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Abstract 

There is some confusion in many parts of the African continent about the 
content, methodological approach, and educational objectives of the academic 
study of religion in schools and universities. Often it is not so obvious in the 
departmental brochure of many universities about the exact nature and content 
of discipline of religion, its place in the overall university or school curriculum, 
how religion should operate in the lives of individual students that offer it, nor 
its place in the general life of the society. Should the discipline of religion be 
approached as an object of study, or as a subject of study? Should the study of 
religion be approached as a study about religion, or a study by religion? 
Should the study of religion adopt the social scientific approach, or be shaped 
by a humanities approach? Where do the personal experiences of teachers and 
students of religion come into play in the study of religion? Often there are 
obvious  doubts as to the nature of the consensus of academics, teachers, 
religious leaders and policy-makers as to the type of curricular materials to be 
allowed in the study of religion – whether it should be a confessional, 
doctrinal-type books, or a textbook that will be relevant in a multi-cultural, 
pluralistic society. Nor is it clear yet about the exact character of the power 
relations between religions and states in Africa. These issues continue to create 
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confusion about the exact approach to the academic study of religion in 
tertiary institutions and secondary schools. Our paper seeks to offer important 
clarifications in the study and teaching of religion in schools and tertiary 
institutions. 
 
 
There are two major issues in every intellectual preoccupation with religion, two 

major subject matters that every academic study of religion has to be concerned with: 
Every religion makes statements about God, contains a theology i.e. a study of God by 
man. Even though much of the statements of religions about God is claimed to be based 
on divine revelation, the articulation of these truths of revelation in a manner that could 
be understood by all, is a human effort. Every religion equally makes statements about 
man, contains an anthropology i.e. a study of man, the human condition, the society in 
which he lives, and the nature of the human experience. 

Both statements above are not direct opposites of one another. Behind every 
theology, you can also get a picture of the human condition, an anthropology; and every 
‘religious’ anthropology is preceded by a theology. As a corollary, God and the world 
are the two major subject matters in the academic study of religion.  

In many religions of the world the reality of God is taken to mean a mystery. 
Every mystery represents a reality that cannot be fully comprehended by human 
intelligence, a reality that is beyond the capability of man to grasp. As a result, 
knowledge of God is perceived to come in bits, and not ‘in whole’. Mbukanma (2013) 
lists the core problems in the experience of God to be twofold:  
1. How to understand the experience 
2. How to understand and interpret the statements uttered by the visionary; in order 
words, the problems of the hermeneutics of texts of vision, words, revelations and 
symbols experienced.  

The implication is that the subject matter of God in religion must remain open-
ended, an ongoing, inconclusive object of academic conversation. Only as revelation 
makes God known to man, can the academic study of religion be in a position to 
appropriate such knowledge for the purpose of intellectual discourse. And the linguistic, 
cultural and historical tools with which human intelligence attempts to comprehend 
revelation are equally legitimate fields of continuing academic investigation.   

Again, the religions of the world contain an anthropology, give us an essential 
perspective on the human condition. The religions of the world have bequeathed to the 
world enormous moral and psychological insights, investigating and offering critical 
alternatives to conventional social life. Gottlieb (2002) is certain that religion is one of 
the sources of our most comprehensive understandings of human existence. Its ideals 
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serve as the building blocks of the social reality. As such he calls religion, together with 
politics, two alternative ways of ‘world-making’.  

Religion is an important element of our cultural heritage. Even when today 
much fuss is made of the threatening cloud of secularism that is enveloping the life of 
contemporary man and the society within which he lives, yet religion remains a key 
universal category of culture: “Culture gives religions their language, and religions offer 
ultimate meaning to each culture” (UNESCO, 1994). As a key category of culture 
religion is, according to Berger (1990), a crucial part of society’s world-construction and 
world-maintenance: It is part of society’s construction of meaning, of order, of the 
cosmization of institutions and the legitimization of social practices. Religion is deeply 
rooted in the practical concerns of everyday life. Religion influences the way we 
understand ourselves and the nature of the physical world, the way we organize our 
governments, make our livings, entertain ourselves, etc. Religion is bound up with the 
elementary needs of life. Its scope of influence covers the realms of human beliefs, 
practices, feelings, moods, attitudes etc. Religion makes propositions about the world, 
about the cosmos, about morality, human nature and society. Religion is connected with 
the most deep-stirring experiences of man, and accompanies human growth in the most 
critical transition phases of life – birth, maturity, marriage, death etc. Without an 
understanding of his religion it is impossible, perhaps, to understand the culture of a man 
(AAR, 2010).  

Because religion claims much of our life and shapes much of our cultural ideals 
and societal cohesion, it is imperative that the religious question should form a central 
part of the academic curriculum 
 
The Challenge 

There is a growing confusion in many parts of the African continent about the 
content, methodological approach, and educational objectives of the academic study of 
religion in schools and universities. This confusion is reflected in the varying ways 
religion has been studied over the years. Too often academic programs in religion find 
themselves in a situation described by Ensign (2002) as anoikia or homelessness. The 
programs are too small to constitute a full academic department of their own 
(independent discipline), and find themselves attached to various other programs and 
departments (interdisciplinary), often taking on disciplinary characteristics and methods 
of the other fields. In most Nigerian universities religion is studied within the context of 
other courses like cultural studies, history, social studies, human relationships, etc.  

Often it is not so obvious in the departmental brochure of many universities 
about the exact nature and content of the academic study of religion, its place in the 
overall university education, how religion should operate in the lives of individual 
students that offer it, or its place in the general life of the society or nation. Should the 
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study of religion be approached as a study about religion, or a study by religion? Should 
the study of religion adopt the social scientific approach, or be shaped by a humanities 
approach? Where do the personal experiences of teachers and students of religion come 
into play in the study of religion? Often there are obvious  doubts as to the nature of the 
consensus of academics, teachers, religious leaders and policy-makers on the type of 
curricular materials to be allowed in the academic study of religion – whether it should 
be confessional, doctrinal-type of materials, or textbooks and resources that will be 
better suited to a multi-cultural, pluralistic society. Nor is it clear yet about the exact 
character of the power relations between religions and states in Africa. 

Meanwhile, religion continues to feature prominently in cultural history, 
ideological battles, political debates, social tensions, and theological wranglings in 
nearly all African countries. What religious symbols are to be allowed to dot the social 
and educational landscapes of the society? What prayers are to be allowed in schools? 
To what extent can religious resources be employed, in a multicultural, democratic 
society, to promote collective identities, preserve minority rights, contribute to 
discussions about citizenship, intercultural co-existence and interreligious cohesion? 
How do we articulate a model of the academic preoccupation with religion that is 
inclusive and not discriminatory, that includes not only the study of the diverse religions 
but also secular worldviews and ideologies? 

Many African countries are plagued by restrictions to religious freedom, 
ignorance as to the beliefs and values of other religions, lack of understanding as to the 
collective identities and practices of members of other religious traditions, etc. The sad 
effect is that religion is at the basis of much of the violent eruptions, political instability, 
and developmental retrogression in many parts of the continent. How then can we 
articulate an educationally sound, systematically inclusive, and socially relevant 
program of academic preoccupation with religion in our schools and universities? 
 
Alternative Approaches to the Academic Study of Religion 

In trying to understand and analyze the religious data, two basic approaches 
emerge (cf. Idinopulos & Wilson, 2002): the vertical approach, and the horizontal 
approach. The vertical approach moves from the assumption that religion consists of 
beliefs and rituals whose root meaning is connected to the existence of a transcendent 
divine object. How we conceive of that transcendent divine object may differ, but the 
vertical approach to teaching religion is directed toward understanding this transcendent 
‘other’ by using the data of religious experience and expression. For the vertical 
approach, the transcendent ‘other’ is the mysterious, unexplainable, supernatural realm 
of gods, spirits, souls, demons, gods, and God, which realm must remain unexplained. 
The vertical approach does not thus seek to demonstrate and justify the existence of the 
transcendent ‘other’, but to bestow some sort of intellectual or intelligible status on this 
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transcendent ‘other’. It does this by seeking to interpret religious symbols and myths, to 
recount the history of the religious community, and to describe the cardinal ‘truths of 
faith’ – all of which is intended to convey the meaning of the transcendent or spiritual or 
supernatural being. The transcendent ‘other’ communicates through revelations or 
impulses or emanations, and human beings respond to these. And the essence of religion 
is to be found in that dynamic between the intimations of the transcendent ‘other’ and 
the human responses that are appropriate to them. The definition of religion by the 
German theologian, Rudolf Otto, represents this vertical understanding of religion. Otto 
argues that the experience of the numinous (Latin numen, “spiritual power”) is the 
distinctive core of religiousness. Such experience is marked by a sense of awe in the 
face of the mysterious other reality that dramatically intersects our limited, vulnerable 
existence. According to Otto, it is this reality that religious traditions symbolize by 
concepts such as God. The numinous can be experienced as something fearful and 
alienating, but also as something comforting with which one feels a certain communion 
or continuity (cf. Paden, 2008).  

Another author we would classify under this approach to understanding religion 
is the Romanian Mircea Eliade who views religion as experience mediated by the 
sacred. In Eliade’s view, believing in the divine foundations of life transforms the 
significance of natural objects and activities. He believed that for homo religiosus (Latin 
for “religious man,” a term used by Eliade to designate a person who lives according to 
a religious worldview), time, space, the earth, the sky, and the human body can all come 
to have a symbolic, religious meaning. Like Rudolf Otto, Eliade held that the study of 
religion must not reduce its subject matter to something merely social or psychological, 
but must take seriously the idea that in the believer’s world the experience of sacredness 
defines a distinctive reality (cf. Paden, 2008). 

The horizontal approach seeks to understand the phenomenon of religion 
empirically by using the scientific tools available to the social sciences. The horizontal 
approach does not subscribe to the understanding of religion as a stimulus-and-response 
mechanism. For Durkheim, for example, the dynamic force behind religion is entirely 
human and social and earthly, and does not incorporate any reference to a transcendent 
or supernatural ‘other’. Religion is a function of the society. The things that people 
consider sacred are determined by the community to which they belong. The holiest 
things in the world to one group - its gods, saviors, scriptures, or sacraments - are not 
necessarily seen as sacred absolutes by another group. The notion that sacredness is a 
value that a given society places on objects, that such objects shape and generate the 
religious feelings of its members, and that religiousness is therefore a function of social 
belonging – this set of assumptions, first suggested by French sociologist Émile 
Durkheim, is to be found behind all sociological understandings of religion. 
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Most horizontal approaches to the study of religion are ‘methodologically 
atheistic’. Even when they still employ the distinction between nature/supernature, 
sacred/profane, they often understand the sacred in non-theistic terms. Religion is 
consequently best understood neither as the result of supernatural revelation (although 
Durkheim recognizes that this may be a personal view held by the member of a 
religion), nor as an illusion or set of mistaken ideas (which might be the viewpoint of a 
skeptical outsider who does not accept the religious beliefs). Rather, religion is best 
understood as the power of a society to make things sacred or profane in the lives of its 
individual members. According to Durkheim, the social and religious power of 
sacredness are one and the same, since to hold something sacred is to demonstrate one’s 
commitment to and respect for the authority of one’s tradition. 

Two other examples will suffice here to highlight this horizontal approach to 
understanding religion. William James characterizes religion as an individual 
phenomenon, a mystical experience, a state of consciousness, in which God is directly 
experienced. Even when James uses concepts that would seem to suggest the existence 
of God as a transcendent ‘other’, for him the seat of such sudden and unsolicited 
consciousness of spiritual unity or insight is still to be found within the self. James 
hypothesized the existence of a wider, subconscious dimension of the self that could 
help account for the source of apparently supernatural visions, voices, and revelations. 
The notion of a creative unconscious, understood as an element of the mind surrounding 
the individual ego and often expressed through religious symbols, was also described by 
the influential Swiss psychiatrist Carl Gustav Jung (cf. Paden, 2008). 

Finally Wine (2005) uses the horrors of the holocaust (in which over 6 million 
Jews were killed by Nazi Germany) to raise serious doubts about the existence and 
presence of God in the human world. For him the post-Holocaust world must have to 
dispense with any form of supernaturalistic belief. Whereas in the past religion was used 
to explain the course of historical events, he argues for a naturalistic perspective in such 
interpretations. In this age of reason there should be no place for God. Whereas nostalgia 
still keeps the memory and vocabulary of God alive in the hearts of man, God has 
indeed lost his ability to intimidate and attract man. Science has, of necessity, replaced 
theology. The problem in the contemporary world is not the power of God but the power 
of the people: “In the age of science, the leaders of humanity are faced with the question 
only gods used to ask: ‘how do we use the terrifying power we possess?’ The tricks of 
Yahveh on mountaintops are now easily duplicated by run of the mill military 
establishments. And the non-traditional electric switch has turned ‘Let there be light’ 
into a routine human experience” (Wine, 2005). 

Consider, for example, the view of Fitzgerald (2000). In a somewhat polemical 
book the author argues that there is no coherent non-theological theoretical basis for the 
study of religion as a separate academic discipline. For him religion is not a 
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phenomenon that is distinctive and separate and that requires special departments and 
methodologies for its study. Religion cannot reasonably be taken to be a valid analytical 
category since it does not pick out any distinctive cross-cultural aspect of human life. 
Fitzegerald is indeed against the so-called  ‘religionists’ i.e those who believe in a 'world 
of faiths' understood as responses to the One Divine (The Real), and who accept a 
phenomenological claim about the uniqueness of religion. For him religion cannot be 
viewed as sui generis, and essentially different in kind from political, economic, or other 
institutions. If at all scholarship is to focus its energy on religion, then scholars must 
approach the subject matter from the perspective of their training as historians, 
anthropologists, and linguists. It is when they study religion from the theoretical and 
methodological assumptions of their specialized fields that they hope to produce 
excellent works on religion.  

Barnhart (1977) agrees with the above view by insisting that religion can only 
be studied as a joint endeavour by theologians, anthropologists, philosophers, linguists, 
psychologists, sociologists, and many other disciplines. For him religion cannot be 
studied in isolation, and our forays into religious issues must stand to be enriched by 
other disciplines.   

The above positions do not necessarily forbid the interest of scholarship in 
religion. In a sense the positions affirm that the supernatural can only be known through 
his footprints within nature. Unless God becomes immanent in the human society, in the 
cultural, social and economic life of man, it will be difficult for man to make 
affirmations about Him. The challenge here for theologians and other educators in 
religion is to postulate the different modes of divine presence in the world. 
Traditionally, there have been two ways of studying religion in public schools and 
tertiary institutions: 
a. As religious studies 
b. As religious education 
 
The Academic Study of Religion as Religious Studies 

This is the common name for the study of religion in many English-speaking 
countries. The field is known as Religionswissenschaft in Germany-speaking countries, 
and Sciences des religions in the French-speaking world. Before the advent of the name, 
the study of religion in seminaries, schools, and universities was done under the 
following cognate terms: divinity, religion, doctrine, dogmatics, spirituality, mysticism. 
Today few departments of religion in tertiary institutions still go under these names. It is 
fair to take these various terms as representing branches of the scientific study of 
religion. 

The roots of the scientific study of religion are to be traced to the time of the 
Enlightenment. According to Ward (2000), there was a time when religion was merely 
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practiced, without efforts being made to investigate its truths. His historical survey of 
the phases of humanity’s religious life traces the evolution of the religious data from the 
time it was generally accepted as an intrinsic part of the tribal ‘good’, or used as part of 
an imperial weapon of subjugation, to a time its ‘truth’ became an issue to be 
investigated.  

The first phase belongs to the tribal stage of the world’s religious traditions. At 
the early history of humanity, religions were tribal folkways, sustaining a relationship to 
localized gods and spirits. The influence of the religious tradition was restricted to the 
tribe. If at all religion had any concern with adjoining tribes it was to moderate 
hostilities. Religious practices aimed simply to sustain the values of the local group 
against hostile invasions.  

The second phase in the history of religious life on earth was the era of trade and 
military expansion. This is the era of religious imperialism. Tribal religious traditions 
acquired imperialistic ambitions when groups annexed the gods and sacred powers of 
other tribes and imposed their own sacred narratives and symbols over conquered 
populations. At this stage religious traditions were associated with the drive for ethnic 
superiority and the overt symbolization of power. On the reverse side, the same 
traditions served the conquered peoples as a bond of social cohesion in the threat of 
superior forces, and a statement of local (ethnic) identity: “Imperial religion is 
concerned with social domination or – by reaction – with defence against hostile 
invaders. The power of the cult is the power of the imperium, or the last defence against 
the imperium, and religious life becomes associated with broad ethnic and cultural 
alliances and conflicts” (Ward, 2000). 

There was little concern to seek ‘a truth’ in matters of religious faith in the first 
two phases of religious life on earth. 

The third phase in the evolution of religious life, using Ward’s approach, was 
the phase where there was concern to seek a truth in matters of religious faith about 
which there was universal agreement. The roots of such a concern for truth in religion 
are to be traced to the moment reason was applied in matters of religion. This is usually 
thought to coincide with the development of critical thought in the European 
Enlightenment. It was at this time that European explorers came into contact with many 
non-European cultures and religions. These European explorers, from the vantage point 
of a superior culture, objectified these indigenous cultures and religions, and attempted 
to study them from as impartial and detached a perspective as their own superior cultural 
tools allowed them. By the latter half of the 19th century religion had become an ‘object’ 
of systematic inquiry or study, to be analysed by philosophers, anthropologists, 
sociologists and psychologists using the methods from their specialized disciplines. On 
the positive side this perspective allowed religion to be studied from a non-sectarian, 
non-partisan, and systematic way. On the negative side, it relegated the study of religion 
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to a position lower than those of the experts who analyzed it. This was the birth of a 
‘scientific’ study of religion.  

Again, when in 1963 the Supreme Court of the United States ruled against the 
practice of prayer in public schools while allowing for the study of religion to be part of 
every student’s education, the objectification of religion was continued. It was 
constitutionally permissible to teach about religion in a state setting, but the teaching 
must be part of a secular program of education. Students may study religion and acquire 
knowledge about the religious phenomena, but not relate with their religious experiences 
in public. Religion belonged to the private domain. Religion has become an object of 
scientific study, but not of personal commitment. The goal of such religious studies was 
to undertake an impersonal presentation of the religious fact, and the scholar of religion 
must try to remain neutral in this enterprise, must avoid every subjective presuppositions 
or religious viewpoints that may colour his or her presentation. 

Rodrigues and Harding (2009) highlight the same principles of neutrality and 
impartiality in the discipline of religious studies: “Students in the discipline of religious 
studies strive to examine all aspects of religion (or religions) with a value-free 
orientation. The discipline aims towards objectivity. It is the responsibility of religious 
studies scholars to try to position themselves outside all religious traditions and then 
examine each with a healthy measure of neutrality”. The authors have no illusions about 
the challenge that scholars face in achieving this neutral, objective stance on religious 
issues: “We are each grounded in our own cultural, religious, or philosophical 
perspectives. We are male or female, young or old, with experiences that shape and 
colour the lenses through which we view the world. Nevertheless, religious studies 
scholars attempt to maintain a high level of awareness and a critical, self-reflexive 
stance in order to discern how those factors, some of which are constant (e.g. gender) 
and others shifting (e.g. experience), affect their investigation”. 
This is how Morreall & Sonn (2012) describe the discipline of religious studies: 
- Religious studies is not what we takes place in parochial schools and special 
training centres where one is trained in one’s own religious tradition (i.e. theology 
schools or seminaries) 
- Religious studies does not aim at improving the spiritual or moral status of the 
student – although this may indeed happen. Instead, it is an intellectual activity, like 
other sciences, aimed at increasing the person’s understanding of the world 
- Religious studies does not claim to have a set of truths that will never be refuted. 
The best we can have, as in the natural sciences, are solid claims that are backed by data. 
If new discoveries call these claims into question, then we should be willing to consider 
them and to update our ideas 
- Religious studies examines the reason people believe and practice as they do, 
and the nature of religion itself. 

The Study and Teaching of Religion in Schools and Tertiary Institutions in Nigeria 
 



10 

 

Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 14 No. 1, May, 2017: ISSN 2276-9684 

While the intellectual study of religion is older than the discipline of religious studies, 
the term ‘Religious Studies’ represents the approach to study religion as ‘science’. The 
scientific approach was at the centre of the intellectual movement of modernity 
(Enlightenment), a movement built on the concepts of rationality, objectivity, 
universality, and the capacity for human progress.  

The ‘science’ of religious studies is to be located within the framework of the 
German distinction between the Naturwissenschaft (Natural sciences) and the 
Geistwissenschaft (sciences of the human spirit). All science is concerned with 
relationships or co-variations between variables. Oppenheim (1992) affirms the 
suitability of such scientific religious ‘studies’ when he reports a study by the 
nineteenth-century British statistician Sir Francis Galton on the “Objective Efficacy of 
Prayer”, whereby he tried to find out whether clergymen lived longer than members of 
other professions. The two variables at issue were prayer and longevity. At the end of 
his study Galton expressed the opinion that such a small difference in average age 
attained by the clergy might well be accounted for by easier life circumstances rather 
than by the prayers of the clergy for protection. 

Such attempts to study the connections and relationships between the variables 
that touch on religious and social phenomena became prominent from the Enlightenment 
period onward. From then the scientific approach became dominant in the academic 
study of religion – the attempt to study religion empirically, with a claim to the scientific 
precision and clarity about a subject.  

And yet the scientific credibility of religious studies must be proven. Science 
claims to provide the only reliable path to knowledge. The methods of science are 
accepted to be objective, universal, rational, and built on solid observational evidence. 
Religion, by contrast, seems to be subjective, parochial, emotional, and based on 
traditions or authorities that often disagree with each other (cf. Barbour, 1990). And so it 
was the achievement of the Enlightenment period that religious studies became founded 
on rigorous, dispassionate methods that were supposed to lead to verifiable truths and 
lasting insights. 

We want to give few examples of important ways scholars, motivated by the 
scientific spirit and its potential for comprehending the religious phenomena, have 
attempted to do ‘religious’ studies: 
• A history of religions: This is, perhaps, one of the first notable ‘scientific’ 
attempts to study religion outside the ambience of theology. Historians of religion, 
generally understanding the objective, comparative, cross-cultural study of religion as a 
humanistic endeavour, set as their task “nothing less than the study, in historical and 
cross-cultural perspective, of all human religious phenomena” (Kinsley, 2002). Included 
in this comprehensive search was not only the sophisticated, literate, philosophical, and 
theological materials, but equally the less sophisticated elements of human religiousity 
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like rituals, myths, and practises that are found in oral traditions. Founding members of 
this approach to religious studies include scholars like van der Leeuw, Wach, Kitagawa, 
Eliade, Long, etc. 
• Phenomenological Studies: where the patterns of man’s religious behaviours 
and responses towards a stimulus commonly called ‘the Sacred’ are delineated: persons 
and places, times and things which are infused with religious meaning are explicated. 
The phenomenologist concentrates his interest on those patterns which seem most 
general, most persistent, most nearly universal (Oxtoby, 1970). 
• Dialogic/Sociological Studies: Oxtoby seems conflicted on the proper term for 
this spectrum of religious studies. But his description suggests that these are studies that 
recognize the diversity of responses to the sacred. This spectrum of studies would thus 
seem to have more in common with the history of religions approaches, and less with the 
phenomenological approaches. This category of studies expresses concern for the 
implications of religious diversity to contemporary society. Unlike the ‘history of 
religions’ studies, the dialogic studies tend to replace the noun ‘religion’ with ‘tradition’ 
or ‘faith’. Tradition is “the cumulative deposit of religious communication; it is overt 
and consists of observable particulars. And there is a diversity of traditions, so that the 
noun may have a plural. But faith, sensu stricto, does not take a plural. Faith is the 
activity of man’s religiousness, which is always personal, always properly understood 
only in terms of its believing subject, always particular – but yet at the same time 
universal” (Oxtoby, 1970). 

Ensign (2002) affirms that the approach where the study of religion becomes 
religious studies is the product of the science-based Wissenschaft principle. The 
Wissenscaft principle is the theoretical background to religious studies, the platform that 
gave rise to the reconstitution of the academic study of religion into religious studies. 
The assumption behind this principle is that all academic disciplines must resemble the 
natural sciences, must be capable of an objective academic approach. Every discipline 
must be able to objectify its subject matter – in this case religion. The Wissenscaft 
principle seeks universal truths, unaffected by context, and values predictability. This is 
usually the  approach used in the natural sciences where specimens are subjected to 
rigorous observation and experimentation, followed by rational analysis, empirical 
testing of predictions and verifiable conclusions. Scientific specimens require a 
disengaged observer, capable of pursuing research in an unbiased and rational manner. 
When these preconditions are applied to the study of religion, religion becomes religious 
studies. As religious studies, the program of religion comes under the influence of the 
social science disciplines, assumptions and methods.  

Under this Wissenschaft principle, all academic disciplines are not considered 
equal. Disciplines such as mathematics, physics, and to a slightly lesser degree 
chemistry and engineering, rank highest because they are ‘more neutral’ and ‘more 
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objective’ than other disciplines. Then there follow in the disciplinary hierarchy the 
human sciences like psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Religion and theology 
rank lowest in this hierarchy, and are considered notoriously flawed approaches to 
conducting objective, academic study. 

According to Ensign what today we call ‘religious study’ is nothing more than 
the discipline of religion seen under the guise of this Wissenschaft principle. And in 
order for religion to qualify as a field of scientific study, religion must become the object 
that we study rather than the means by which study takes place. And to enhance the 
place of ‘religious study’ as an academic discipline, we habitually employ other 
disciplines with a ‘stronger’ Wissenschaft principle to study religion. Thus within 
religious studies we can have a ‘scientific study of religion’, but never a ‘theology of 
science’: “Religious studies often become studies of religious behaviour, accessible 
through history, psychology, sociology, and even philosophy, while again the reverse 
does not – and perhaps should not – take place” (Ensign, 2002). 

Ensign thus vigorously argues against the idea that religion should be merely an 
object of study by entirely secular disciplines.  For him it is this understanding of 
religion within the Wissenschaft principle that has made it increasingly difficult for 
religion to exist as an independent academic discipline, with its own methodological and 
theoretical peculiarities. 

The need to rethink the necessity of the scientific approach to religious studies is 
urgent today especially as some of the intellectual assumptions of modernity are being 
challenged in our new era of post-modernity. Post-modernism levels the field for all 
academic disciplines: “’Postmodernity rejects the possibility of universal truth and 
dispassionate inquiry and disputes the value of critical inquiry, which may cut one off 
from one’s roots in a particular tradition” (Ward, 2000). 

In the light of the increasing complexities of contemporary society and the 
plurality of religions in the world, post-modernity challenges the meta-narratives that 
characterized modernity’s views of humanity, namely: “that humanity is a coherent 
whole with a linear history, progressing toward an ever-improving social order based on 
the accumulation of knowledge about nature and society through objective, scientific 
methods” (Caztambide-Fernandez, et al. 2004). The story of humanity’s progress is 
more fragmented, more localized. There can be no single way to understand the 
complexities of contemporary life, no single ‘scientific’ framework for capturing the 
insights of all the religions of the world. There can be, then, no reason why the scientific 
approach should be the only approach to knowledge. This will entail a scientific 
fundamentalism. Scientific fundamentalism makes the claim that only the scientific 
knowledge and the scientific method of inquiry are the only worthwhile human 
epistemic activities. Science has certainly contributed immeasurably to the growth of 
human knowledge about the material universe. But the human mind does not deal with 
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information and analysis alone. The human mind is concerned equally with meaning and 
evaluation. As Ward (2000) rightly notes, “Religion claims that there are forms of 
knowledge which essentially involve personal commitment and which do not involve 
the accumulation of information so much as growth of moral and personal insight”. 

The irrationality of scientific fundamentalism goes to show the weakness of the 
study of religion as ‘religious studies’. Very few things have the impact on the human 
person and the human culture that religion does. Our values, our understanding of 
ourselves as individuals, our understanding of society, our view of nature, even our 
definition of truth, stem from concepts originally fostered in a religious environment. 
Religion then is concerned with knowledge. But as Ward (2000) warns: “Religious 
knowledge is not, however, dispassionate and universal. It requires a form of practical 
commitment, and it values particular creative imagination as well as dispassionate 
investigation. Religious causality is not predictable and quantifiable. It arises out of a 
quasi-personal relationship which depends upon trust, compassion, and forgiveness as 
much as upon efficiency and technical expertise.” 

There must thus be a form of intellectual preoccupation with religion as 
religious studies that must go beyond the ‘scientific’ approach. This is the challenge that 
curriculum planners face in schools and universities in our contemporary post-modern 
world. There is every reason, in the intellectual climate fostered by post-modernism, to 
investigate religious questions and issues from various contextual perspectives – 
feminist, gender, racial, ecological, etc. 
The modernist project in the study of religion was brought to a close by the cultural-
linguistic turn. This paradigm emphasizes the formative role of contextual and linguistic 
factors in the understanding of the religious experience and of religious phenomena. If 
modernism is closely associated with the sciences, with claims to achieve knowledge of 
universal and objective truth by dispassionate critical inquiry, then the cultural-linguistic 
paradigm of post-modernism stresses our localization to particular cultural-linguistic 
traditions. Much of the intellectual traditions of post-modernity “rejects the possibility of 
universal truth and dispassionate inquiry and disputes the value of critical inquiry, which 
may cut one off from one’s roots in a particular tradition” (Ward, 2000). 

Under the general rubric postmodern are located such critical discourses as 
poststructuralism, Derridean deconstruction, gender studies, postcolonialism, and ethnic 
studies. These approaches, which came to the fore in the late 1970s, share a common 
commitment to listening to the subjective experience of ‘the Other’ (i.e. the marginal 
‘nonsubjects’ of modernity, such as women, ethnic minorities, gays and lesbians, or 
colonized peoples), as well as to reversing and overcoming traditional hierarchical 
dualisms such as sacred/profane, God/world, male/female, civilized/primitive, 
transcendent/immanent, presence/absence, one/many, light/darkness, spirit/body, etc.  
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The linguistic reconstruction of philosophy gave significance to public language 
over private experience in the study of religion. The emergence of this paradigm entailed 
the abandonment of all efforts to assess the epistemic status of private consciousness or 
suprasensible experiences of the sacred. Now the study of religion was approached as 
the examination of both public religious language and the relationship of such languages 
to either the sensible world or to other elements of the linguistic framework (p.4). Three 
different approaches emerged from this linguistic turn: A narrative understanding of 
religion; an interpretive approach; and a post-modern approach. 

A narrative approach to religion requires that language and culture, the realm of 
signs, become the locus of religious inquiry, rather than subjectivity (belief, cognition, 
inner states and religious experiences). Since language was now recognized as not only 
expressive but also constitutive of human experience, the ultimate referents of religious 
discourse were not to be sought in special intuitions or states of consciousness, but in the 
rich communicative interactions religious practitioners have in an always already 
linguistically structured world (Ferrer & Sherman, 2008). In the study of mysticism, for 
example, a narrative approach entailed that the focus of attention for scholars shifted 
from ‘mystical experience’ to ‘mystical language’ (Katz), to mystical ‘meaning events’ 
(Sells), ‘mystical expressions’ (Idel), etc. Summarily, the narrative approach affirms that 
the very phenomenon of religion is constituted by local discursive practices, rather than 
a subjectivity independent of any inquiry.  

The analytic branch of the linguistic turn has been influenced by such thinkers 
like Russel, G. E. Moore, A. J. Ayer, and John L. Austin. These philosophers sought to 
conceptually clarify obscure philosophical problems through the analysis of language. 
Thus twentieth century philosophers of religion sought to advance, critique, and deepen 
religious understanding through the tools of analytic philosophy. The use of analytic 
tools in the study of religion could be seen in such trends as the debate about the 
verifiability and falsifiability of religious doctrines, the search for the rational 
foundations of religious beliefs, the theological reinterpretation of Nietzsche’s ‘death of 
God’ as a linguistic affair, the Wittgensteinian account of religions as ‘language games’, 
the understanding of religions as ‘conceptual frameworks’, etc. Within the analytic 
circle in the study of religion are also to be located the attempts to focus on the 
epistemology of religious experience, the problem of reference in religious knowledge, 
John Hick’s pluralistic philosophy of religion, as well as the work of process theologians 
with analytical dispositions like David A. Pailin.  

The interpretive approach in the study of religion leans heavily on the 
hermeneutic tradition of twentieth century philosophers like Schleiermacher, Heidegger, 
Paul Ricoeur, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. Instead of the linguistic clarification and 
exploration of the rationality of religious beliefs as was seen in the analytic agendas, a 
hermeneutic philosophy of religion focuses on the study of religious meanings and 
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symbols, the interpretation of sacred scriptures and revelation, the hermeneutical 
dimension of translation, scriptural exegesis and (creative) ‘isogesis’, discourse theory in 
Religious Studies, the relationship between religious experience and its interpretation, 
and issues raised by the challenges of cross-cultural hermeneutics. Common to all such 
hermeneutical inquiry is the framing of religious experiences as ‘interpretative accounts’ 
(Proudfoot), religious traditions as ‘textual communities’ (Holdrege) or ‘living 
hermeneutic processes’ (Vroom), and religions as ‘comprehensive interpretative 
frameworks’ (Lindbeck).  

Hermeneutic orientations and sensibilities are evident in such academic studies 
of religion as phenomenological, comparativist, constructivist, historicist studies. 
Common to these approaches is the stress placed on contextuality and plurality of 
religious meanings and worlds.  

Common to all these cultural-linguistic trends i.e. analytic, interpretive, and 
postmodern approaches, is the insistence that the study of religion should focus on the 
examination of the ‘signs’ and ‘meanings’ attached to religious texts, worldviews, and 
practices. With the emergence of these linguistic paradigms, the object of the study of 
religion is no more seen to lie in the elucidation of the origin, nature or ontological 
implications of religious experience, but rather in the analysis, interpretation, or critical 
deconstruction and reconstruction of the textual, linguistic, and the symbolic. The shift 
from a ‘philosophy of consciousness’ to a ‘philosophy of the sign’ in the study of 
religion has resulted in the linguistification of the sacred. Ferrer & Sherman (2008) 
describe the 20th century efforts to linguistify the sacred in the following words: “To 
linguistify the sacred means to subvert its transcendental authority in the Heavens and 
bring the legitimization of its cognitive and normative  claims down to Earth, that is, to 
the intersubjective space constituted by communicative exchanges among rational 
human beings. In the disenchanted world of post/modernity, the sacred has been 
detranscendentalized, relativized, contextualized, and diversified but, most 
fundamentally, assimilated to linguistic expressions”. 

Participatory turn: which, while recognizing the importance of the contextual 
and linguistic, emphasizes the centrality of nonlinguistic variables (eg. Somatic, 
imaginal, energetic, contemplative, etc) in shaping religious experiences and meanings.  
 
The Academic Study of Religion as Religious Education 

Religion is studied as religious education at the secondary school level in many 
African countries. In its latest curriculum proposal for Junior Secondary Education in 
Nigeria, religion belongs to the core curriculum of compulsory subjects at the Junior 
Secondary School level. The Nigerian Educational Research and Development Council 
(NERDC), in line with Government adoption of the 9-year Universal Basic Education 
(UBE) programme, attempted to achieve a reduction in subject listings for this level of 
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education. Related Universal Basic Education subjects curricula like Home Economics 
and Agriculture were brought together to create a new UBE subject curriculum to be 
called ‘Religion and National Values’. 

Similarly, subjects like Islamic Studies, Christian Religious Studies, Social 
Studies, Civic Education, Security Education, etc, – subjects that focus primarily on the 
inculcation of values (societal, moral, interpersonal) – now formed a new UBE subject 
called Religious and Value Education. The rationale for the new title was the need to 
emphasize the importance of values across the educational spectrum. It is in line with 
such curriculum thinking and planning that a proper implementation of a curriculum of 
religious education, both in the secondary and tertiary education levels, is often argued 
to be effective in the issues of value re-orientation, peace and dialogue, in pluralistic 
societies like Nigeria. 

If religious studies strives for objectivity in its approaches and results, 
Rodrigues and Harding (2009) think religious education represent the subjective 
approach to the academic study of religion. The term religious education suggests that 
there is a relation of some sort between religion and education. In 1903 the Religious 
Education Association was formed in the United States with this stated objective: “To 
inspire the education forces of this country with the religious ideal; to inspire the 
religious forces of this country with the educational ideal” (cf. Westerhoff, 1979). The 
above objective reflects the ongoing efforts of educators to try to find the point of 
intersection between religion and education.  

This search has a long history behind it. Originally the effort of religious 
education was done within the context of family instruction, catechizing, preaching at 
worship, the mission schools, etc. Religious education was done within the wider 
ambience of catechesis. It was thus practiced as a theological discipline and had a 
decidedly theological content. Within the Christian Churches, religious education 
became Christian education, a form of education that had both moral and civic aims. 
This form of education flowered in Seminaries, Sunday schools, and other Church-owed 
educational institutions. The outcome was a denominational curriculum that ensured that 
Christian education was specifically aimed at Christian nurture and the whole of Church 
life.  

So the very idea of connecting religion to education needs clarification. 
Ordinarily, the terms religion and education may not seem to fit easily together without 
a sense of tension between them. Religion, especially in its understanding during the 
medieval period and in its abuse to stoke the flames of violence, is often associated with 
absolute truths that are to be accepted without question on the basis of a divine 
revelation or religious authority. Education, on the other hand, is the very opposite of 
indoctrination. It is more about learning to ask productive questions than embracing pre-
formulated answers. Is it possible for the critical inquiry involved in education to be of 
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relevance to the religious effort of initiating young people into religious communities? 
Are there religious aspects in the very nature and enterprise of education? How can we 
articulate and bring together the practices of religion and education under a single 
academic discipline? How can we wade through the murky waters of religious 
absolutism and somehow find our way to the sort of open-minded inquiry that genuine 
education requires? 

This is an interesting debate material for students of religious education. But one 
thing is certain: Religious Education must aim to throw light at that point of intersection 
between religion and education. Commerce between these two fields has, until recently, 
been disappointingly scarce. Yet fruitful collaborations are beginning to emerge, as the 
myriad of sources cited in our bibliography suggests.  

Today any discussion of the place of religion in education will certainly reflect 
wider controversies about “national and transnational identity, ethnic identity, the 
perpetuation of culture and values and the nature of knowledge” (Jackson, 2004). In the 
context of the multiculturality of our contemporary societies, and the widespread public 
ignorance about the plurality of religions within such societies, it is equally important to 
ask questions about the necessity of education in religions.  What should be the nature of 
religious education? And how far can the fruits of religious education contribute in 
citizenship education, multicultural education, moral and civic education, and the 
promotion of democratic values? 

In a sense, the current global violence and bloodshed being perpetrated by 
people in the name of religion is actually a product of religion without education. But 
again, the equally prevalent efforts in our increasingly secularizing age to advance 
education without religion is equally to be faulted, as it is leading to the 
commodification of knowledge, the attempt to use it as an instrument for economic or 
political control. Religion without education can lead to various forms of extremism or 
fundamentalism, the manipulation of individuals under the guise of a religious 
interpretation that is nothing more than political radicalism. But education without 
religion is equally morally vacuous. Religious resources are needed as we try to 
negotiate the everyday demands and challenges of life in general.  

And so religious education represents a synthesis of faith and inquiry, a 
blending of the healthy appreciation of the place of religious traditions in human life 
with an open and rigorous inquiry inherent in the process of education. Schluss (2009), 
quotes Michael Meyer-Blanck (2003), for whom “education without religion is 
incomplete and religion without education is dangerous.” For Schluss, the statement is 
first an indication that enlightened religions are less likely to embrace absolutist, 
fundamentalist positions than religions that avoid education. But the inverse is also true: 
education without religion is dangerous. We need religion within education to develop 
competences not only on religious issues but on everyday life as a whole. 

The Study and Teaching of Religion in Schools and Tertiary Institutions in Nigeria 
 



18 

 

Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 14 No. 1, May, 2017: ISSN 2276-9684 

Let us now look at different authors and their characterization of the discipline: 
Copley (2008) identifies four categories of Religious Education practiced globally: 
1. Education about religion(s) – this includes teaching religion(s) as a curriculum 
subject in school or universities with the driving aim being to ‘learn about,’ not to 
persuade students into or out of a particular way of thinking, whether atheistic or 
religious 
2. Education or induction into a specific religion – this category embraces 
catechesis, faith nurture, and spiritual development. In some countries this sort of 
Religious Education can only legally operate in fee-paying private schools 
3. Education rooted within a faith community – A good example of this would be 
the whole of the education process in a Catholic school. Another would be what school 
inspection in the United Kingdom calls “whole school ethos,” including how people 
treat each other in the school community, how conduct disorder is managed, and so on. 
Education rooted within a faith community is often combined with education or 
induction into a specific religion, but not always. In England, Church of England schools 
have developed a welcoming and liberal attitude toward students of all religions (and 
none), which has not treated them as pew fodder. But their ‘whole school ethos’ is 
Christian. 
4. “Learning from Religion” – this less obvious category, one dimension of U.K. 
high-school Religious Education, assumes that the study of religions has some generic 
benefits, even for the non-religious student. For example, one might deepen one’s 
understanding of commitment, or sacrifice, or the uses of silence, without necessarily 
being a member of the religion whose view of commitment or sacrifice or silence is the 
subject of study. 

For Copley these categories are not mutually exclusive, and represent attempts 
by various democracies of the West to come to terms with ongoing changes in their 
social contexts. 

Schluss (2009) makes an important distinction between education in religion 
and education about religion. Education in religion means that students are taught to 
uncritically accept all aspects of a religion and limit critique to fundamentalist 
interpretations of religious subject matter. This approach to religious education is 
essentially confessional, excluding others who do not participate in the same religion as 
oneself. Advocates of this approach to religious education compare the activity of 
education here to that of language instruction. A language is not learned simply by 
understanding grammar or the history of the language, but in its very use. In language 
classes, teachers require students to practice reading, writing, and speaking the language. 
So also ought the teachers in religious education to train the students according to a 
particular or denominational religious perspective. 
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Education about religion is a more open-minded approach to religious 
education. This approach does not side with a particular religion. It rather has the ability 
to promote a critical perspective or attitude toward all religious subject matter. A 
metaphor to compare the educational activity that goes on here is that of sex education. 
In a sex education class, sexuality and the body are examined in an educational manner, 
but the practice of using the body in a sexual way is not part of instruction and learning. 
The students are merely informed about aspects of their body anatomy and sexual 
orientations. 

For Schluss this is the approach that is best suited to religious education in our 
contemporary pluralistic dialogue about both religion and education. A pluralistic 
approach to religious education is needed today for the successful coexistence within a 
multi-religious society. The essence of this dialogue is not to unify all religions, but to 
promote awareness of and reflection on the similarities and differences of the various 
religions and philosophies. Recognizing and respecting similarities and differences 
between different religions is one way to promote tolerance. And since education is one 
important way to respond to the need for understanding and supporting differences in 
society, religious education is one crucial way to learn how to deal with and bring 
together all the different, and even contradictory, aspects of religious life and 
expressions. Such a heterogeneous experience of religion provides the student with the 
opportunity to position himself or herself with a specific religious identity within these 
differences (2009). The contribution of the religious debates to the social aims of 
education is thus obvious.  

And yet we have not answered our question. So what is religious education? 
Should religious education necessarily be a part of general education or specialized 
education? Used generically, the term religious education covers two different aspects of 
the study of religion: 
a. the educationally oriented study of religion: This involves the study of religion 
as an academic discipline, but its emphasis is in many ways different from the study of 
religion via phenomenological, sociological, or historical approaches. Hobson and 
Edwards (1999) think that an educationally oriented study of religion must be able to 
show the following characteristics: “It will be genuinely open-ended, draw on a wide 
range of teaching methodologies (including the philosophical), assume a pluralist 
understanding of religion, reflect a critical realist epistemology, be sensitive to the issues 
of the ethics of belief, and stress children’s educational rights (with appropriate 
consideration also given to the rights of parents and the State). 

Templeton (1999) surveys attempts by practitioners to give Religious and Moral 
Education a place in the curriculum on educational rather than religious grounds. Since 
religion raises questions of meaning, value and purpose; since religious and moral 
education deals with the development of the person in relation to self-awareness, 
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relationships with others, and the realm of beliefs, values and practices which go to 
make up a religious element in life, Templeton quotes Hull (1998): “Perhaps the most 
important contribution made by the study of world religions is that a religious education 
is offered which makes some sense educationally. This breadth of content enables 
religious education to present itself to the curriculum as a study which comprises many 
of the hopes and fears of the majority of people today, and thus a subject worthy of the 
most humane and scholarly attention.”   
b. the education in faith programmes of study: this form of education takes place in 
faith-based schools and in homes and Churches/Mosques/Temples. The aim for this 
education is to bring about commitment to a particular faith tradition. Such a program of 
instruction seeks to acquaint the student with the beliefs, practices, and patterns of 
worship, of the tradition. Education in faith is a legitimate part of the curriculum of 
public schools only in few countries like Australia. In many other countries like the UK 
and USA it is practiced only in Church-related schools.  
The content of such education in religion is not defined by the state, nor can we hope to 
find a uniform content of study in every religion or educational setting... 
  

It is apparent from the above characterization that religious education is not just 
a didactic exercise aimed at indoctrination into a particular religious tradition. This is 
certainly a part of its objectives. But as Hinton correctly opines, religious education can 
be practiced as a form of “education toward liberation.” Using the Black Church in 
America as a case study, Hinton suggests that religious education should have a much 
broader scope than a merely Christian or Islamic education. Some of the objectives that 
religious education should help to attain include, for her, the following: 
1. Religious education should provide a contextual location for people. It should 
explore and explain origins, not just religious but cultural and social origins 
2. Religious education should help to shape identity, not just individual but also 
communal identity. In this case, religious education must entail the handing on of the 
richest wisdom and traditions of a religious group. 
3. While the above point must necessarily be part of the objectives of religious 
education, it should also be responsible for educating participants toward liberation: 
liberation to critique one’s own tradition, and freedom to explore and respect the richest 
understandings of the other’s tradition. 
4. Religious education should liberate toward one’s fullest expression of their 
humanity and toward a community working together to create a future.  
 

The understanding of religious education as an “education toward liberation” 
can be appropriated in mapping out ways in which a programme of religious education 
can be used to humanize politics as it is practiced in many African nations. Such an 

Gilbert Alaribe, Ph.D and Lawrence Okwuosa, Ph.D 
Egwuasi, (Ph.D), Mbuotidem O. Umoh And Ubong M. Nkok 



21 

 

Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 14 No. 1, May, 2017: ISSN 2276-9684 

understanding appreciates the social responsibility of religious education and its 
contribution to the public discourse. Or, consider the characterization of the nature of 
religious education by Alberts (2007). For him, religious education, as a study ‘about 
religions’, should be: 
a. Historical, empirical and comparative 
b. A secular discipline which does not make judgments about religious truth 
claims. It is a study of religions ‘from the outside’, as opposed to the theological study 
of religion ‘from the inside’. 
c. As a branch of the social and cultural sciences, it is methodologically agnostic 
with respect to religious claims which are not empirically verifiable 
d. Its interest should be in the study, analysis and description of religions as 
anthropological phenomena, using a methodology which does not prefer any religion 
over another (cf. Alberts, 2007). 
 

What is of interest to us here is the impartial nature to religious education being 
advocated by Alberts. This approach has been termed as the religious studies approach 
to religious education. A religious education towards faith-commitment is important in 
faith-based schools. But in a multicultural school setup, it is important that religious 
education joins hands with other disciplines to envision ways to promote respectful 
relationship between different cultural, ethnic, and religious communities within society. 
A religious education that draws attention to the values of tolerance and humanity can 
foster a peaceful coexistence of people, and can facilitate mutual understanding and 
respect among members of the different religious traditions. It is in this case that 
religious education can help to frame appropriate educational responses to the 
challenges of religious pluralism and cultural diversity in civil society and public 
institutions: “In a political climate in which stereotypes predominate, an important 
function of the study of religion is to provide reliable analyses of religious systems. 
Apart from making its knowledge public, the study of religion can, moreover, have 
important functions as a provider of mediation for dialogue, as the academic discipline 
responsible for the development of curricula for integrative Religious Education, and as 
social mediator in conflicts with a religious dimension, in particular in helping to 
overcome false or misleading images of other cultures which may be current in the 
media and public life” (Alberts, 2007). 

The American Academy of Religion (AAR, 2010) notes: “A religious studies 
approach to teaching about religion is intended to introduce students to the vast array of 
faith-based expressions that exist within and between traditions with the aim of 
deepening understanding about religious diversity and the roles that religion plays in 
political, economic, and cultural life across time”. This is how the Academy envisions a 
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school environment where religious education is practiced using the religious studies 
approach: 
• The school’s approach to religion is academic, not devotional 
• The school strives for student awareness of religions, but does not press for 
student acceptance of any religion 
• The school sponsors study about religion, not the practice of religion 
• The school may expose students to a diversity of religious views, but may not 
impose any particular view 
• The school educates about all religions, it does not promote or denigrate religion 
• The school informs students about various beliefs; it does not seek to conform 
students to any particular belief 
 
Summary 

Today the interest in, and the appeal to, religion in various international and 
local issues affecting the world make the study of religion an imperative. The study of 
religion must form a central part of the curriculum, not for apologetic reasons, but 
because the core issues of religion are the very issues that shape the human culture: “The 
complex and contested role of religion in international politics draws attention to the 
need for new and deeper understanding of religions and their relation to economic, 
social, political, and cultural forms and dynamics” (Jakelic & Pearson, 2000). 
In a world of religious pluralism and diversity, and at a time when most of the conflicts 
around the world have religious undertones, religious literacy is of paramount 
importance. This is how the American Academy of Religion (AAR, 2010) defines a 
religiously literate person: - one who possesses: 
• A basic understanding of the history, central texts (where applicable) beliefs, 
practices and contemporary manifestations of several of the world’s religious traditions 
and religious expressions as they arose out of and continue to shape and be shaped by 
particular social, historical and cultural contexts; and 
• The ability to discern and explore the religious dimensions of political, social 
and cultural expressions across time and space. 
Conversely, given the rising interest in the study of religion due to national and global 
affairs, religious illiteracy can no longer be excused: “One of the most troubling and 
urgent consequences of religious illiteracy is that it often fuels prejudice and antagonism 
thereby hindering efforts aimed at promoting respect for diversity, peaceful coexistence, 
and cooperative endeavours in local, national and global arenas” (AAR, 2010).  
This is how the American Academy of Religion (AAR) defines religious illiteracy: a 
lack of understanding about the following: 
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• The basic tenets of the world’s religious traditions and other religious 
expressions not categorized by tradition; 
• The diversity of expressions and beliefs within traditions and representations; 
and 
• The profound role that religion plays in human social, cultural, and political life 
historically and today 

A growth in religious literacy around the world today can thus be seen as an 
essential ingredient in building a culture of tolerance and respect. The Parliamentary 
Assembly of the Council of Europe enjoined on member states of Europe to reinforce 
teaching about religions as part of intercultural education: “as sets of values towards 
which young people must develop a discerning approach, within the framework of 
education on ethics and democratic citizenship” (cf. Pepin, 2009).  

A range of new perspectives, societal concerns, and intellectual movements  
must continue to enrich and challenge the academic study of religion in the future: “New 
methodologies have opened up previously unexplored terrains and overlooked histories, 
while new agendas have emerged from the complexities of religious life and expression 
in a postcolonial and globalized world” (Jakelic & Pearson, 2000). Since religion is 
clearly intertwined with other dimensions of personal and social life, the academic study 
of religion will ever remain a very stimulating exercise. The hope is that the academic 
discipline of religion, both in its methodological approaches and in its academic 
objectives, will continue to offer useful insights not only in promoting particular 
theological worldviews, but especially in the increasing need today in a multicultural 
and diverse world to promote a culture of tolerance.  
 

References 
 

American Academy of Religion, (2010), Guidelines for teaching about religion in K – 
12 Public Schools in the United States. 

 
Alberts, W. (2007). Integrative religious education in Europe: a study-of-religions 

approach. Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter. 
 
Barbour, Ian (1990), Religion in an age of science. The Gifford Lectures 1989 – 1991, 

vol. 1. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco. 
 
Barcelona Declaration (1994). On the role of religion in the promotion of a culture of 

peace. Mallorca: Centre UNESCO De Catalunya. 
 

The Study and Teaching of Religion in Schools and Tertiary Institutions in Nigeria 
 



24 

 

Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 14 No. 1, May, 2017: ISSN 2276-9684 

Barnhart, J.E. (1977). The study of religion and its meaning: new exploration in light of 
Karl Popper and Emile Durkheim. The Hague: Mouton Publishers 

 
Berger, P.L. (1990). The sacred canopy: elements of a sociological theory of religion. 

New York: Anchor Books. 
 
Copley, Terence (2008). “Non-indoctrinatory religious education in secular cultures”. 

In: Religious Education, 103, (1), 22 – 31  
 
Ensign, R. (2002). “Religion or Religious Studies: What Difference does it make?” In 

Journal of Religion and Society, vol.4 (2002). 
 
Ferrer, J.N. & Sherman, J.H. (2008), “Introduction: the participatory turn in spirituality, 

mysticism, and religious studies”. In: Ferrer & Sherman (eds.), The 
participatory turn: spirituality, mysticism, religious studies. New York: State 
University of New York Press. 

 
Fitzgerald, T. (2000). The ideology of religious studies. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 
 
Gottlieb, R.S. (2002). Joining hands: politics and religion together for social change. 

Westview Press 
 
Hinton, H. & Mary, D. (2009). “Back to the future: re-appropriating religious education 

– a case study using the black church”. In: Religious Education 104 (1), 18 – 35. 
 
Idinopulos, T.A. & Wilson, B.C. (2002). Reappraising Durkheim for the study and 

teaching of religion today. Leiden: Brill. 
 
Itolondo, W.A. (2012). “The role and status of christian religious education in the school 

curriculum in Kenya”. In: Journal of Emerging Trends in Educational Research 
and Policy Studies (JETERAPS), 3(5), 721 – 729. 

 
Jakelic, S. & Pearson, L. (2000). “Introduction: whither the study of religion”. In: 

Jakelic, S. & Pearson, L. (eds.), The future of the study of religion: Proceedings 
of Congress 2000. Brill  

 

Gilbert Alaribe, Ph.D and Lawrence Okwuosa, Ph.D 
Egwuasi, (Ph.D), Mbuotidem O. Umoh And Ubong M. Nkok 



25 

 

Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 14 No. 1, May, 2017: ISSN 2276-9684 

Kinsley, D (2002). “Women’s studies in the history of religions”. In: Sharma, A (ed.), 
Methodology in religious studies: the interface with women’s studies. New 
York: State University of New York Press. 

 
Mbukanma, J.O. (2013). The experience of god: the problem of narration. Ibadan: 

Newborne Enterprises. 
 
Morreall, J. & Sonn, T. (2012). The religion toolkit: a complete guide to religious 

studies. West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell. 
 
Oppenheim, A. N (1992), Questionnaire design, interviewing and attitude measurement. 

London and New York: Continuum 
 
Oxtoby, W.G. (1970), “Religionswissenschaft Revisited”. In: Neusner, J (ed.), Religions 

in antiquity: essays in memory of Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough. Leiden: Brill. 
 
Paden, W.E. (2008). "Religion." Microsoft® Encarta® 2009 [DVD]. Redmond, WA: 

Microsoft Corporation, 2008. 
 
Pepin, L. (2009). Teaching about religions in European school systems: policy issues 

and trends. London: Alliance Publishing Trust. 
 
Rodrigues, H. & Harding, J.S. (2009). Introduction to the study of religion. London/New 

York: Routledge. 
 
Schluss, H. (2009). “Education and religion in times of secularization: problems and 

possibilities within the German situation”. In Religious Education, 104(1). 
 
Templeton, E. (1999). Religious education in a secular pluralist culture. In: Religion, 

State & Society, 27(1). 
 
The Nigerian Educational Research and Development Council (2007). Federal Ministry 

of Education: Junior Secondary Education Curriculum: Religion and National 
Values, JSS 1 – 3. 

 
Ward, K. (2000). “Convergent spirituality”. In: Brown, Deborah A (ed.), Christianity in 

the 21st century. New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company. 
 
 

The Study and Teaching of Religion in Schools and Tertiary Institutions in Nigeria 
 



26 

 

Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 14 No. 1, May, 2017: ISSN 2276-9684 

Westerhoff, J. (1979). “A discipline in crisis.” In: Religious Education, 74(1). 
 
Wine, S. (2005), “The Rejection of God”. In: Cohen-Sherbok, D. (ed.), Holocaust 

theology: a reader. Exeter: University of Exeter Press. 
 

Gilbert Alaribe, Ph.D and Lawrence Okwuosa, Ph.D 
Egwuasi, (Ph.D), Mbuotidem O. Umoh And Ubong M. Nkok 


