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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to explore tRhenomenological Approacto the teaching of religious
education as suggested by Ninian Smart (1968)adt been established that this approach to the itepolh
religious education does not stress the accepainagarticular faith or belief system, which i tprivilege of
religious bodies to do, nor does it press for cosiem. It is committed to a search for religiousami@g, purpose
and value which is open to all men. It reflects @tiplicity of beliefs and non-beliefs. No beliefstem is seen
as the only source of value in society. ProfessoraN Smart, who is a leading exponent of the apginochas
been careful to point out that “Phenomenologicaprach” to religious education is not only concermgth
providing information about the practices and Wielif a particular religion but different religions
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1. Introduction

Phenomenological study of religion can be definsdthee personal participation of a scholar in the
religion he seeks to study in order to understéiedeissence and the manifestations of the religghesomena
of a particular religion (Ekeke & Ekeopara, 201@)can be deduced from the definition that beforecholar
would be able to study a particular religion, thisr¢he need for the scholar or the researchamvolve him or
herself in the religious activities of the religpoadherents. Ekeke and Ekeopara (2010) stated éngllyathat
for the researcher to study a particular religitiemmomenologically, there should be grouping of ridegious
occurrences, the suspension of value judgementtwibids previously held about the religion being &ddnd
researcher should take a neutral stand in ordenderstand the religion being studied. This presepp that the
researcher should approach the religion being etlunhi a more scientific way and the religion mustsbudied
objectively with no biases in his or her judgemeirience, the researcher should employ a phenonginalo
approach to the study of religion. In a like manrike teaching of religious education should beedosing a
phenomenological approach. The aim of this papeoigxplore the Phenomenological Approacttb the
teaching of religious education as suggested bjaNiSmart (1968).

2. The Emer gence of Phenomenological Approach to the Teaching of Religious Education

The ‘Phenomenological Approachd the teaching of Religious Education (RE) arose aeaction to
the failure of the use of confessional approacthéoteaching of religious education. This postatet it is
important to take a brief glance at the confesdiapproach to the teaching of religious educatiarthe words
of Walters (2010), the confessional approach tot¢laehing of religious education is explicitly teeangelical
method of teaching the subject. According to Grithifli978), the aims of the confessional approacteiest
to bring the child (learner) into an encounter witsus Christ and not just to present the Bibla e=cord of
historical events, second, to teach the theme ostdn discipleship (defined as a way of life hsgon faith
in Jesus Christ whom God sent to be our delivemdrtarough whom man can enter into a special piatiip
with God) and third, to present to the learnerdhallenge of the personality of Jesus Christ. it lba gathered
from the aims stated above that the main aim ofessional approach to teaching religious educatias to
help children in their journey to faith in orteue’ religion, say Christianity, whose doctrinaee taught as the
absolute reality.

It can be said that this approach was mainly dogmat that, the teaching of religion was to covert
learners into Christianity and only teach themtdaehing of Jesus Christ. Such an approach camer wadous
criticisms which a few of them would be mentionedtlis discussion. First, the confessional apprdacthe
teaching of religious education was criticized #&vé lacked educational rationale (Jackson & O'Grafdp7).
This is to say it only sought to condition the ndraf the learner and not to train them. Seconticsralso have
also said that it is unsuitable for children iniaoreasingly secular and plural society where anlgninority
acknowledge that religion is an important parthait live (Watson & Thompson, 2007).

It was on the basis of these criticisms levelledirsf the confessional approach which led to tee of
phenomenological approach to the teaching of waligieducation. Phenomenological religious educason
associated with the teaching of world faiths in ¢tbenmon school (Yonah, 2011). As a concept, phenoiogy
has a long history as my present understanding, a§ igenerally associated with the German philbsop
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) (Ricoeur, 2007). AltHottusserl’s influence on religion is indirect, tignking
planted the seed from which future philosophers saitblars in education connected his ideas in tiny sof
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religion (Jackson, 2004). In brief, Husserl wasagaily interested with the classification and iptetation of
‘phenomena’. In his study of the structure of camssness he aimed to distinguish between the act of
consciousness and the phenomena with which it wastdd. He then proposed that our knowledge of the
‘phenomena’ or ‘essences’ would be possible if tmacket out’ our presuppositions of the externatiehoa
process he calleépoche(Ricoeur, 2007). Yonah (2011) maintained that nmsmdtolars agree that it was in
England where a clear connection between Hussed&as and religious education was made when Ninian
Smart directed a team of researchers at the Uiiyes§ Lancaster on a project that focused on Relig
Education (RE) in secondary schools. Based on ghogect, the idea of phenomenological RE as ardisti
pedagogy for the teaching of religious educatiorthi@ context of religious plurality in the commocheol,
emerged (Smart, 1975).

3. Aims and the Use of Phenomenological Approach to the Teaching of Religious Education

Phenomenological approach to teaching religiousa&tion is premised on the fact that in contemporary
society, children should be exposed to a wide rarfigeligious views and not just about Christiarats/had been
the case before (Smart 1973). According to Grim(@i&78), this approach takes “Religion” as a fiefdstudy
and seeks to show what is distinctive and uniquautateligion as a mode of thought and awarenesstheie
continues that “if religious education teachersld@dopt the attitude of a shopkeeper with wargsisrwindow
which he is anxious for customers to examine, apatre and even try on but not feel under any ohbgato
buy, then many of the problems connected with ialig education would disappear” (p. 26).

This gives reason to the fact that phenomenologipptoach to the teaching of religious educati@s@nts
a classroom scenario where teachers of religiousathn should present the religions to the leaarat let
them know their beliefs and practices but not tpase any religious faith on the learners as it s&en in the
case of confessional approach. This distinctiveradtar of the phenomenological approach makes it
undogmatic. By the application of such an apprdadhe teaching of religious education, it meetsfirst three
educational criteria outlined by Grimmit as: “thebgect should incorporate a unigue mode of thowayid
awareness which is worthwhile to man’s understamdirhimself and his situation”, “the subject stibgérve to
widen and deepen the child’s cognitive perspedtivea unique and valuable way and so contributeigdotal
development as a person” and “the subject shoulthbght in ways which ensure understanding and/elgti
foster the child’s capacity to think for himself3.(16). These three criteria form the seats ofetlopgestions upon
which a subject that is to be included in the auitim should answer. In effect if religious edueatis taught in
a way that satisfy the conditions stated in theehtriteria, then it can be included in the cuttiou In other
words, this approach recognizes that the teachingeligious education should be governed by the esam
educational principles as any other subject. Tthesaims of this approach to the teaching of religieducation
are expressed as follows:

1. The aim of religion is to promote understandingtad nature of religion itself as a distinctive waly

interpreting experience.

2. The aim of religion is that of creating in pupit€rtain capacities to understand and think abdigioa

(Smart, 1968).

The first aim of teaching religious education hasld with the fact that it is to promote understagdf the
nature of the religion itself as a distinctive walfy interpreting the religious experience. Here, thigious
educator is to presents the various phenomeneeinelfgion in a way that would be understood by ldaner.
These phenomena are what Professor Ninian Smartedfto as the dimension of the religion or tmactres
of the religion. Explaining these dimension or stawes in the religion is what is referred to asuctural
explanation. It is important here to take a lookhase dimensions as explained by Smart (1996).

It is worth mentioning to state that the first dim@n of religion in using the phenomenological
approach to the teaching of religious educatiathésritual dimension. Rituals here mean certaimnment form
of behaviour and practices. For example, prayesetassm, worship and yoga or spiritual meditatidiis
involves outward expression of religion but with ianer meaning. Rituals are symbolic in that theynpto
something other than themselves or they have a iimtention. Smart makes us aware that ritualsl mex to
be formal. He cites an example of closing of thesap pray. Although this act is simple, it is aitin nature. He
further explained that it expresses an outward \iebacoordinated to an inner intention to maketaohwith
or to participate in the invisible world (Smart,6B). This relates that the teacher or religiouscatian should
teach the subject by presenting the ritual prastafethe religion to the learner for the learneutmerstand and
make meaning out of the ritual dimension.

Secondly, another dimension that the teacher bfioa must present to the learner as far as
phenomenological approach to teaching of the stubigeconcerned to promote understanding of religiou
education and to interpret the religious experieaamythological dimension. Rennie (20Jf@)stulated that the
collection of myths, images and stories through civhihe invisible world is symbolized is mytholodica
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dimension of religion. In this discussion, a briebk at the definition of myth is a sine a qua nbtyths are
sacred stories which are pass on from generatiogeteeration and from a religious perspective aljthe
sacred” or the deity (Van-Esch & Van-Esch, 2012).

According to Smart (1996), myths are sacred becaush stories work on several levels to amalgarise
narratives and explain what a particular traditimiieves through a systematic and complete inteafioa of
god(s), the nature of humans and their place iruttieerse. It can be said that myth are storiesiathe origins
of certain things. They cover transcendental evemtsties, historical events and the origin ofiais, customs
and taboos, origin of the world and the end of husras well as the end of the world. This also risvisat the
use of phenomenological approach tries to empleyt¢lacher to present to the learners of religiausation,
the origin of events and deities of the religioronder for the learners to know and understandyémesis of the
religion under discussion in the classroom.

The third dimension of the religion that the tezrcbf religious education should present to thenea
is doctrinal dimension. Professor Ninian Smart shydrine is an attempt to give system, clarity] anellectual
power to what is revealed through the mythologarad symbolic language of religious faith and rit(@inart,
1996). It can be inferred that doctrinal dimensidmeligion has to do with the rituals and expecieswhich are
nurture by religious institutions and are normahierpreted in certain dimensions. These involviefe of
various kinds which are formally grouped as doesinThe beliefs associated with the rituals forendbctrinal
dimension of the religion. For example, the belegsociated with the Eucharist in Christianityhis tenewal of
the covenant bond to keep the laws of God and étisncandments through the death of his son Jesughéno
example is the belief in the Salat as seen in lislasligion which shows the belief of complete figation of
the physical nature of the adherents before apmpdrefore Allah (the only one true God). It is ains that
these beliefs present to the learner of the raligiee doctrines associated with the religion. la tbaching of
religious education, it behooves on the teacheretifjious education to present to the learnersvidigous
doctrines of the religion which are the intelled¢tusxplanation and the articulation of faith. Again,
phenomenological approach to the teaching of ligeposes on the fact that the teacher of relgyézlucation
must at all levels present to the learner the kdgigamination of the doctrines of the variousgielis. Here the
emphasis is on the systematic and intellectualattoof the religious beliefs.

The fourth dimension as given by Ninian Smart ttiegt teacher of religion should present to the
leaner(s) is the ethical dimension. Of the ethittalension, Smart says they are the code of etliiteeaeligion
that controls the society. In the words of Grim(@#®78), he explained the ethical dimension of retigo mean
a religion’s teaching about the conduct of thehfait both in their individual lives and as membefsthe
community and of the society. Additionally, ethichinension focuses on laws in which a religion npooates
into its both formal and informal, either writtem orally transmitted which adherents are expecteddopt
(Smart, 1996). Furthermore, Malloch (2003) assetited ethical dimension of the religion involve® thet of
rules, guidelines, or behavioural percepts for Whitembers of the religion judge a person dependimghe
level of conformity to those percepts. He contindkdt such rules are often regarded as revealed the
supernatural realm or from the highest being. K haen stated emphatically that ethical dimensamcerns
how members of the religion should behave towars another. For example, the Decalogue in Chrisfian
and the taboos in West African Traditional Religidiis dimension is often the source of motivatiagtor for
right conduct. It is also a concrete expressiothef“Ultimate Reality”. In practice it shows thdwetteacher of
religious education should be able to present ¢dd¢hners the code of conducts (ethics) of eadarlto the
learners.

The fifth dimension regarding the use of phenonmgioal approach to the teaching of religious
education proposed by Professor Ninian Smart isstiwdal dimension. On social dimension, Professioiial
Smart defines it as the “mode in which the religionquestion is institutionalized whereby, throuié
institutions and teaching, it affects the communitywhich it finds itself’ (Smart, 1969 p. 21). ihsimplest
form, the social dimension of the religion has towith the organization of people to form an ingtdn with
various leaders and various responsibilities assign them. It is also related to the various dagiaups that
arise within one religious group. The rise of thgssups is a product of structures with each samecassigned
with a responsibility which are for the expressiamd the continuation of the religious traditiongythhave
inherited. In mentioning the institutions, referer@an be made to the institution of priesthood praghhetism.
Through such institutions, a religion comes touafice the larger society where it finds itself pemtes. For
example, the institution of priesthood in Christignor West African Traditional Religion has helped
influence the society in such a way that bad omelmsn perceived in the society are prevented byptiest
through praying with the members of the religioasisty or praying on their behalf. In the Old Teséant it is
seen that the institution of priesthood helped Idraelites in knowing whether or not they would ceed in
wars. The teacher of religious education using ghenomenological approach to the teaching of w&ligi
education should present to the learners the wayghich the religion being taught the learners inflsenced
the society it operates.
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The sixth dimension of the religion that the tesobf religion should present the leaners is expgial

dimension. This dimension is defined as human béimgng an encounter with the invisible world (Stnar
1969). To put it in another way it can be said tgberiential dimension gives a picture of thehlisior the
physical having an encounter with the invisiblerégard, two types of religious experiences aradowrdinary
and dramatic experience. The ordinary experien@i®mpanied by rituals and beliefs. For exampleemwa
religious adherent has an intimate encounter witd Ghile reading the scripture or praying, it igdsthat said
an adherent had had an ordinary experience if tipge®he Being or God. On the contrary, a dramafpesgnce
is said to have occurred when a religious adhehawt an experience with God in theatrical manner. Fo
example, Paul's Damascus Road encounter. It isfitapbto add that the factor of religious expereigeven
more crucial when we consider the events and tineahuives from which the various religions have eged.
The Buddha achieved enlightenment as he sat intatiedi under the Bo-Tree. As a result of his shite
mystical experience, he believed that he had tbeetef the cure for suffering and dissatisfactidriife in this
world. Mention can also be made of inaugural visiof some of the Old Testament prophet and Godegur
them to teach men in his name. It was also throsigth an experience that the Holy Prophet Mohammed
(Salallayi Allahu Wassallam) began to preach amghdslam which is the basis for the Islamic religioday.
In experiential dimension, there is a sense ofnate closeness to the father (Smart, 1969). Fampba the
words of Jesus reveal a sense of intimate closdmetsgeen Him and the father. It applies to the hewg of
religious education in the sense that the teachesligious education should teach the religiomiway that will
make the learner have knowledge to be able to Aawetimate experience the Supreme Being.

4. Benefitsto be Derived from the Study of Phenomenological Approach by Religious Educators

This section of the discussion would focus on erjtg benefits that the religious educator can\deri
from the study of this pedagogy. The first bentfitt the religious educator can derive from thelwng such a
pedagogy is that the religious educator would tehehsubject in a way that it would not be basedhenaim of
converting students to any particular faith. Irstreéspect it would put the religious educator m plosition that
no religion can be exalted or condemned againsbttiner.

Secondly, the teacher of religion would benefinfrthe study of the pedagogy as it would lead him o
her to teach the religion with no intention of teiag and instructing the learners to follow stidthe morals of
a particular religion. For example, a Christianigielus Studies teacher in a senior high school dodait be in
the position to strictly teach his or her studetatdollow strictly the moral lessons derived fromyaof the
religious stories. However, it important to notatttalthough the students would learn the moraloless
presented to them by the religious educator, itlmasaid with no iota of doubt that the teacherrditiplay the
role of imposing the religion on the students.

Thirdly, the teacher of religion would also have tability to learn and present to the learnera in
comprehensive manner the origin, doctrines andefselof each religion. This agrees with the factt tha
distinctive feature of phenomenological approachhit it avoids reductionism. Reductionism is a hodt
whereby scholars try to reduce and even triviatedeggious phenomena to purely sociological, psyopual,
anthropological, economic or environmental termkeffe & Ekeopara, 2010). Such reductions according t
Moreau (2001) ignore the complexity of the humapegience, impose social values on transcendersiats$s
and ignore the unique intentionality of the religggarticipant.

Fourthly, the religious educator would be abl@tesent to the learners the ethics of the religieimg
taught to the learners with no elements of biakkes. asserted that every religion has it code arduct that
brings out the various practices and beliefs thatdommunity or the society in which the religiensituated
upholds.

Finally, a teacher of religious education woulddide to teach the student to learn and know how to
have an intimate experience of the Supreme Beinghi& stage the learner would be able to apprecat
know when he or she had had an intimate experiefitbethe Supreme Being. This involves informing psijn
a descriptive, critical and experiential manneruhehat religion is, and increasing their sendijivd the areas
of experience from which a religious view of lifeagnarise. My point here is that it should stimulafti¢hin
pupils, and assist them in the search for, a patsdaw of meaning in life, whilst enabling themuaderstand
the beliefs and commitments of others.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper gives comprehensive angtions of the phenomenological approach to the
teaching of religious education. It has been estladdl that this approach to the teaching of religieducation
does not stress the acceptance of a particuldr daibelief system, which is the privilege of rédigs bodies to
do, nor does it press for conversion. It is comaditto a search for religious meaning, purpose afaewvhich
is open to all men. It reflects a multiplicity oéliefs and non-beliefs. No belief system is seetha®nly source
of value in a society. Professor Ninian Smart, wha leading advocate of the approach has beefutayeoint
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out that phenomenological approach to religiouscation is not only concerned with providing infortina
about the practices and beliefs of a particulagia but different religions.
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