education in the U.S., preceded only by the Sister
Clara Muhammed schools.
These feelings of excitement and joy would, unfortunately, be interrupted by another phone
call from DOE, which would replace those feelings with shock and disappointment. It was
another official from DOE, and he informed me that our Blue Ribbon award was being called
into question.
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If we take a moment to reflect on that time
period, we as Americans were commemorating the fourth anniversary of 9/11, and
our post-9/11 world had certainly changed
the landscape of our nation in unexpected
and unfortunate ways. We would see the rise
of “anti-Islam” hate groups that challenged
the loyalty of American Muslims and even
their ability to be true Americans.
So, it was the American Congress for Truth,
an organization designated by the Southern
Poverty Law Center (SPLC) as a “hate group,”
that called for the withdrawal of our Blue
Ribbon status stating that we were “fomenting terrorism.” They had called upon a North
Carolina Congresswoman to reach out to
DOE to protest our achievement. The DOE
official said to me, “Whenever Congress calls,
we have to respond.”

“These feelings of excitement
and joy would, unfortunately,
be interrupted by another
phone call from DOE, which
would replace those feelings
with shock and disappointment... our Blue Ribbon
award was being called
into question.”
les is an amazing city in interfaith relations.
We are proud of New Horizon School and
their achievements. We stand side-by-side
with them, and any attack on them is an
attack on the whole community.

Thus began a necessary but frustrating process of defending our school and our legitimacy. The DOE reached out to Mimi Baer,
then Executive Director of CAIS, and David
Brown, then Executive Director of WASC,
who provided highly complimentary feedback and virtually restored DOE’s faith in
our educational and institutional integrity. It
was, however, the words of Rabbi Steven B.
Jacobs of Temple Kol Tikvah that reaffirmed
our belief in the power of the interfaith work
that is a hallmark of New Horizon’s commitment to the “betterment of family, community, and humanity.” He offered these words
of support which we relayed to DOE:

The support from the wider educational and
religious community of Los Angeles proved
to be a testament to the power of dedication to the ideals on which our country was
founded. It gave us hope to continue to
stand strong as a school and to further forge
the meaningful connections that advance
our important work. All-told, however, the
experience also showed us the ugly reality of bigotry and hate that existed then
and unfortunately still exists today. With
the political “climate change” in the past
three years, hate groups are emboldened
now more than ever. According to the Pew
Research Center, the number of assaults
against Muslims in the U.S. rose significantly
between 2015 and 2016, actually surpassing
the height of 2001 assaults.

Many of us have been intimately involved
with each other, especially since 9/11. We
have shared a journey that brings greater
understanding and a passion for safety
and justice in our communities. Los Ange-

Our school, along with other Muslim schools
in the United States, have had to face these
realities with a new imperative: to equip our
students with the social and emotional tools
they may need to manage the challenges of

Continues on page 8
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Continued from page 7
their world while also preserving some of their
childhood innocence and their belief in the
principles of the America we know and love.
Part of a necessary toolkit for any school to
broaden understanding of the rich diversity
within our world is the inclusion of a world
religions class or program. According to Mark
Wallace, Professor of Religion at Swarthmore
College, “Serious study of the world’s religions inculcates unique cultural sensitivities
among students.” Such programs enrich our
students’ knowledge of beliefs and practices
that impact the ways our friends and neighbors live every day.
Additionally, a new study by CMRubinWorld
and Top Global Teachers notes that finding
common ground with fellow students has
become a crucial global competence, especially as migration is increasing our cultural
and social diversity. Students’ ability to cope
in this world full of differences will determine
how well they will thrive in society.
It is not enough, however, to simply impart
knowledge. A spirit of respect and appreciation for one another must accompany
the learning to truly foster an environment
that values our differences and affirms our
shared values. In this way, we can reduce
the risk of creating a sense of “the other” and
promoting our sense of common humanity.
We live, love, celebrate, and mourn in ways
that can be both comfortingly similar and
uniquely different. Helping students foster
better understanding is one of the most effective tools against racism and hatred.
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“...finding common ground
with fellow students has become a crucial global competence, especially as migration
is increasing our cultural and
social diversity. Students’ ability to cope in this world full of
differences will determine how
well they will thrive in society.”
At New Horizon, we take our comparative
religion classes one step further. We incorporate an interfaith program with the goals
of promoting mutual love, respect, and understanding for people of other faiths and
developing attitudes and actions that help
create a more peaceful world.
Our program begins in fourth grade and
uses the California Social Studies focus on
the missions of California as a stepping
stone to discuss Christianity with students.
Teachers discuss the similarities and differences between Islam and Christianity and
emphasize the importance of showing respect in their visit to a local mission.
The California Social Studies standards continue in grades six and seven to serve as a
catalyst for discussions on the religions and
philosophies of Buddhism, Hinduism, and
Taoism, and our seventh graders visit a Buddhist temple.
For the past twelve years, New Horizon’s fifth
and sixth graders join in a fellowship of song at
the Daniel Pearl World Music Concert with stu-
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dents from Saint Mark’s Episcopal School and
facilitated by the Weizmann Day School in Pasadena. The program is attended annually by
Judea and Ruth Pearl, who founded the Daniel
Pearl Foundation and the World Music Days to
celebrate their son’s life and to promote mutual respect and understanding through music.
Afterward, students eat lunch together and
engage in ice breakers and games.

Lainer School, a Jewish day school. Students
spend a day at each other’s campuses engaged in service learning, art, and games to
get to know each other and to learn about
each other’s faiths. These experiences can be
life-changing. One student shared her own
transformation with these simple words, “I
came into the school with stereotypes, and I
left without them.”

The culminating activity of the middle school
is an Interfaith Exchange Program between
seventh and eighth graders at New Horizon
and seventh graders at the Alice and Nahum

While not every school can find a partner
school for such activities, through the world
religion class and supportive leadership for
building understanding, a school can invite
guest speakers for assemblies, arrange visits
to houses of worship, and give their own
students of different faiths the opportunity
to share their special celebrations.

“I hope our experience and
practices can serve as a reminder that rather than being
surprised and shocked by the
world we live in, we can be
forces of change to impact and
improve the world we live in
by laying the groundwork for
deeper understanding
and mutual respect among
one another.”

I hope our experience and practices can
serve as a reminder that rather than being
surprised and shocked, we can be forces of
change to impact and improve the world we
live in by laying the groundwork for deeper
understanding and mutual respect among
one another. Creating spaces for such conversations shall certainly expand the possibilities for a more just and peaceful world. l

Amira Al-Sarraf is the Head of School at New Horizon School in Pasadena. She has been actively
involved in interfaith projects with the Skirball Cultural Center, Weizmann Jewish Day School,
the Interfaith Peace Academy, the Guibord Center, and the Alice and Nahum Lainer School. In
addition to serving on the CSEE Board, she also serves on the Board of the Western Justice Center
and served for three years on the Board of Alverno Heights Academy, an all-girls Catholic high
school. She is also a member of the Los Angeles Department of Mental Health Interfaith Clergy
Roundtable Project in Arcadia. She initiated and supervised the creation of a Peace Garden at
New Horizon which provides an inspiring space for the school’s community and interfaith activities. Born and raised in Los Angeles, she grew up in a mixed faith household.
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Chapel and the Non-Religious
By Keven Fletcher
St. Michael’s University School, Victoria, BC
While the following article points out the evolution of Chapel at an historically Christian
independent school, the evolution it points to could be insightful into how a school
community can help to satisfy the needs of all students at any school.

T

hink back two decades to how most schools who had Chapel programs conducted
Chapel. For the most part, gatherings were Christocentric, a condensed version of what
might be found in a local Church. This fit well with the worldview of the largely Christian
students and their parents. That being said, a few people in independent schools drew from
other faith traditions. The tendency was to welcome them as ‘honoured guests.’ Other than
this nod, most schools changed little of their actual practice. All of the language, liturgy, and
assumptions of the Church were embedded in Chapels.
Eventually practice began to shift. For some, Jesus was no longer emphasized as the only way.
It wasn’t that those presiding no longer believed this doctrinal point, but they weren’t going
to press it upon students from other faiths. Others began to mark the significant festivals
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of other traditions, using Chapel as a bridge
to build understanding and acceptance
between communities. Over time, some
chaplains began to speak openly in services
about there being many paths to the divine,
explicitly declaring that every tradition had
something of value to offer.
Our process hasn’t been without hurdles.
Many had to rethink what it means to be
true to their tradition. They had to reconsider what they were trying to deliver in
terms of core message. In some cases, the
very purpose of Chapel had to be reframed
to address the reality of increasingly diverse
student bodies. These explorations often
unearthed deep convictions among students, staff, and alumni, and required careful
negotiation and navigation.
Today, one would be hard pressed to find a
Chapel program in a CSEE school originating in the Christian tradition that has not
changed its practice in response to students
from other faith groups. Whether subtly or
radically, schools that were once distinctly
and exclusively Christian now shape their
gatherings to make them more accessible
for Jewish, Sikh, Buddhist, and other students. More often than not, this diversity is
actively celebrated. Many, including myself,
would affirm that this shift has created a
more relevant and meaningful experience
for students of all faiths—a net gain for the
entire community.

“As one of my students puts
it, ‘Knowing that someone
is non-religious tells you as
much about who they are as
knowing that someone is
a non-golfer.’”

It’s with this history in mind that I suggest
we again cast our collective eye on the students who gather in our Chapels. Another
group has emerged, whose members often
find themselves disconnected and even
alienated from what many independent
schools offer.
Drawing parallels between non-religious1
students and, say, Baha’i students is not a
tidy equivalency. Being non-religious is not
the same as being of a different faith group.
As one of my students puts it, ‘Knowing that
someone is non-religious tells you as much
about who they are as knowing that someone is a non-golfer.’
We do have our perceptions, though. With
individuals like Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens in the public eye, some are
tempted to transfer their assertive tendencies to other non-religious people. In reality, the Pew Research Center2 makes clear
that non-religious people who claim the
term ‘atheist’ are far less likely than religious

1. ‘Non-religious’ is the term preferred by the students of my school who have been most closely involved in these
conversations.
2. American statistics in this article are drawn from the Pew Research Center’s ‘2014 Religious Landscape Survey.’ Canadian figures are taken from Statistic Canada’s 2011 census report.

Continues on page 12
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Continued from page 11
people to share their views on God and religion with those who hold different understandings. Compared to religious peoples’
willingness to share their views with those
who differ, atheists are three times less likely
on a weekly basis to share their views and
over 20% more likely to never or seldom
share their views, period. Yet, many still hold
to the negative perception of assertiveness,
feeling that there is too much from the nonreligious, while missing the reality that this
population often faces substantial discrimination within our societies.
For example, what does it mean for a nonreligious person when 45% of Americans say
that a belief in God is necessary for one to have
good values and live a moral life? Or when
51% of Americans say that they are less likely
to support an atheist presidential candidate?
It means that roughly half the people in the
country view that a person’s lack of belief
in God as something that makes them less
able to be a moral member of society and
less suited to leadership within it.

“...what does it mean for a
non-religious person when
45% of Americans say that a
belief in God is necessary for
one to have good values and
live a moral life?”

Page 12

Winter 2018

		

This general sense of judgement can pale
in comparison to what our students directly
experience in their lives.
While some of my students talk about being third generation atheists, reflecting the
convictions of their families, a significant
number find themselves in situations where
they’re closeted (yes, ‘closeted atheist’ is
a common term). They feel that they simply cannot come out to their families because the faith stance of their parents will
lead to anger, hurt, and possible rejection.
It’s not something that they’re exaggerating in their minds. Rather, it’s something
that they’ve witnessed with other relatives.
Whether Christian or Muslim, this sense can
be particularly acute for boarding students
who continue an outward appearance of
adhering to their families’ traditions lest they
be outed and forced home. It entails being
careful about what information is shared
with which friends…and staff.
Although in some circles the non-religious
are depicted as possessing an almost flippant disregard for religion, I’ve found the
opposite to be true with my students. For
those from religious families, the high cost
of adopting a different viewpoint compels
them to undertake a serious reflection process. They are walking away from a part of
their identity that has been theirs from birth,
a formerly vibrant avenue of connection to
those they love. These students tend to be
well versed in their traditions and have often
explored other faiths as well. Even among
those whose parents are also non-religious,

CSEE Connections
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there’s a near universal respect for the best
of what religion offers and an interest in the
concept of belief itself.
Of course, some non-believers are not respectful or thoughtful in their approach,
just as some religious folk are narrow in
their perceptions.
The fact remains that within Chapel programs, there is a growing population of individuals who don’t connect with traditional
Christian language, liturgy, and assumptions
about belief. This leaves a choice, one that’s
been made before. We can welcome the
non-religious as ‘honoured guests’ without
altering the traditional approach or we can
expand the conversation to include respect
for other traditions.
These discussions will be challenging, perhaps more so than the ones that led to the
fuller inclusion of other faith traditions. We’ll
need to navigate and negotiate deeply held
convictions, including our own. Yet, 20 years
from now, perhaps the majority of independent schools will affirm that such a shift has
created a more relevant and meaningful
experience for students of all variations of
faith—another net gain for all.
How this process unfolds will depend on
our various schools, their cultures, and their
emerging demographics, both within and
beyond our walls. Here in Canada, the population claiming ‘no religious affiliation’ has
grown from less than one percent in 1971

“The fact remains that within
Chapel programs, there is a
growing population of individuals who don’t connect
with traditional Christian language, liturgy, and assumptions about belief... We can
welcome the non-religious
as ‘honoured guests’ without
altering the traditional
approach or we can expand
the conversation to include
respect for other traditions.”

to 24% in 2011. My home province, British
Columbia, sits at 44%. Given this context,
it’s not surprising that my school has had to
give consideration to this issue. We’ve come
to the point of making public statements
about Chapel’s purpose, tying into the language of ‘promise’ found in our vision.
If Chapel didn’t exist at the school, we
would need to invent it. Every community
that strives to be intentional in its work
requires a time and place to gather as a
whole. Especially in the context of cultural,
economic, and geographical diversity, we
need regular reminders of our common aspirations and foibles, along with the values
that hold us together. Each time we give

Continues on page 14
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Continued from page 13
these ideas voice through a wisdom story,
a nuanced question, or a student reflection,
we further strengthen our ability to discover our individual and collective promise—
which is exactly what Chapel is about.
We’ve also answered the direct question, “Is
SMUS Chapel a religious gathering?”
No. Although overtly religious in the past,
Chapel no longer promotes a particular
doctrine or tradition. The only divergence
from this statement is the continued presence on occasion of a few Christian hymns.
We sing them out of respect for our heritage
and because the music is beautiful.
Although this might seem to be a departure from our 110+ years of tradition, we’ve
come to understand it as being consistent.
Back then, Chapel reflected the students who
attended the school, almost all of whom were
Christian and most of whom were Anglican.
Today, the tradition stands. Chapel reflects
the students who attend the school, some of
whom are devout Christians, some of whom

“Our internal surveys suggest
that what we’ve gained has
far outweighed what we’ve
lost—another gain for our
entire community.”

identify with faith communities but aren’t
active, and some of whom are non-religious.
This particular way-stop on our journey is
the result of more than ten years of transition, leading to measured shifts in language,
form, and assumptions.3 Where once we
broadened our practice to include students
of other faiths, we’re now benefiting from
further extending ourselves to consider the
experience of those who are non-religious.
Our internal surveys suggest that what we’ve
gained has far outweighed what we’ve lost—
another gain for our entire community.l

3. Feel free to contact me if you’d like to know the specifics of how we conduct Chapel at our school.

Keven Fletcher serves as the Chaplain and Faculty Mentor at St. Michaels University School
in Victoria, BC, where he divides his time between public speaking, process facilitation, and
exploring life choices with staff and students. The 1,000 strong community of SMUS draws
from five continents and 25 countries. As an ordained minister within the United Church of
Canada, his former role centered on congregational ministry in the midst of crisis. An avid
teller of wisdom stories, Keven drew his favorites together to form the core of a novel, When
It Matters Most, and investigated the ethical implications in a paper, ‘Cultural Appropriation
and the Telling of Wisdom Stories.’
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Serving Christians
in Independent Schools
By John A. Murray
Imago Dei Leadership Forum, St. Louis, MO

W

hen I was recently asked by CSEE
Executive Director Bob Mattingly to
share the ways independent schools
(religious and secular) can grow in their understanding and acceptance of conservative
Christian parents present in their communities, I was both excited and nervous.
Excited to share my experiences both as an
independent school educator (8 years) and
Head (17 years), as well as a parent (20 years), I
nevertheless realized the formidable task. One
thing that helped in framing my thoughts was
to review The Barna Group’s recent study on
Christian parents and their views of education.

Knowing Your Christian
Parent Constituency
In 2017, The Barna Group did a study of parents
enrolled in member schools of the Association
of Christian Schools International (ACSI), as
well as prospective parents of those schools.

Roughly half of this parent demographic defined themselves as “born again” Christians
and the other half as “evangelical” Christians.
To help distinguish between these two
groups, “born again” Christians” have made a
personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is
still important in their life today and… believe
that when they die they will go to Heaven because they have confessed their sins and accepted Jesus Christ as their savior.”
In addition to the above two tenets, evangelical Christians also believe in a “personal
responsibility to share their religious beliefs
about Christ with non-Christians; that Satan
exists; that eternal salvation is possible only
through grace, not works; [and] that Jesus
Christ lived a sinless life on earth; asserting
that the Bible is accurate in all that it teaches;
and describing God as the all-knowing, allpowerful, perfect deity who created the universe and still rules it today.”

Continues on page 16
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Continued from page 15
While searching for what these “born again”
and “evangelical” parents viewed as the purpose of education, Barna discovered 5 major areas:
1.

Instilling strong principles and values
(69% current ACSI parents compared
to 53% prospective parents),

2.

Love for God and other people (65%
current to 33% prospective),

3.

Ability to apply their knowledge
(referred to as wisdom) (60% current
to 47% prospective),

4.

Faithfulness and obedience to God
(54% current to 21% prospective), and

5.

Leadership skills (52% current to 46%
prospective).

As Barna noted, “Most parents are looking for
a school that aligns with their general ideas
about education—what a school should do.
However, parents’ specific priorities when it
comes to choosing a school seem to reveal
another side to what they value in an education—what a school should be like.”
When parents were asked to rate 23 characteristics of a school from “essential” to “nice to
have” to “not necessary,” Barna found the top
four characteristics below as most important
to parents:
1.
2.

Safety
Quality Teachers
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3.
4.

Academic Excellence
Character Development and Spirituality

In my years of experience, I have found that
many Christian parents choose not to send
their children to Christian schools when they
feel like these four “essential” areas are not met.
I particularly observed this in the DC area, as
the majority of parents in my graduating 8th
grade classes chose secular schools for high
school. Nevertheless, that did not mean they
did not value the 5 purposes of education as
articulated in the ACSI poll. On the contrary, I
was encouraged to develop a course for 8th
graders that included many of those purposes
to prepare their children to not only survive
but thrive in a secular school environment.
The semester course was based upon three
themes I have taught for a number of years:
•
•
•

Bearing God’s Image
Sharing Your Faith in the Classroom
Understanding the Faith of
Historical Figures

As an aside, I was deeply saddened to learn
the two least important characteristics Christian parents sought in a school according to
the Barna Study: schools that are economically diverse and ethnically diverse. Along those
lines, in my most recent school that only went
through 6th grade, I developed a socioeconomically and racially diverse Leadership
Forum for 8th graders in St. Louis to address
the above areas using a curriculum and culminating leadership trip to Gettysburg and
Washington D.C. (I am currently turning these
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teachings into an e-textbook for 8th graders
entitled In Whose Image? Image-bearers of God
vs. The Image-makers of Our Time.)
Given what I have found to be valuable to
Christian parents—both through polling and
firsthand experience—I would like to humbly share what I believe could enrich your
students’ experiences and meet the needs of
your conservative Christian families, without
taking away from the mission of your school.

Bearing God’s Image
Viewing oneself as an image-bearer of God is
a crucial belief among these Christian families.
To be made in the image of God means we
are set apart from the rest of creation, “a little
lower than the angels,” as King David wrote in
Psalm 8, as opposed to the teaching of macroevolution that claims humans are a “higher
form of animal.” With the framework of viewing
ourselves and others as image-bearers, conservative Christian parents desire their children
to find their identities in Jesus—whether it be
race, gender, social status and/or body image—through a biblical worldview. As St. Paul
wrote to the Church of Ephesus, “For we are
God’s masterpiece. He has created us anew in
Christ Jesus, so we can do the good things he
planned for us long ago.” When students see
themselves in this way, they are free to view
themselves as God sees them. Ultimately this
allows them to pursue their place and purpose
in society, having an others-centered orientation and developing a genuine concern for
the poor and disenfranchised. (I shared these

“Creating a space where students can trust their teachers
to respect them as they share
their conservative Christian
faith—not allowing their
beliefs to be denigrated or
mocked—also makes for a
more enriching and healthy
experience for everyone.”

observations in The Barna Group’s 2018 study on
Generation Z, which I highly recommended.)

Sharing Your Faith in the Classroom
Creating a space where students can trust
their teachers to respect them as they share
their conservative Christian faith—not allowing their beliefs to be denigrated or mocked—
also makes for a more enriching and healthy
experience for everyone.
Whether it be The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, Roll of Thunder Hear My Cry, Animal Farm,
Lord of the Flies, The Great Gatsby, or Hamlet, to
name a few literary works, there are many appropriate novels to discuss the role of faith and
the meaning of life in the English classroom—
which can lead to profound discussions and
help further develop a student’s own faith and
the ability to articulate their beliefs.
This is true in history as well. One of my 8th
grade graduates (Andrew) was the only conservative Christian in his D.C. teacher’s 5 AP

Continues on page 18
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Continued from page 17
Government classes. His self-identified liberal
teacher encouraged Andrew to speak out
and applauded him when he made thoughtprovoking and respectful points—even telling his other classes how he wished he could
clone Andrew to foster healthy debate in all
his classes.
Along these lines, one of my Leadership Forum students in St. Louis gave a “Ted Talk” in
his independent school science classroom
this past spring on the belief that “God created the heavens and the Earth.” He noted the
hundreds of scientific factors necessary for
Earth to support life (that he believed would
be mathematically difficult to happen by
chance), as well as several weaknesses in the
Big Bang theory. His thoughtful and scientifically-based presentation was well-received by
his teacher and classmates.
This type of atmosphere provided in secular schools opens the door for true dialogue
among different viewpoints—better preparing students to bring civility to an increasingly
polarized world.

“This type of atmosphere
provided in secular
schools opens the door
for true dialogue among
different viewpoints—
better preparing students to bring civility
to an increasingly
polarized world.”
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Understanding the Faith of
Historical Figures
Lastly, encouraging students to use their faith
and God-given abilities to be culture makers is
consistent with many of the artistic and innovative geniuses throughout history who gave
God the glory for their work—from literature
to the fine arts to the printing press to the
telegraph to motion pictures.
Viewing others as image-bearers of God is not
only an important concept for one’s identity,
but impacts how we view others as well. This
view has played a major role in defending the
rights of men and women throughout American history—whether it be the ideals presented in the Declaration of Independence, the
Abolitionist movement, the mistreatment of
Native Americans, the formation of women’s
colleges, the abuse of the mentally ill and prisoners, or the Civil Rights movement, to name
a few examples.
The motive of seeking rights for other humans
because they are all created in God’s image is
often omitted or not discussed in today’s history textbooks—a premise presented in both
Abraham Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address” and
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have A Dream
Speech.” (This is a heritage parents and students
need to learn about—hence my interest in equipping schools to be more culturally responsive.)

Concluding Thoughts
As an educator, Head of School, and parent,
my vision has always been for my students
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(and my own children!) to be able to engage
the culture around them—particularly as
they navigate issues of faith—while respecting other’s students’ and teachers’ beliefs. Furthermore, I want them to understand how the
faith of many historical figures influenced why
they were willing to risk safety and livelihood
for what they believed to be true.

Secular schools will be pleasantly surprised
to the openness and support of conservative
Christian parents, if they are not only honest
about the areas where their school culture
may be challenging to their children’s faith,
but also open to developing new ways their
children can thrive. l

John A. Murray is the President of the Imago Dei Leadership Forum (www.idleadershipforum.
org) in St. Louis, MO, and the 2018-19 Writer in Residence for the Council on Educational
Standards and Accountability (www.cesaschools.org).

Introducing

CSEE Online Courses
CSEE’s online courses provide expert speakers and the ability to discuss important topics
real-time with colleagues around the country. Courses are done via Zoom with a mix of
interactive video presentation, slides, and small group discussions.
Second Semester Offerings
Building the Beloved Community

Technology Mindfulness

with Lauren Brownlee, Stone Ridge School and CSEE
Visiting Scholar • January 17, 24, 31, & February 7*

with Urvi Morrison & Julia Ewart • March 11, 18, 25*

January 17 - The Role of Windows and Mirrors
January 24 - The Role of Dialogue Across Difference
January 31 - The Role of Service-Learning
February 7 - The Role of Partnerships and Collaboration

Three, 2 Hour Sessions for Educators:
March 11 - PreK-Grade 4
March 18 - Grades 5-8
March 25 - Grades 9-12
*Attend one session, two sessions, or all sessions!

see more at csee.org/onlinecourses
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Continued from page 5
and Mormons; in the mid-twentieth century mobs attacked Jehovah’s Witnesses and
Catholics. Countless other examples could
be identified, and yet religious intolerance
is evidently growing in scope and influence.
World religions courses may be one of the
best ways that independent schools can
perform their moral mandates to resist bigotry, discrimination, prejudice, and violence
in our society.

“

World religions courses
may be one of the best
ways that independent
schools can perform
their moral mandates to
resist bigotry, discrimination, prejudice, and
violence in our society.

”

Learning Tools for Mindfulness

Another reason schools might choose to
teach about world religions is to help students stay grounded and spiritually centered in a chaotic world. More than any
other aspect of my teaching, students express appreciation for learning about mindfulness practices from Buddhism. The pres-
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sures placed on young people today is like
nothing we have ever seen before. High
school courses are more complicated and
challenging, the college acceptance process is more demanding, and our young
people are confronted with daily choices
about how much they consume and contribute to social media. Simple practices
like conscious breathing, sitting meditation,
and mindful walking help students build a
capacity for serenity in the midst of their
busy lives. I believe that one of the most important responsibilities I have as a religious
studies teacher is to give my students tools,
or what I call ‘technologies,’ from religious
traditions that help them gain awareness of
their thoughts and emotions as well as conjure a sense of peace when they are feeling
anxious, angry, or depressed.
I initially pursued the study of religion because I was curious about what religion was,
why people were drawn to it, and how religion has shaped American culture and politics. It began as an intellectual enterprise,
a journey of the mind. I quickly discovered
that learning about religion also required
that I exercise my capacities for awareness
and empathy. Studying about religions
forces me to interrogate my assumptions
and enlarge my respect and understanding
of people that are different from me. This is
what lies at the core of diversity education.
Learning about other religions leads me to
see value in things, places, and ideas that I
had not considered before. It is my choice
whether or not I personally adopt the val-
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ues, teachings, and practices of other religions, but at least I can better grasp that
my way of being in the world is merely one
among many others.
I try to be transparent with my students
about why I teach about world religions
and why I feel so passionate about doing
it. The most important thing I teach them,
above everything else, is that learning
about religions will help them, and all of us,
become more aware, informed, and ethically responsible citizens in a complex and
diverse world. l

“

(I) give my students
tools... from religious
traditions that help
them gain awareness of
their thoughts and emotions as well as conjure
a sense of peace when
they are feeling anxious,
angry, or depressed.

”

Brian Thomas Blackmore, M.A. & S.T.M., teaches Quakerism, World Religions, Liberation Theology,
Peace and Social Justice Studies, and Religion and Sexuality at Westtown School. He is a teaching
world religions consultant for CSEE and a Ph.D. student at Temple University with research interests in best pedagogy for religious studies in secondary schools, gender and sexuality in the world
religions, and the history of Quakers and homosexuality. Brian is a self-identified “Jew-Bu Quaker,”
crossfit enthusiast, and amateur foodie with a penchant for world travel. He lives in a farmhouse
on Westtown’s campus in West Chester, PA.

Institute on Teaching World Religions
June 24-27, 2019 • New York, NY
www.csee.org/event/WR19
CSEE’s institute brings together university scholars and independent school teachers
for four days of in-depth study, discussion, resource sharing, and camaraderie. Join us
this year at The Choir School, just steps from Central Park. Please check our website
for information on featured speakers: csee.org/event/WR19.
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Second Semester Events • 2019
Where would you like to grow?

csee.org/event

Character
Character and the Creative Arts nnn
San Francisco, CA • Feb. 1, 2019

K-8 Character Education nn
Los Angeles, CA • April 11-12, 2019

Building an Ethical Community nn
Los Angeles, CA • April 26, 2019

K-8: Exploring Character & Play nn
Philadelphia, PA • Feb. 6, 2019

Educating Good Men for the
21st Century with IBSC nn
New York, NY • April 15-16, 2019

Online Event: Building the
Beloved Community nn
Jan. 17, 14, 31 & Feb. 7
4pm Pacific / 7pm Eastern

Early Ed III: Fostering Kindness in
Young Children with Thomas Lickona n
New York, NY • March 4, 2019

The Future of Character nnn
Los Angeles, CA • April 25, 2019

Relationship
How to Listen with Dr. Ellen Honnet nnn
Miami, FL • Jan. 25, 2019

Gender and Sex Ed with Debbie Roffman
Dallas, TX • March 21-22, 2019

nnn

Spiritual Development
Spirituality: Secular and Religious nnn
Honolulu, HI • Feb. 11-12, 2019

Chaplain’s Event nnn
Deerfield, MA • April 8-10, 2019

Leadership
Student Leadership nn
Atlanta, GA • April 4-5, 2019

Head’s Ethical Roundtable nnn
Kensington, MD • January 24, 2019

Advisory

Want more?

Advisory Programs nn
Victoria, BC • Feb. 22-23, 2019

Check out our other resources
•
•
•
•
•

Integrity
Honor Systems nnn
Basking Ridge, NJ • Feb 8-10, 2019

Virtual Department Meetings
Online Events
Webinars
Books
and more at www.csee.org

Equity & Inclusion
Diversity: Othering and Belonging with Rosetta Lee
New Orleans, LA • March 14-15, 2019

nn

Early & Lower

Teaching World Religions

Institute for Teaching World Religions nn
New
York, NY22
• June 24-27,
2019 2018
Page
Winter

Event Key:

		

Upper

n

n

Middle
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Literature in Review
by Richard Barbieri, Ph.D.

Letters to a Young Muslim
Omar Saif Ghobaish, Picador (2018)

What the Qur’an Meant: and Why It Matters
Garry Wills, Viking (2017)

F

or the past three years, I have been a facilitator in the Soliya program, in which college
students from North America, the Middle East, Europe, and parts of Asia come together
for eight weeks of online dialogue, often about East-West issues, but also about other
global matters. I have found the discussions enjoyable, enriching, and, I hope, a small contribution to international understanding. But what I find disheartening is that students from the
Middle East and Asia, almost entirely Muslim, know an astonishing amount about the United
States, while we know almost nothing about them. They are familiar with Oprah, American
foods (many have been here, but all are aware), and even an American’s reference to SpongeBob SquarePants. We, on the other hand – including me – need to have much explained, from
holidays to books and music, to food. And this is before we even enter areas of controversy,
such as refugees, wars, climate concerns, and above all ideology.
Why does this trouble me? Because the so-called “clash of civilizations” between the West and
Islam is based largely on what Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie called “The Danger of a Single Story”
in her now ubiquitous TED talk. As Adichie says, “The consequence of the single story is this: It
robs people of dignity. It makes our recognition of our equal humanity difficult. It emphasizes
how we are different rather than how we are similar.” This review, therefore, aims to consider
Islam from both inside and out, by discussing two of the many stories we need to hear.
Garry Will’s What the Qu’ran Meant: and Why It Matters is the work of a prominent Catholic journalist and skilled expositor of both religious and secular texts, from the Gospels and Pauline
Epistles to the Gettysburg Address. In his newest book he begins by warning of the cost of
ignorance, which he divides into three headings: secular, religious, and fearful. Each of these, he
explains, has a separate impact on our caricatures and misrepresentations of Islam.

Continues on page 24

CSEE Connections 			

Winter 2018

Page 23

L I TERAT URE IN RE VIE W

Continued from page 23
The bulk of the book, however, is a topical exegesis of the Qur’an, which Wills agrees “is not at
first a gripping read.” By focusing each chapter on a separate theme and collecting the relevant
texts, Wills engages us as no unguided reading of the Qur’an might. Although he spends time
on the cosmology and imagery of the Qur’an, he is mainly concerned with the guidance it offers to believers regarding what God asks of them. His principle goals are to show that Islam
in the Qur’an is a religion of peace, open to other faiths, and in its roots often less doctrinaire
and rigid than most of its Abrahamic peers. (The book is clearly addressed to an American, essentially Judeo-Christian audience.)
Much that Wills discusses should be familiar; unfortunately it is not: the explanation of “shariah,”
which “occurs only once in the Qur’an, and does not mean ‘law’.” He draws a simple analogy: “If a
foreign country were to ban Christian law, what law would that mean? Or how would one ban
Jewish law?” (His reductio ad absurdam examples range from the 39 Articles to Deuteronomy.)
He explains that there are seven branches of Islamic law, and that in historic terms, Islam, which
required flogging for adultery unless the perpetrators repent, was less harsh than that of the
Torah, which mandated stoning. Likewise, jihad, which he says is equivalent to the English “zeal”
in its meaning of “striving,” has no violent connotations. Again, he reminds his readers that there
is no word for “holy war” in the Qur’an.
Because it is such a hot issue, Wills devotes three full chapters to the status of women, noting again that Muslim women had more legal rights from the beginning than most Western
women did until very recent generations. Women, for example, retained their dowries, could
inherit a portion of a family estate, and could divorce their husbands. The Qur’an never mentions veiling, and its injunctions regarding women are aimed specifically at how Muhammad’s
wives should be respected.

“His most important
point is that the Qur’an
envisions peaceful
coexistence among the
Abrahamic faiths...”

It would be tedious to review all these arguments, especially since Wills does a better job than a reviewer might.
His most important point is that the Qur’an envisions
peaceful coexistence among the Abrahamic faiths: “It is
clear that Muhammad’s revelations were meant to lay a
basis for peaceful relations between the followers of Torah, Gospel, and Qur’an. Any Muslim developments that
deny or cancel these foundations are Islamic heresies.”

The second work, Letters to a Young Muslim, is indeed a different story. Its author is a modern
Muslim, the UAE ambassador to France, his audience is his own teenage son and others like
him, and his purpose is to contrast a rich Islamic faith with the propaganda the boys are no
doubt encountering on social media and in the real world.
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Ghobash’s fatherly tone makes Letters an exceptionally powerful document. He writes about how hard it must be for a
Muslim youth to sort through all he hears about Islam’s past
greatness, its superiority to other ways of being, and the
need to act to restore its place in the world. He also draws
on his own distinctive experiences: growing up in the poorest parts of the Arabian peninsula among largely illiterate
tribespeople who were suddenly vaulted into the modern
world by war, the end of colonialism, and the discovery of
oil. (Ghobash’s father was assassinated by a Palestinian gunman who felt the UAE was not doing enough for Palestine.)

“The main theme of
Letters is that violence
and martyrdom are
inimical to true Islam,
and a diminution of
the Muslim’s task to
act in accordance with
the will of Allah.”

The main theme of Letters is that violence and martyrdom are inimical to true Islam, and a diminution of the Muslim’s task to act in accordance with the will of Allah. Of the clerics obsessed
with violence he asks, “Where are your learned theories on the role of kindness and generosity?
Why, if you can write hundreds of pages on the theology of death, can you not give equal attention to what we Muslims can do with life?” He advises his son: “It may be true that the greatest sacrifice that a person can make is to give his life for a cause. But it is not the most difficult
sacrifice…The more difficult and perhaps more valuable sacrifice a person can make is to face
the complexity of modern life and live life to its fullest—morally, spiritually, and socially.” l

Expanding Interfaith Study through MOOCs
Want to supplement your world religion, or ethics class with rich, free material open to
any student over the age of 12? For the past year I have been MOOCing about in online
courses. (MOOCs are Massive Open Online Courses). Most are offered on one of two platforms: edX, founded jointly by Harvard and MIT, and Coursera, started by Stanford faculty.
My focus has been courses in religion, philosophy, and ethics, of which I have completed
a dozen so far. Here’s a short guide, based primarily on my experience:
For general religion courses, try Harvard’s six-unit Religious Literacy series (edX):
1. Religious Literacy: Traditions and Scriptures (introduction to the series; next six units are
separate and optional)
a. Christianity through Its Scriptures
b. Judaism through Its Scriptures

Continues on page 26
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Continued from page 25
c. Islam through Its Scriptures
e. Hinduism through Its Scriptures

d. Buddhism through Its Scriptures
f. Sikhism through its Scriptures

These courses are rich in visual and multimedia material, and also lay out the principles of
the study of religions.
Deeper looks into some seminal scriptures are available:
• Introduction to the Quran: The Scripture of Islam (Notre Dame) edX
• The Talmud: A Methodological Introduction (Northwestern) Coursera
• Introduction to Kabbalah, (Ben-Gurion University, Negev) edX
For a Peace Studies course, again from Harvard (edX):
• Religion, Conflict and Peace
This is a truly exceptional offering, showing what technology and great teaching can do
when they come together. The course covers conflicts around the world in which religion
plays a part, from the United States to Ireland, Nigeria to Myanmar, and beyond. The
course uses video, articles from world publications, lectures, and primary sources to expand the classroom walls. There is a strong emphasis on diversity, womens’ issues, and the
role of the arts in peacebuilding that goes beyond the bounds of dialogue and debate.
Social Justice and Ethics courses:
• Justice (Harvard) edX 				
• Moralities of Everyday Life (Yale) Coursera
• Effective Altruism (Princeton) Coursera 		

Michael Sandel
Paul Bloom
Peter Singer

Before MOOCs, you would have to enroll at all three of these universities to hear these
varied stars of ethical thought. Now of the three, Sandel is the most interactive, so students can imagine themselves answering his probing questions. The other two are sound
lectures courses, with Singer adding interviews with a variety of activists who explain their
approaches to measuring and refining the impact of their efforts.

Richard (Dick) Barbieri “retired” after 40 years in independent schools only to take up a new
career in conflict resolution and mediation. He mediates between parties and facilitates
discussions in a broad range of circumstances, from family and court cases to cross-cultural
dialogue between students from universities around the world. In addition to Connections
Quarterly, he writes regularly for Independent School, and online at www.mediate.com.
He has just been named editor of ACResolution, the quarterly of the Association for Conflict
Resolution. Contact him at richarde.barbieri@gmail.com.
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Creating Justice

Together

By Amanda Poppei
Washington Ethical Society, Washington, DC

I

saw a meme on Facebook the other day, from Twitter user Marcus Halley (@word_made_
FRESH). Here’s what he wrote.
.
THEM: Is this a social justice church?
ME: To me, that’s like saying “Is this a ‘book library’ or a ‘food grocery store?’” We are a church, and
because we follow Christ, we are called, among other things, to pursue justice.
I don’t follow Christ, and I don’t even serve a church; I’m the clergy leader of the Washington
Ethical Society, a humanist congregation in Washington, DC that’s part of the Ethical Culture and
Unitarian Universalist movements. But with those minor (!) adjustments, Marcus Halley sure is
speaking for me.
And he may be speaking for some of your students. Without a way to start the conversation,
we frequently find ourselves unsure about what’s appropriate to ask, and how to welcome in
both students who are deeply religious and those who are secular. I’d like to suggest that Marcus
Halley’s words offer us an answer: justice, and its centrality to the religious message, can be the
beginning of the conversation.
The movements that I serve, particularly Ethical Culture, are really built around the idea that part
of what we do when we are gathered together in intentional community (ie, when we are a
church, or a congregation, or a synagogue) is create justice together. In Ethical Culture, we follow
the wisdom of our founder, Felix Adler, who back in 1876 said that the movement was a place

Continues on page 28
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Continued from page 27
where people could “Believe or disbelieve
as ye list—we shall at all times respect every
honest conviction. But be one with us where
there is nothing to divide—in action. Diversity
in the creed, unanimity in the deed!” In more
modern words: it’s okay to believe different
things about God, the universe, death, or anything else. But let’s find a way to take action, to
do justice, together.

“...it’s okay to believe
different things about
God, the universe,
death, or anything else.
But let’s find a way to
take action, to do
justice, together.”
It’s funny sometimes to work in interfaith settings when the premise of the movement I
serve is, in some core way, essentially interfaith itself. My congregants identify as humanist, atheist, agnostic, theist, Christian, Jewish,
Buddhist—they run the whole gamut. Of
course they also share some core values, most
of which would be called progressive or radical, and all of which center on the insistence
of the inherent worth of every person and the
idea that we are all connected. They choose
to be part of a community where they know
they won’t necessarily believe the same things
as the person next to them, but they want to
focus on the actions they can take together.
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On one hand, this means that my tradition
can be a particularly good partner in interfaith settings, or even a model for how to “do”
interfaith work. In fact, my experience has
been that just as social justice is the connector
within our tradition, it can also be a powerful
connector outside our tradition and between
different movements and belief systems.
Young children are often taught about the
Golden Rule, and the idea that it is articulated,
with slightly different wording, in almost every world religion. Although that can lead to
somewhat simplistic thinking (“all world religions are the same!”) that ignores important
differences of orientation and practice, there’s
also some beautiful truth in it.
For several years, I’ve taught a class at the congregation I serve called “The Humanistic Impulse in World Religions.” It’s a bit of a world
religions survey, and a bit of trying to help my
congregants—who are often either refugees
from a more traditional religious setting, or
people who were raised in a totally secular
environment—see that we’re not so different
from our better known cousins in faith. We talk
about the different histories and philosophies
of world religions, and I draw the parallels to
some of the values we hold dear. For instance,
Ethical Culturists and Unitarian Universalists
both talk about affirming the worth of every
person. That has connections to the Christian
concept of imago dei, or being created in the
image of God. And we see that connection
show up when we work on the same side
of an issue, for instance supporting LGBTQ
rights, with Christians. We may use different
language to describe our values and why we
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hold them, but at their core they are the same
values motivating our justice work.
You can see this technique—using justice
commitments as a way of building interfaith
partnership—at work all over the country.
Congregation-based community organizing
relies on different faiths coming together to
work for the common good. Eboo Patel’s Interfaith Youth Corps engages young people
around their faith and their work together.
And every natural disaster relief effort depends on people of many faiths sharing a
commitment to healing.
The technique can also be used to facilitate
conversation and understanding—even
without connection to an actual work project.
In many ways, a classroom really is an interfaith community, although it’s often unintentionally or unconsciously so. Students come
together for shared learning without an explicit acknowledgment of the many different
beliefs and values they bring with them. Talking about faith can be tricky in an educational
setting, where some students may be steeped
in a particular belief system, others may live
entirely secular lives (and perhaps even feel
ostracized or oppressed by traditional religions), and others may be in the midst of
questioning their own or their parents’ faith.
By moving the conversation away from tenets
of belief and toward justice commitments, all
of those students are invited in more deeply.
“Non-believers,” after all, actually do believe
in something, often many things—though
they may articulate those beliefs in secular

language. A concentration on justice, on how
our values guide us to act in the world, creates
the space for traditional and non-traditional
belief systems.

“A concentration on
justice, on how our
values guide us to act in
the world, creates the
space for traditional and
non-traditional
belief systems.”
It also brings religious beliefs and ethical
grounding out of the theoretical and into the
students’ lived experience.
•

How do their values prompt them to
treat a new student in school?

•

How about their response if a friend
comes out to them as queer or
questioning?

•

How do their religious or ethical values inform their voting, or their engagement in politics?

•

What about dating—do their religious or ethical values have something to say about how they approach that, both in terms of what
kind of sexual activities they engage
in and also what they look for in a romantic partner?

Continues on page 30
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Continued from page 29
At the heart, many of these questions are justice issues, because they are about how we
treat other people and what kind of world we
want to live in. And for the majority of students, they are more relevant questions than
whether or not the Nicene Creed makes sense
to them. They are certainly more connecting
questions—welcoming answers that come
from any tradition and from no tradition.
Sometimes the members of the congregation I serve will describe their approach to Big
Spiritual Questions in this way: it’s not that
they have no opinion on God or an afterlife,

it’s just that those aren’t the most interesting
questions to them. The most interesting questions are the ones that affect how we live,
here and now, how we spend our time and
money, how we build lives that are satisfying
and move the world toward greater wholeness and equality. In many faith traditions, of
course, the Big Spiritual Questions are deeply
important... and they should be. But in an interfaith setting, it’s often the here and now
questions that help us to understand each
other more deeply and to find commonality.
Social justice isn’t just a sideline—it’s what
gives life to our values. l

The Rev. Amanda Poppei serves as Senior Leader at the Washington Ethical Society, a humanist
congregation in Washington, DC. Clergy in both the Unitarian Universalist and Ethical Culture
traditions, Amanda holds a B.A. in Religious Studies from Yale University and an M.Div. from
Wesley Theological Seminary. Amanda’s ministry centers around social justice work and the
creation of multigenerational community.

Early Ed Event: Fostering Kindness in Young Children
With Tom Lickona, Ph.D. • Developmental Psychologist, Author
March 4, 2019 • New York, NY
Day Workshop for Faculty
8:30am-4pm

Evening Event for Parents
6:30-8pm

Dr. Tom Lickona will review what we know
about early moral development and then describe practical classroom strategies for fostering young children’s kindness.

Dr. Lickona will cover the 10 things primary
caregivers can do to raise kind, respectful, and
grateful kids. There will be time for Q&A and
book signing afterward.

www.csee.org/event/earlyednyc

www.csee.org/event/LickonaParent
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Teacher Tips: World Religions
by Lauren Brownlee

R

eligious affiliation or lack thereof is a
significant identifier for many members of our school communities. For
some schools, a specific religion or religious
tradition is essential to the identity of the
school itself, and even those schools will
find diversity in how students align with
that religious identity. Below are tips for how
educators can create safe spaces and growth
spaces for all students when in connection
to world religions.
Expose Students to World Religions
Learning about world religions can break
down the walls that create “others.” Amira
Al-Sarraf’s article provides a number of suggestions for opportunities for supporting
students in understanding world religions, including collaborating with religious schools,
visiting houses of worship, bringing in speakers, and allowing students the opportunity
to share about their religious traditions. Additionally, on pages 25-26 there are suggested educational opportunities that teachers
could engage in themselves and/or share
with their students.
Remember that Religion Is Both Personal
and Academic
While allowing students opportunities to
share their religious experiences can be
meaningful, educators do not want to solely
rely on students to educate their peers about

religion. It is important not to push students
to be the spokespeople for their religion. See
“Teaching about Religions as Diversity Education” for tips on how teachers can guide their
students in understanding world religions in
an empathy-building manner.
Look for Opportunities for Allyship
It is important to ensure that no one in our
educational communities feels marginalized because of their religious beliefs or lack
thereof. In Serving Christians in Independent
Schools, John Murray tells a story about an effective teacher ally for a conservative Christian
student and in Being a Force for Change, Amira
Al-Sarraf describes how a rabbi served as an
ally for an entire school. Remember that the
best practice of allyship means making space
for the voices that are going unheard rather
than speaking for others.
Practice Cultural Humility
Cultural humility recognizes that we have to
take our cues from individuals about the lived
experience of their identity. We need to get to
know our students individually to learn about
their religious identity and what it means to
them. Two students with the same religious
identity could have very different experiences
of that religion, so it is important that teachers
not make assumptions based on their prior
knowledge of that religion.

Continues on page 33
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Parent Tips: World Religions
by Julie Stevens

R

aised in a family where religious beliefs spanned the gamut from irreverently agnostic to
deeply devout, at age six my confusion about the radically different practices of my Roman
Catholic and my Christian Science grandparents prompted me to “found” my own religion.
(No one converted…) As an educator in both religious and secular schools I struggled to help
these communities cope with traumatic deaths, observing how belief about an afterlife or affiliation with a spiritual community eased or complicated that coping. Currently I despair that my
grandchildren are growing up in a global family waging war—actual or philosophical—sparked
by fanaticism, inflamed by social media. Whether we are believers or what Pew researchers call
“nones,” our children deserve our guidance in matters of the spirit.
•

To prepare for the inevitable questions about diverse religious practices (“Why is
that woman all covered up? Why is that man wearing an orange robe? Why do we/don’t
we say prayers?”) start by unpacking your own religious “baggage.” Consider how life
events have formed your attitudes towards religion. Give yourself permission to admit to
your kids that you don’t have all the answers, and assure them that you’re always willing
to engage in discussion.

•

It’s easy to find sound parenting advice regarding developmentally appropriate support of physical, social, or cognitive growth, but determining best practice for spiritual development is both essential and tricky. In Relax, It’s Just God: How
and Why to Talk to Your Kids About Religion When You’re Not Religious (Brown Paper Press,
2015) Wendy Thomas Russell suggests testing your child’s readiness to discuss religion
by playing “Fact, Fiction or Belief,” giving examples for a child to label, such as ‘The moon
is in the sky.’(fact) ‘You like to eat rocks.’ (fiction) ‘Pink is the best of all the colors.’ (belief )

•

Help kids distinguish religious teachings grounded in universal moral concerns for
fairness and human welfare from religious conventions intended to organize social
interactions within a specific religious community. Across religions, followers are commanded to treat neighbors as they would hope to be treated. But with regard to diet, dress,
or customs relating to marriage or death the rules vary widely. Author of The Spiritual Child
(Macmillan, 2015) Dr. Lisa Miller uses the term “spiritual multilingualism” to describe understanding of these variations. She urges parents to point out different practices, as waiting
might lead a child to conclude that some ways of being spiritual are more valid than others.

•

Ritual intended to deepen connection to the sacred is a universal characteristic of world
religions. Explore ways to incorporate into family life spiritual, contemplative practices—what Brian Blackmore aptly refers to in his piece in this edition of Connections
as “technologies”—such as meditative breathing, mindful walking, yoga, songs
rooted in religious observance, daily blessings, and expressions of gratitude.
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Continued from page 32, Parent Tips
•

After examining rites of passage from various traditions, invite your child to create personally meaningful ways to celebrate transitions out of childhood and into young adulthood.

•

Humans are predisposed to feel awe, which unlike other emotions, focuses us outward.
In the age of selfies, being wired for awe helps us transcend our “small self.” Kids are especially responsive to the sublime in nature—an iridescent butterfly or a massive thunderhead. UC Berkeley researcher Dacher Keltner notes that awe promotes sharing, sacrifice,
and altruism, not to mention greater well-being, curiosity, and possibly stronger immune
systems! Follow your child’s lead or guide her to experience awe through nature,
the arts, dogged persistence against all odds, or selflessness in service of others.

•

Parents should promote respect for and factual awareness of different religious traditions, while forcefully rejecting unethical, harmful behavior defended on the basis of freedom of religious expression. The bottom line, succinctly expressed by Wendy
Thomas Russell: “Don’t hold religious beliefs against people who are being nice. And don’t
hold it in favor of people who are being mean.” l

Julie Stevens is a parent, former school psychologist, and former independent school teacher. She
has written numerous articles on parenting and moral growth that can be found on csee.org.

Continued from page 31, Teacher Tips
Don’t Be Afraid of Dialogue
It is appropriate to allow space for students
to articulate the differences in their beliefs
as long as they are engaging in respectful
dialogue. Teach students to listen for understanding rather than to convince the other
person of their point. While common ground

can be important in building community, it
may be found in shared values rather than
the specifics of religious teachings. Students
can rely on the shared values articulated in
the mission of the school. l

Lauren Brownlee is Director of Social Action at Stone Ridge School of the Sacred Heart and
a member of the Board of Trustees at Sandy Spring Friends School. This year she is serving
as Visiting Scholar for CSEE. Lauren welcomes emails at lbrownlee@stoneridgeschool.org to
continue the conversation.
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Phone: 800.298.4599
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Candidates
with character.
Making the match between hiring schools
and ethical, diverse job-seekers since 1977.
Proven Success

Trusted Partners

To date, we’ve placed over 32,000
teachers and administrators in exciting,
rewarding positions at K-12 independent,
private, boarding, charter, and like-kind
schools around the globe.

We’ve partnered with over 1,500 schools in
46 states and 26 countries to find the best
faculty for each school’s unique mission
and needs. Our hiring conferences,
including our annual Diversity Forum, help
facilitate these connections.

Learn more at CARNEYSANDOE.COM

Making the Match
We know schools. The average tenure
of our Placement Associates is 12 years.
Our experience means we understand the
nuances that make each school special so
we can make the right match.

