Religious Educators Share Thoughts at Renaissance Module on Philosophy of RE 

At the Renaissance Module on the Philosophy of Religious Education last January 21-22, one of the exercises for the participants was to draft statements of their Philosophy of RE.  They were not created to be polished statements, but works in progress.  We've compiled them to share them with you to give you an idea of what happens at our RE trainings.

Renaissance Modules are units of basic training on 9 different topics in religious education.  This district hosts 2-3 of these modules each year.  The next scheduled module is Administration of RE Programs, August 12-14, 2005.  DREs, Ministers, RE Chairs, and RE Teachers are all welcome to attend. For more information on this program, please visit http://www.uua.org/re/landscp/ren.html.

Philosophy Statements from the Philosophy of Religious Education Module January 2005
	My philosophy of Unitarian Universalist religious education is “to create an environment where people of all ages are empowered to embark on a path of personal faith development. The platform from which we launch them (or help them continue) on this journey will be made up of a safe and embracing intergenerational community, worship experiences, resources that include personal contacts, classes and workshops, opportunities to live our faith through social action, and the knowledge that in Unitarian Universalism part of our faith is the belief that development of faith is a continuing process, and that faith itself cannot or should not be bound by the limiting confines of rigid creeds and dogma.” 



	For me Religious Education is a spiral path between what has been learned and how it was learned, only to revisit the how and see the lessons in those actions.  Education denotes either a product or a process depending on how you use the term.  Ideally the product is faith development, the process is a spiritual journey.  How we educate, with what, and with whom is somewhat under our control.  We can be intentional about why we educate.  We can also be cognizant of the when and where, but frequently cannot control them..  However, what the outcome of our efforts is remains uniquely individual to each person and our comfort with that diversity in outcome is to me the heart of Unitarian Universalism.   I worked many years as a science instructor working with scientist who saw their discipline as a complicated organic process with realities and answers you construct through your own filters  (science never proves anything, just disproves things, right?).  We moved very far away from the one “right” answer and at best would acknowledge the “agreed upon” answer.   I wasn’t interested in multiple-choice exams, I wanted real world testing of knowledge and conflicting theories to be debated and supported.  Teaching science this way was far harder than the old school. -- and much richer.   This paradigm shift from seeing science as static knowledge to an evolving discipline with many acceptable answers is exactly the same kind of paradigm shift folks experience coming into Unitarian Universalism.  They are seeking answers through individual spiritual journeys, and are often prepared for the fact that the journey may be far harder and take far longer than simply accepting a creed offered by another faith.    Some answers they will agree upon, and many they find do not make it through their filters.  Religious education is the process they go through to find their answers; and it is the answers they found.  As so, religious education is bound tightly with worship and leadership experiences in the church and frequently cannot be sectioned out as a separate entity.   Religious education is the people, the place, the content, and the relationships we develop on our journeys.  I see our goal as to ground folks in faith and send them soaring with inspiration -- inspiration to do more, learn more, grow more, and love more.   



	Faith Development is a life-long spiritual journey resulting in ever-evolving personal theology.  Unitarian Universalist religious education honors and supports individuals on this journey.  Recognizing that spiritual growth takes place everywhere, I believe the religious educational atmosphere should nonetheless include purposeful aspects such as curricula, classes, worship experiences and the fostering of living one's faith in action.  The hopeful result is the intentional formation of a beloved and nurturing community of individuals who continue to share in and further the faith development process.



	I think faith development is the result of a person’s life experience. Intentional or not, she develops attitudes, opinions and feelings about her place in the world. She needs to feel connected, but doesn’t always understand how to connect or why. Sometimes she has faith in her friends, family, or adopts the explanations provided by those people and institutions closest to her.

Religious education is what we can provide as a religious community. Religious Education provides the guidance for faith development. We acknowledge the individual paths we all take in faith development within our community of shared values. We acknowledge that learning continues 
throughout our lives. We need to carry the flame for the generations that follow by spreading our story- our history and values -as a religious movement.

As we all move along that pathway of understanding along the road of life, sometimes it’s good to have a guide.



	Faith development is an experiential process that is to be honored and encouraged by the entire community.  It is the conscious selection of experiences that help to guide the development of a Unitarian Universalist identity, morals, values and ethics.  It seeks to cultivate wonder in self, 
others and the world.  Faith development challenges individuals to evaluate and reevaluate their environment in an attempt to become compassionate, just and equitable in their interactions.  We acknowledge and encourage the ongoing faith development of all member of our community.



	Unitarian Universalist religious education encourages each congregant along their journey of religious learning and growth. It is non-dogmatic and liberating - any exploration is encouraged, and conclusions are given the same respect as the teachings of great prophets.

Children are guided as they progress through their faith development, with exposure to broad diversity of thought. Adults bring more life experience to the process, and are supported in their continuing search for meaning in life and their place in the world.

Overall, a beloved community provides mutual encouragement to live their UU faith, in action and with integrity.



	For me, Religious Education is a living faith journey.  It evolves with personal, family and community experiences.  At the core of Religious Education is family values.  Religious Education for me happens within daily life experiences continuously.  I learn and share and it is this combination that brings me a feeling of peacefulness to be on a journey, re-evaluating life and it’s meaning, involving the senses in the experience.

The above statement was what I first wrote when asked to make a statement regarding my philosophy of Religious Education.  This is still what I personally believe to be true for me.  I would add to this with my new insight, having spent two days under the excellent leadership of Gaia and Natalie and with the loving, nurturing care provided by Andrea and Ira, within the beloved community of other religious educators……….

Unitarian Universalist Religious Education provides the freedom for personal exploration of faith, religion, spirituality and ethics.  
Guided by the Purposes and Principles of the denomination and the sources they are drawn from 
children, youth and adults learn from each other through the sharing of personal and historic stories, joys and sorrows, worship and celebrations, readings, rituals, and songs.  
While striving to articulate a statement of personal belief, demonstrating this religious belief with actions is encouraged.  A welcoming community of faith fosters the environment for this personal search for meaning.



	Faith Development is cultivating the future of our Unitarian Universalist denomination.
    When we move it from calling RE to Faith Development, we acknowledge the process is life long. It’s not just for kids anymore, not that it ever was. It is head education to be sure, but more importantly it is heart education. How do we witness God/Shiva/Most High/Ground of Being/Humanity at its finest if we don’t model how to feel and how to move those feelings to action? Not only are we responsible to the children for this, we are just as responsible to the adults, for they are the primary Religious Educators of their children. . .and the children have been known to return the favor.

Faith Development is a portal for new members.
    Young families often choose the local UU church as a way to bridge blended religious traditions or to establish a religious tradition for themselves and their children. This challenges every congregation to field the very best Faith Development program it can.

Faith Development Facilitators are part of the ministry of the church.
    The work is a calling, it is shaping hearts in the image of the best of UU traditions. The people who are teaching must be nurtured, respected and accorded the respect of a grateful congregation. To keep the spiritual life of the Facilitators nourished, the Clergy team should provide regular, relevant. spiritual support and education.

It is cultivating the future of our Unitarian Universalist denomination. 
    When we move it from calling RE to Faith Development, we acknowledge the process is life long. It’s not just for kids anymore, not that it ever was. It is head education to be sure, but more importantly it is heart education. How do we witness God/Shiva/Most High/Ground of Being/Humanity at its finest if we don’t model how to feel and how to move those feelings to action. Not only are we responsible to the children for this, we are just as responsible to the adults, for they are the primary Religious Educators of their children. . .and the children have been known to return the favor.

Faith Development is a portal for new members. 
    Young families often choose the local UU church as a way to bridge blended religious traditions or to establish a religious tradition for themselves and their children. This challenges every congregation to field the very best Faith Development program it can.



	For me, religious education is primarily about providing a safe, accepting community for people of all ages to explore various spiritual traditions, including our own Unitarian Universalist history, and to learn to articulate their own beliefs through that process.  It is also about giving people opportunities to explore their creativity and to become more involved in the outside-church community through social justice and outreach.



	Religious Education is provided to promote and affirm learning about spiritual practices and philosophies through various experiential modes in an attempt to meet the personal and communal need of our community by attempting to become more fully alive and connected with our universal experience.



	I believe the purpose of Religious Education is:  to nourish the  light within each person and to spread the light in the world in ever widening circles.  We do this through experiences in 

· Spiritual practice 

· Our religious traditions 

· Other sources of inspiration 

· Building community 

· Ethical and social action 

My goal is that seekers of all ages

· Practice methods that connect them with their inner light, which is a reflection of the higher power 

· Step firmly on the pathway of Unitarian Universalism by learning our language and traditions so they can clearly express it to others 

· Gain inspiration from the wisdom of many sources - religious, prophetic and direct experience - so they may sit comfortably with the big questions of birth and death, gain and loss. 

· Join in relationships with people of all ages in the community to find acceptance, joy, strength and opportunities for care.   

· Take action on their ethics, values and beliefs by doing good in the here and now in ever widening circles. 

Learning experiences are best absorbed through  reflection on inner thoughts and feelings, silence, meditation,  stories, poetry, music, movement, visual art, creativity, games, laughter, play, nature, sharing with others, making time to simply be together, and specific social actions.



	Religious Education is more than a program. It is the heart and soul of a religious community. It weaves through the congregation and beyond into homes, communities and the global village.

In the context of the congregation, it needs a loving environment where everybody takes ownership. Responsibility for actions and deeds apply to all on varying levels. Adults need to model behaviors that they want to see in children and youth, and in turn children and youth need to be participants in the rituals of the congregation. Teachers/facilitators need to be nurtured and spiritually nourished so that they can give from the heart and receive the same in turn.

The program in place should include resources that provide opportunities for social, emotional, intellectual and spiritual growth through many different types of activities that appeal to the many 
different learning styles among human beings. It should foster a sense of experiencing the sacred in everyday life and strive for encouraging love toward fellow humans, fellow earth inhabitants and the earth. It should promote inclusiveness and acceptance of those who are different, which leads to compassion. Compassion turns to righteous indignation when injustices are exposed. From there, it should provide opportunities to act on this in local and global ways.

In short, it should be a culmination of all the best that humans are capable of being and doing in the short time we have on earth.



	Unitarian Universalist Religious Education is the process by which human beings search for and satisfy their fundamental need for spiritual growth.  They are supported in this quest by the Unitarian Universalist community which harbors and promotes activities, opportunities and challenges for all, in liberating, inclusive, loving, moral and ethical ways.  Individuals come to a deeper understanding and an appreciation of other world religions, spiritual practices, and ways of existence. During this process individuals become an integral and vital part of the community that sheltered them and are able to provide the same experience for others.



	Religious Education, in the broadest sense, is the spiritual breathing of our lives that happens through the encouragement, involvement and guidance of the whole congregation or community.  The mission becomes providing each other and especially our children and youth with a safe and accepting environment in which to explore spirituality, learn and support Unitarian Universalist values and other world religions, inspiring each other to articulate our beliefs and live out our faith in the broader community.  Religious Education programming, with the incredible wealth of resources,
curriculum, and available wisdom, provides the opportunity for individuals to learn and to lead while using their most sacred talents and deepest passions.  In the words of Howard Thurman, “Ask not what the world needs.  Ask what makes you come alive…then go do it.  Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.”  RE simply needs people who are or seek to be alive to bear witness to the shaping of faith-based rituals that sing of shared meaning and our life values.



	Religious Education or Faith Development is a progressive life-long journey of self discovery, religious meaning and spiritual practice which promotes and affirms opportunities for deeper understanding of Unitarian Universalism and for appreciating of all world religions and traditions. It is the experience that integrates spiritual values and beliefs into our personal lives so that we may grow and develop skills and confidence to live life wholly (and holy). 

 

It is an accepting and caring community for people of all ages to explore religious ideas together and to develop a sense of universal connection in which we can celebrate our diversities and find comfort in our shared values and principles. 

 

It is a process of transforming beliefs and values into meaningful action for social justice in the world.  

 

It is a place where the whole religious community is both teacher and learner.



	Religious education is everything we do, for what we do speaks so much more to our hearts and conscience than what we say. In our congregations, it is not only what happens in ‘class’ or ‘worship’, but how we greet each other, how we talk about our beliefs, how we share our joys and concerns with each other, or explain our spiritual practices. It is hearing each other with soft eyes, with compassion. 

 

Religious education does include learning about our Unitarian Universalist heritage, and about injustices and practices happening right now, so that we are inspired to lead the way in making a more compassionate life for ourselves, and all others.



	Though the formation of our faith and personal and spiritual identities "happens" everywhere and always, I believe that people of all ages need intentional and creative space for this formation. The purpose of the faith community is to create a safe, loving, nurturing, and nonjudgmental space where individuals of all ages can creatively explore their beliefs together. Leaders in the faith community (teachers, ministers, parents, lay leaders, activists, artists, musicians, directors of religious education, administrators, custodial staff, etc.) are ALL called to work in collaboration to create this space in multiple settings, including worship, small group ministry, forums, fellowship activities, etc., always seeking to foster opportunities for individuals to put their faith into action.



	My philosophy of Faith Development is 

To maintain the wonder and awe in life, or regain that wonder and awe, if lost.

To learn together and have fun together, at the same time.

To build a beloved community that is called to move our faith out into the world (to walk our talk).

To understand what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist.

To teach how and when to question authority.



	Our congregation is a place to look inward and discover who we are and our place in the world.  It is a place to explore our spirituality and faith in a religious community that supports this important journey.  Here, we discover truth, our own truth.  We give meaning in our lives through worship, intergenerational activities and through the various ministries of our congregation.  No less than looking in, our congregation helps us look outward to see how we can make the world a better place for all.  

Our children’s program is guided by our philosophy which is to awaken the spirit, nurturing awe and wonder in the universe; nurture reverence for life which leads to compassion and justice seeking for all; and finally, discover the our own humanity and how we relate to the universe beyond ourselves.

The Religious Enrichment/Family Ministry Program at Community Church aims to give our children the tools to live spiritually, to live justly and to live with meaning in the world.  We want our program to encourage children and youth to make their own decisions and to think their own thoughts, to nurture in them a search for truth, a respect for all people, and a wonder for the universe.



	Religious Education and Faith Development for all ages is at the heart of a congregation’s ministry.  Religious Education, while acknowledging that the entirety of the church community provides the true curriculum of the church, provides individuals multiple means and specific curricula for learning about our Unitarian Universalist heritage, the living tradition of our sources and contemporary religious issues, as well as opportunities for praxis in the community through social witness and action.  Faith Development, while acknowledging the importance of learning the core curriculum of Unitarian Universalism, provides opportunities for contemplation and integration, and affirms 
each individual’s natural growth toward spiritual maturity by offering multiple paths for experiential learning through the arts, worship, small group ministry, community building, community action and 
leadership development.

	Our lifespan religious education program strives to nurture each person's religious growth by encouraging an ever-deepening understanding of Unitarian Universalism.  The program enables children and adults to develop spiritually and ethically, and to live lives of meaning and purpose inspired by their engagement with our faith.  When members of our intergenerational community continually view themselves as both seekers of, and guides to, religious insight, the faith development process can become transformative for the individual, the faith community, and the larger world.




