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Abstract: Philip Phenix’s (1964) book Realms of meaning started the ever growing movement con-
cerned with how school education might help young people in their search for meaning in times of 
rapid social change. Today, in globalised, digital, secularised, de-traditionalised culture, the im-
portance and urgency of this role have never been greater. Cultural change has accelerated expo-
nentially, and for many – including students in religious/Catholic schools – traditional religious 
sources of meaning are no longer prominent or plausible reference points. Catholic schools, whether 
independent or semi-state institutions because of government funding, can make a valuable contri-
bution young people’s spiritual/moral education, no matter what their level of religious affiliation 
or practice. This article argues that such a contribution requires change to the discourse or narrative 
of Catholic school Religious Education, with corresponding adjustments to content and pedagogy. 
Its present trajectory, which is excessively concerned with promoting a Catholic identity in students, 
needs to be modified. Both the religious and non-religious students, especially in the senior classes, 
would derive greater spiritual and religious benefit from the inclusion of more life-relevant and 
issue-related content, together with a critical, research-oriented pedagogy. Such an approach pro-
poses that the Catholic Church’s schools should offer unconditionally a meaningful spiritual/moral 
education that is relevant to all students, rather than a traditional one which seemed to presume 
that all students are, or should be practising Catholics. This does not minimise attention to the Cath-
olic tradition, but it allows for a study of how people negotiate the task of constructing meaning and 
values in a complex culture. The article also looks at the ‘headwinds’ that hinder the implementation 
of this approach. The article is focused specifically on the Australian context where Catholic schools 
are semi-state institutions because they are funded by both state and federal governments. The is-
sues are still likely to be pertinent to Catholic education in other countries, while taking into account 
significant contextual differences. 

Keywords: Catholic education, Catholic schools, Religious Education, de-traditionalised culture  
 

1. Introduction: Education and the search for meaning in contemporary, relatively de-
traditionalised culture 

It has almost become something of a cliché to say that we live in times of unprecedented 
change that make it difficult for young people to find meaning and purpose in life; and to 
propose that school education might be able to make some contribution to help them in this 
quest. Scholars, psychologists and educators have been saying this for the past 60 years 
(Postman and Weingartner 1969; Birch 1975); and during this whole period, what they said 
was always true. Part of the problem today is that new, challenging issues are continually 
emerging at a faster rate than ever. From climate change to terrorism, globalisation to the 
coronavirus pandemic, trade wars to mistrust of politicians, refugee migration to new levels 
of populist nationalism (Zakaria 2019), trending memes to online trolls (Gorman 2019) and 
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AI generated deepfake videos (Lyu 2020), the list goes on, perhaps often overridden by in-
dividuals’ anxiety about the performance of their precarious, projected identity on social 
media. Many secularised, individualistic, young people in Westernised countries appear 
preoccupied with a consumerist lifestyle, orchestrated by the potent imagery and iconogra-
phy of media advertising and marketing – while at the same time there are exceptionally 
high levels of anxiety, depression and mental health issues. 

At the end of 2019, few could have imagined the changes to everyday life for people all 
round the globe that would eventuate over the next two years. The profound effects of the 
Covid 19 pandemic have meant that widely held assumptions about lifestyle, social interac-
tion, employment, careers, freedoms, economic growth, travel, recreation, sports etc. have 
been shaken and shown to be contingent; they can no longer be taken for granted as if they 
were immutable principles for the ‘good life’ that everyone could depend on. This sudden 
disruption to what had functioned as people’s unquestioned ‘pillars’ of meaning has exac-
erbated and accentuated the anxiety, uncertainty and fears alluded to in the first paragraph. 

All of this adds another new layer of complexity to the context of de-traditionalised 
culture. And so the question about how school education might help in some way with 
young people’s construction of meaning has become much more urgent. Educational scru-
tiny of people’s assumptions about life and how these are generated and sustained would 
be fruitful. 

In 1967, this is what prominent Australian biologist and author Charles Birch thought 
about the question: “The problems in life are not out there for us to solve. But to solve us.” 
In his view, the most realistic and helpful human response is in the activity of trying to com-
prehend problems and in trying to find solutions – even if apparent success and progress 
always remain elusive. This approach was also evident in Philip Phenix’s (1964) book Realms 
of meaning: A philosophy of the curriculum for general education. It became a significant educa-
tional milestone, precipitating interest in the ways that school education might help young 
people in their search for meaning, purpose and values. In the same vein, US educators/au-
thors Postman and Weingartner (1969) considered that there were no institutions or pro-
cesses – including education and schooling – that could reliably solve the problems; but 
education was at least a good starting point because it could skill young people in critical 
thinking and research, resourcing their capacity to think about the issues and to make better 
informed decisions. 

Australian philosopher of education Brian Hill (2006 p. 55) summed up the potential 
contribution of education this way. 

Regarding the school:  
“the mission of education is to resource the choosing self”  
 
Regarding religious education in any school type: 
“The teaching of religion in school has certain limited but crucial educational purposes:  

 To help students appreciate the importance of the spiritual quest; of working 
out where they are going as human beings.  

 To help them to interrogate their own cultural conditioning and reach a position 
of being able to develop an adequate personal framework of meaning and 
value.” (along with other purposes) 

Hill took for granted that the sense of freedom and individuality permeating Western-
ised cultures would ensure that young people will eventually construct their own meaning, 
values and beliefs – even if for some (or perhaps many?) this will not be a conscious, reflec-
tive process but more a popular, cultural socialisation. Nothing could stop the ‘choosing’; 
but their choosing could be better educated. Hence, knowledge of contemporary issues and 
critical thinking would be important for informing life decisions, as well as knowledge of 
what one’s own and other religious traditions were saying about meaning in life. The reli-
gion classroom should be the very place where one might expect that students could learn 
how to appraise the shaping influence of culture. 
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2. The distinctive contribution that Catholic Religious Education might make to edu-
cating young people spiritually, morally and religiously in a de-traditionalised cul-
ture  

In contemporary teaching in a number of curriculum areas, it is evident that this crit-
ical interpretation and evaluation of culture is occurring to some extent – for example in 
English, Science, History, Geography and Social Studies, to name some subjects. It would 
be incongruous and disappointing if this strategy was not a prominent part of Religious 
Education – the one subject you might expect to be especially interested in the spir-
itual/moral dimension to life. 

Religious Education, with core curriculum status in Catholic schools, has both the 
credentials and precedents for studying directly the contemporary human quest for mean-
ing to help resource the spirituality of young people, whether they are religious of not. 
This means broadening the scope of its content beyond Catholicism to include study of 
other religions and of the ways in which culture influences spirituality. 

In Australia in the 1970s, some Catholic schools set out to do this in their senior school 
religion programs. At that time, in an era when School Based Curriculum Development 
(SBCD) was at its zenith, they were free to implement their own courses without ecclesi-
astical oversight – a situation which changed when Catholic diocesan authorities and bish-
ops took more control with centralised religion curricula made up mainly of Catholic con-
tent. But with the widespread acceptance of Australian, state-based religion studies pro-
grams in senior classes (Years 11-12), there is current acceptance that the content for Reli-
gious Education at this level does not have to be exclusively Catholic. 

My conclusion: In relatively de-traditionalised cultures, Catholic Religious Education 
in schools can make a distinctive contribution to young peoples’ developing spirituality. 
To do this, more attention needs to be given to a critical pedagogy with contemporary 
issue-related content that investigates the influence of culture on people’s beliefs, values 
and lifestyle. This is pertinent mainly to senior classes while it should not be absent else-
where in the religion curriculum, but appropriate to the age and intellectual maturity of 
the pupils. 

This can be done without compromising the traditionally important role of providing 
students with a comprehensive study of their own religious tradition. Religious Education 
can also help them become knowledgeable of the ways in which other religious traditions 
are influential in pluralistic society – how they propose to their followers what it means 
to be human (Grimmitt 1987; Jackson 2004, 2018). 

If Catholic Religious Education is to give more direct attention to the contemporary 
search for meaning in a de-traditionalised culture in ways that will enhance young peo-
ple’s spirituality, it is essential that religious educators themselves understand something of the 
complexity of what this search entails. And this includes an explanation of how and why this 
is different from the usual meaning-giving function of religion in a traditional culture. In 
turn, these proposed ‘prerequisite’ understandings will have an influential bearing on the 
questions and content that students will be invited to study, as well as on pedagogy. These 
essential prerequisites will be considered in the next section of the article before discussion 
of implications for content, pedagogy and implementation. 

3. Essential, prerequisite questions for religious educators: 

How do the different contexts in traditional and de-traditionalised/secularised cul-
tures affect people’s construction of meaning and spirituality 

Religious Education in a de-traditionalised culture needs to be able to take into ac-
count how cultural change has affected the way people construct meaning and values. 
This perspective is crucial for working out what is the most relevant and meaningful ap-
proach in this context. 
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While the term spirituality has a considerable range of connotation, here it refers to 
the way people construct meaning, beliefs and values – which in turn affects their life 
expectations and lifestyle (Rossiter 2018). A proposed approach for Religious Education 
in a de-traditionalised culture needs to take into account the following:- 
1. How and why has de-traditionalised culture emerged from the traditional. 
2. How does the personal construction of meaning, beliefs and values work differently 

in each. 
3. How is religion related to spirituality in each. 
4. How the study of these questions needs to be a prominent part of Religious Education. 
5. Why the study of tradition needs to retain an important place in Religious Education 

in a de-traditionalised culture. 
Table 1 below summarises contrasts between the characteristics of a traditional Chris-

tian religious spirituality and those that are common in a de-traditionalised, secularised 
culture. This topic is discussed in detail in Rossiter (2018), revolving around the five ques-
tions noted above. 

In Westernised societies, the dominant cultural theme is an individualist/consumer-
ist/capitalist mixture. It shapes many people’s thinking about life and inclines them to 
construct their spirituality as described in the right column. But there are also people who 
still retain what can be regarded as a traditional spirituality (left hand column), but they 
are becoming an ever diminishing minority. 

The table shows how religion relates to spirituality in different ways – from being the 
traditional, authoritative source of meaning to one of a number of possible resources that 
one can draw from as ‘advisory’ rather than normative. All summaries like that in Table 
1 need to simplify and generalise, and for this reason they do not cover all of the complex-
ity; also, not all individuals will fit comfortably within these descriptions; but neverthe-
less, the contrasting indicators provide a useful picture of the polarities that emerged in 
the cultural change process. This summary has been drawn principally and directly from 
the work of the Australian social researcher Eckersley (2005 pp. 2-15), and to a lesser extent 
from Crawford and Rossiter (2006) and Schweitzer (2004, 2007). 

Table 1 Traditional and de-traditionalised spiritualities 
Characteristics of a traditional religious 
spirituality 

Characteristics of a secular, de-tradition-
alised spirituality 

Personal meaning was usually a social 
given. A religious meaning system was re-
ceived like a set package; it was ‘taken-for 
granted’ and internalised. 
 There was security in having a rela-

tively ‘black and white’ meaning sys-
tem and moral code. 

 Individuals did not have to ‘search’ for 
meaning; they had a ready-made 
package. 

 The religious meaning system may 
have been experienced as somewhat 
harsh and oppressive, but it helped 
people make sense of their lives at sev-
eral levels, answering the fundamental 
questions: Who am I? Where have I 
come from? Why am I here? 

 

Meaning in life was now less a social given 
and more a matter of personal choice; per-
sonal meaning was ‘constructed’ by indi-
viduals for themselves, or chosen from a 
proliferation of options. 
 There was a challenge to individuals 

in constructing their own DIY (Do It 
Yourself) spirituality. 

 ‘Searching’ for meaning and taking re-
sponsibility for developing one’s own 
personal meaning system could be 
stressful. 

 The speed, scope and scale of eco-
nomic, social and cultural change have 
made the past seemingly irrelevant 
and the future uncertain for many. 
This seems to have created more ‘cul-
tural agnosticism’ about meaning, 
purpose and certainty in life. 

 Even if life’s meaning was less clear, 
life itself became more comfortable, 
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more varied, safer, healthier and 
longer. 

 
Religious belief: Beyond the mortal realm, 
people had a religious faith that not only 
provided them with a road map and moral 
compass for life, but it also gave them a 
sense of place in the cosmic scheme of 
things. 

 

While many retained some form of reli-
gious belief, this was not nearly as absolute 
and binding as it once was. The individ-
ual’s own experience tended to became the 
touchstone for authenticity, and even for 
what was regarded as the ‘truth’. While 
nominally linked with religion, some see a 
clear distinction between their own per-
sonal faith and the faith taught by tradi-
tional religious institutions. 

Religious authority: Religious spirituality 
(in the West) was sustained and validated 
by church authority. 
 Its plausibility depended on high re-

gard for the church; the notion of the 
authority of god underpinned church 
authority. 

 An emphasis on obedience to religious 
authorities and to god. 

 

Authority of the individual: The plausibil-
ity of religious authorities tended to be 
low. Increasingly, individuals became 
their own spiritual authority, deciding for 
themselves on the basis of their own judg-
ment about particular aspects of spiritual-
ity. “People assumed that their lives are 
not predetermined by birth and social 
origin, and that everyone has the right and 
also the responsibility to shape his or her 
life according to their own wishes and life 
plans.”(Schweitzer 2007, p.90). It is taken 
for granted that everyone has the right to 
choose their own faith and that no-one 
should interfere with their choices. 
 Little if any regard for religious au-

thorities. 
 What suited the individual became the 

ultimate criteria for the utility of spir-
ituality. 

 
The existence and image of God: There 
was a strong belief in the existence of god. 
The image of god included the notions of:- 
creator, all-powerful, benevolent, loving 
and caring for each individual, judge of 
good and bad, rewarder of the good and 
punisher of the evil, listens to people’s 
prayers and requests for help. 

 

A natural uncertainty about the existence 
of god became more prevalent. Belief in a 
benevolent god was attractive and com-
forting, but not something that many indi-
viduals counted on or thought much 
about. If there was a god and life after 
death, then this would be a pleasant ‘bo-
nus’. 

Family and community ties: Children usu-
ally grew up in a close network of family 
and community relationships that largely 
defined their world – their values, beliefs, 
identity and station in life. 

Family and community ties were loos-
ened. Consequently individuals appeared 
more open to various life options available 
in the wider culture, together with more 
individualism in their choices. 

The world outside: Most people knew rel-
atively little of what lay outside their 
world, and of other ways of living (in pre-
television times). 

 

People know much more of the rest of the 
world and how differently others lived 
and thought. Information about what was 
happening around the world was availa-
ble instantaneously. 
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Social change and the predictability of life: 
Much of life was predictable and what was 
not was explained in terms of the super-
natural and religious belief. 

 

Rapid social change resulted in much 
more uncertainty about life and the future. 
Many accommodated to the uncertainty as 
‘natural’. (Others could not cope with the 
uncertainty so well, and identified with 
communities where meanings were more 
definite and authoritarian – a move back 
towards a more traditional approach). 

As a secularised view of life became established more as the norm for most people in 
Westernised societies, they tended to see the developments as ‘progress’; old certainties 
gave way to exciting possibilities through economic growth, social reform, science and 
technology (Eckersley, 2005). 

While acknowledging the progress, Eckersley went on to draw attention to the fol-
lowing challenges that accompanied it. 

Cautions: Eckersley’s reflections on cultural ‘progress’ 
 Over the past few decades this faith in material progress has given way to growing 

doubt. We now live in ‘postmodern’ times, marked by the end of the dream of creat-
ing a perfect social order and the realisation that some of our problems may be un-
solvable. 

 The result is a world characterised by ambivalence, ambiguity, relativism, pluralism, 
fragmentation and contingency. 

 The openness and complexity of life today can make finding meaning and the qual-
ities that contribute to it – autonomy, competence, purpose, direction, balance, iden-
tity and belonging – extremely hard, especially for young people, for whom these 
are the destinations of the developmental journeys they are undertaking. Another 
vital quality, hope, is also easily lost if life is episodic, and lacks coherence and pre-
dictability. Faced with a bewildering array of options and opportunities, we can be-
come immobilised – or propelled into trying to have them all. Pulling together the 
threads of our postmodern lives is not easy. 

 While loosening social ties can be liberating for individuals, and create more dy-
namic, diverse and tolerant societies, too much cultural flexibility can have the effect 
of trivialising the convictions and commitments that we need to find meaning and 
to control our own lives. 

 Beyond the risks of excessive choice and freedom is the evidence that these can be, 
in any case, illusory. Social constraints remain, and in some cases are increasing. 

 Western societies present a façade of virtually unlimited autonomy that disguises a 
powerful preference. We may have abundant choices as consumers, but to choose 
not to consume requires real will power. We are told, as part of the new pluralism, 
that traditional values have passed their use-by date. 

 We have altered profoundly our notions of the ‘self’, of what it is to be human. We 
have created ‘the empty self’, stripped of community, tradition and shared meaning. 
Our era has constructed a self that is, fundamentally, a disappointment to itself, and 
must be soothed and made cohesive by being constantly ‘filled up’ with consumer 
products, celebrity news, and the quest for self-improvement and personal growth. 

 Lacking quality we seek quantity; in the absence of commitment and certainty we 
pursue diversity and variety. We see growth at the extremes of self and meaning, a 
loss of balance: pathological self-preoccupation at one end, the total subjugation or 
surrender of the individual self at the other. A vast consumer economy has grown to 
minister to the needs of ‘the empty self’; and religious cults and fundamentalist 
movements flourish as people struggle to find what society no longer offers. (Sum-
mary drawn directly from Eckersley 2005, Ch.1) 
Another Australian scholar Philip Hughes’ take on the changed landscape of spirit-

uality is congruent with Eckersley’s interpretation. 
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. . . the plurality of options for life became evident to many people, traditions 
were challenged, and the expectations developed that the individual would find his 
or her own purpose through the fulfilment of his or her inner passions and potential. 

In this new post-traditional context, purpose is developed by the individual in 
a context where there is a general expectation of a good life revolving around family, 
friends, fun and good feelings. It is a context in which few people look to traditions 
or religion to provide an overview and a basis for purpose although a few find indi-
vidual purpose through new forms of charismatic religion which focus on the place 
of the individual. Many people have some sense that life is spiritual, which they ap-
proach either from an eclectic or environmental perspective, which contributes to the 
sense of purpose. (Hughes 2017, p. 1) 
The whole trajectory of the argument being proposed across this article can be sum-

marised as follows. Catholic Religious Education in a de-traditionalised culture needs to educate 
young people in thinking about the issues raised in the above analysis in Table 1 and in Eckersley’s 
cautions about finding a meaningful life in contemporary secular culture. 

This analysis is fundamentally important for Religious Education which tries to main-
tain a creative tension between handing on the religious tradition and resourcing the spirituality 
of students – especially because the majority of them would sit within the right column 
description. 

Rather than fit neatly into the picture in either of the two cultural patterns, individu-
als may find themselves spread across the two in a complex idiosyncratic way. And the 
pattern in their own personal spirituality may change with age and life experience. 

People can readily see that there are problems with both spiritualities. Many would 
not feel comfortable being exclusively within either as they are described here. So there is 
an evident need for scrutinising one’s spirituality, whether it is traditional or not, and 
whether it is religious or secular. Any healthy spirituality needs critical evaluation – and 
this is where a relevant and meaningful Religious Education becomes so important in 
young people’s (and adults’) overall education. 

4. What is entailed in a critical study of contemporary issue-related content  
To this point, the article has argued that in addition to the study of Catholicism and 

some other religious traditions, Religious Education needs to give more attention to a di-
rect investigation of the contemporary search for meaning in a largely secularised, de-
traditionalised, consumer-oriented culture. While the implications for content and peda-
gogy are explained in detail in Rossiter (2018), the following summarises the key points. 
 More contemporary, issue-related content needs to be introduced. For example, the pre-

requisite questions considered above about secularisation and what constitutes hu-
man progress provide many important avenues for study. 

 The approach needs to be critical – that is an open, inquiring, information rich study with 
an emphasis on interpretation and evaluation of issues. 

 The pedagogy should be student centred with a strong component of student research 
with feedback on findings shared with the class. 

 It is essential not to downplay the important role for study of religious tradition within a 
Religious Education that is considered to be meaningful in a de-traditionalised cul-
ture (Finlay 1987, 2005). 

 Informed student debate about issues is an important element in student learning, 
while there should be caution about the potential problems in thinking of productive 
student dialogue in terms of ‘personal faith sharing’ or ‘witnessing to one’s personal 
faith journey’.(Rossiter, 2021B) 
A crucial question underpinning the relevance of studying contemporary issues in 

senior school Religious Education is that such issues are fundamentally important for to-
day’s young people – whether or not they are religious. At first sight such issues may not 
appear formally religious – as in theology and scripture. But they are particularly relevant 
to the contemporary search for meaning and values, as explained earlier. 
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To illustrate this point, an example fully online student study of one such topic can 
be examined on this site. https://asmre.org/BCERML.html It was prepared for the new 
Brisbane Catholic Education senior school program Religion, Meaning and Life (BCE, 2019). 
The very name of this program is based on the presumption that these aspects are inextri-
cably linked. The first paragraph of the course rationale reads: 

Young people are confronted by the complexities, dilemmas and conflicting interpre-
tations of life’s meaning and purpose. They require, more than ever, the skill of crit-
ical thinking in order to navigate an uncertain and pluralistic world. As there is no 
final answer to life’s ultimate meaning and purpose in which intellectual certainty is 
possible, human knowledge is always partial and limited. Consequently, students 
are invited to explore within Religion, Meaning and Life (RML) the inexhaustible mys-
tery of human existence, as glimpsed primarily through the lens of the Catholic 
Christian Tradition, as well as other religious traditions and help render this mystery 
meaningful in their lives. (BCE 2019, p. 1) 
The proposed issue-related content is just as important and relevant for religious stu-

dents as it is for the non-religious. 
The large majority of students in Australian Catholic schools have what has been 

described by researchers as an individualistic, DIY (Do-It-Yourself), secular spirituality 
(Schweitzer 2007; Crawford and Rossiter 2006; Hughes 2007, 2017; Mason et al. 2007; Smith 
and Denton 2005; Smith et al. 2014). Some generations back, most people were socialised 
into the religious spirituality of their family. And this was the taken-for-granted and rel-
atively unquestioned system for referencing their meaning, purpose and values. These 
days, many, including those who identify as being religious, have a functioning spiritual-
ity (and ‘religion’) that is constructed in a DIY fashion in an eclectic way. They are more 
focused on lifestyle than on spirituality itself. Their spirituality may not be developed con-
sciously. Rather, it is evident in the values they adopt, their commitments, lifestyle and 
motivations. In this sense it is an implied spirituality, and it may draw little from their 
religious tradition. It is often a spirituality that has absorbed uncritically the compelling 
world view that underpins contemporary consumerist lifestyle, which is orchestrated by 
the potent imagery and iconography of media advertising and marketing. 

Statistically, 30% of the Australian Catholic school students are not Catholic (NCEC 
2012); and about 5% of the Catholic students (less than 4% of total students) are, or will 
be, regular participants at Sunday Mass. 

Two conclusions: 
 A religious education that concentrates almost exclusively on Catholicism will be 

perceived as largely irrelevant by the students. 
 Contemporary secular spirituality – especially its consumerist dimension – needs to 

be evaluated in terms of its cultural origins, psychological influence and principal 
values; it is like the new global ‘religion’. Such evaluation ought to be an important 
task for Religious Education. 
Undertaking such an investigation of spirituality can make Religious Education more 

meaningful for young people, whether they are formally religious or not – precisely be-
cause it taps into the areas of their lives where spiritual and moral issues/values come into 
play. Religious Education can resource their capacity to look critically at the ways that cul-
ture can have a shaping influence on people’s imaginations of life, values and lifestyle. 
This approach tries to engage at the psychological points where young people’s hopes and 
life expectations are generated – the same points that are the principal targets for commer-
cial exploitation by the consumerist complex. 

This might at first sight be regarded as just a psychological study and not ‘proper’ 
religious education because it seems to have little to do with Catholic theology. But one 
can argue that this is being true to the core purposes of Religious Education which tries to 
educate and thus enhance the basic human spirituality of young people no matter what 
their religious disposition. If the de-traditionalised character of today’s culture is taken 
into account, this reinforces the meaningfulness and relevance of the proposed approach. 
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I consider that this evaluative approach and its justifying argument are not just per-
tinent to Catholic Religious Education. They are just as applicable to state-developed Re-
ligion Studies courses. Elsewhere, it was argued that these courses in Australia are still 
mainly replicas of the descriptive world religions courses in the United Kingdom in the 
early 1970s. In brief, their content is ‘too tame’ for contemporary relevance (Crawford and 
Rossiter, 2006). 

5. Headwinds that inhibit the implementation of a more relevant Catholic Religious 
Education in de-traditionalised culture 

I consider that the principal problem inhibiting the development proposed here is 
the current trajectory of the discourse (or narrative) of Catholic Religious Education. 

The discourse of Religious Education consists of the words and ideas used by educa-
tors to articulate underlying assumptions, purposes and practices, and for the evaluation 
and development of the discipline. A synonym for the discourse is the narrative for Reli-
gious Education where connotation refers to the ‘story line’ that is used to give an account 
of Religious Education, its history and progress, how it is understood today and how it 
might change and develop in the future. 

The words used by educators when talking about Religious Education are important 
because they frame the aims, content and pedagogy. In 1985, Crawford and Rossiter ar-
gued that there was a need to evaluate the language of Catholic Religious Education be-
cause the multiplicity of ecclesiastical terms being used was confusing for teachers, stu-
dents and parents; it tended to create ambiguity and distract from the task of articulating 
a meaningful and relevant Religious Education for contemporary youth. This task is even 
more critical now than it was then. 

The language of Religious Education structures the discussion of the subject. In effect, 
it determines many of the possibilities that will emerge; it has a formative influence 
on teachers’ expectations and on what and how they teach; it influences presump-
tions about the types of responses they will seek from students; it provides criteria 
for judging what has been achieved; it influences teachers’ perception and interpre-
tation of problems in religious education; it even influences the way teachers feel 
about their work – “Am I a success or a failure?” This language can be oppressive if 
it restricts religion teachers to limited or unrealistic ways of thinking and talking 
about their work (Crawford and Rossiter 1985 p. 33). 
In 1970, in the article Catechetics RIP, US scholar Gabriel Moran was one of the first to 

comment on an emerging problem within the language of Catholic Religious Education. 
Where idiosyncratic, ecclesiastical terms were used exclusively, the discourse became ‘in 
house’ and relatively closed to outside ideas and debate. Ever since then, Moran in partic-
ular, and other scholars have persistently sought to clarify the language of Religious Ed-
ucation (Moran 1980, 1998; DiGiacomo 1984). Publications by Crawford and Rossiter col-
lectively (1981, 1985, 2006, 2018) have drawn attention to various aspects of this problem, 
as well as to the way that devotional and emotional titles, and presumptive language had 
negative effects on religion curricula and teaching. 

More recently, Rossiter (2020) explained the problem labelled as ‘ecclesiastical drift’. 
It is said to occur where the discourse about the purposes and practices of Religious Edu-
cation has gradually and incrementally come to be dominated almost exclusively by ec-
clesiastical constructs like faith development, faith formation, Catholic identity, new evan-
gelisation and Catholic mission. There is evidence (in diocesan and school docu-
ments/websites and in the re-naming of former diocesan Religious Education depart-
ments, as well as in new religious leadership roles in Catholic schools) that these ecclesi-
astical words have been replacing the term Religious Education. I consider that ecclesias-
tical drift is the major ongoing problem for the future of Australian Catholic Religious 
Education. Only some conclusions from that study are noted here. 

Excessive ecclesiastical language, at the expense of the word education, makes Reli-
gious Education too Catholic centric and inward looking, at the very time when it should be 
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looking outwards on the shaping influence of culture. Consequently, what suffers is think-
ing about what it means to educate young people spiritually and religiously in today’s de-
traditionalised culture. 

If students, teachers and parents are inclined to see Religious Education as an ecclesi-
astical rather than as an educational activity, then increasingly they are less likely to see it 
as it is a meaningful part of school education. Its educational credibility as a valuable spir-
itual/moral school subject has been eroded, creating an ever widening discontinuity with 
the realities of the classroom and young people’s spirituality. 

Preliminary empirical evidence that Catholic religious educators see ecclesiastical 
drift as a major problem is noted in Rossiter (2021A). Addressing this problem is not only 
important for the ongoing health of Catholic Religious Education (Rossiter 2021B), it is 
essential for a ‘course correction’ in its professional discourse if it is to be relevant for 
young people living in a de-traditionalised, secular culture. 

6. Conclusions: Leadership in making the trajectory of Catholic Religious Education 
more meaningful and relevant for students in a de-traditionalised culture 

My academic experience in postgraduate programs for religion teachers (especially 
those who teach at secondary school level) suggests that many of them would welcome a 
change in the discourse of Religious Education which avoided the problem of ecclesiasti-
cal drift and proposed greater attention to a critical study of issue-related content. This 
was confirmed in an empirical study of this question, where a significant minority of reli-
gious educators acknowledged the effects of ecclesiastical drift. But there was very strong 
support for a narrative of Religious Education which emphasised its critical educative di-
mension, and there was similar support for increased study of contemporary issues (Ros-
siter 2021A). At present, the main difficulty inhibiting implementation of the changes pro-
posed here lies not with the religion teachers, but in getting the Australian Catholic bish-
ops and diocesan Catholic school authorities to consider favourably the arguments put 
forward in this article. Hopefully, this material may help in furthering discussion about 
the best trajectory for Catholic Religious Education in this country. 

The leadership exercised by the German Catholic bishops on this matter is worthy of 
emulation. As far back as the 1974 Synod of Wurzburg, the German bishops put in place 
a ‘convergence’ argument that Religious Education needed a balanced rationale that in-
cluded both educational and theological/ecclesiastical justifications – a view that still re-
mains in force (Altmeyer 2020). One consequence was the inclusion of content about 
world religions as a standard part of the German Catholic Religious Education curriculum 
in state schools. 

A German academic colleague (Kropac 2021) considered that Catholic Religious Ed-
ucation in that country had begun adapting its narrative and practice to take into account 
pluralisation, de-traditionalisation and secularisation as far back as the 1960s and 1970s. 
It moved away from the excessive Catholic-centric emphasis that still dominates Catholic 
Religious Education in Australia, with the new German focus being “[not on communi-
cating Catholicism] but educational diaconia: selfless service of the Church to the general 
education of young people. Of course, there were and there are bishops for whom this is 
not enough. They want [the communication of] Christian faith. However, the vast major-
ity of [German Catholic] bishops have realised that this is an illusion.” 

Another example of German Catholic leadership pertinent to this discussion was 
demonstrated by bishop Kohlgraf of Mainz (2019). He identified the problematic way the 
ecclesiastical term evangelisation had become a “battle cry” or slogan when used ubiqui-
tously without relevance to the wider world. He felt that such usage tended to cripple the 
discourse about a contemporary, meaningful faith because it created a gulf between the 
Church’s narrative and the reality of people’s daily lives. His use of the term battle cry is 
significant and pertinent to the ecclesiastical drift problem in Religious Education – as one 
Australian teacher said recently “the Catholic Church’s language for Religious Education 
has now become weaponised”. The bishop was also concerned that when ecclesiastical 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 7 July 2021                   doi:10.20944/preprints202107.0175.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202107.0175.v1


 11 of 12 
 

 

terms became clichés, the real issues to be faced tended to be ‘trivialised’ – and this is 
exactly what has happened in the wake of ecclesiastical drift in Religious Education. 

By contrast, the Australian Catholic Bishops continue to project a Catholic church-
centred view, as if the primary goal of Religious Education is to increase young people’s 
engagement with the church. 
Progress toward significantly increased attendance at Sunday Mass, and deeper involve-
ment in the life of the local Church by students and ex-students. 
Key performance indicator for the success of Catholic schools (Bishops of NSW and the ACT 
2007, p. 20). 

My concern has not been with [Religious Education] curriculum issues, but more 
with faith formation programs, seeking to know “what works”. 
In a 2016 letter from the chair of the Australian Bishops Commission on Catholic Education. 
 
The only purpose of Catholic schools is to fulfil the Catholic Church’s mission. They 
should increase young people’s engagement with the church to become regular at-
tenders at Sunday mass. 
2008, Key ideas from the homily of an Australian Catholic archbishop. 
 
Archbishop Fisher said he was concerned about the erosion of Catholic DNA within 
Catholic schools. . . “An increasing proportion of those enrolled in our schools are 
not even nominally Catholic or Christian . . the disconnection from church is glar-
ingly obvious when children or families find themselves in unfamiliar territory at 
mass, unsure of how to comport themselves, respond, even recite the most treasured 
Catholic prayers,” he said. 
Schools should respond by more deliberately teaching the Catholic faith, to counter-
act outside forces. 
From an article on Catholic schools in the Sydney Moring Herald, (J Baker, May 2021) 
quoting the current chair of the Australian Bishops Commission on Catholic Education. 
 
A final word: 
Young people today are generally not much interested in formal religion. But they 

are interested in learning about life. If their Religious Education has something to say 
about life, in the way of engaging them in an informative study, they will be more inclined 
to value its purposes and practice. If not, then the low status of Religious Education and 
student disinterest will be likely to persist and even increase. 

This article is not a naïve apologia for what might be called ‘progressive’ Religious 
Education, brushing the study of traditions aside. Rather, to be meaningful to young peo-
ple in a de-traditionalised culture, study of one’s own religious tradition is essential for 
Religious Education. But if there is nothing more than this, then it becomes counterpro-
ductive. If Religious Education does not include a strong component in the critical study 
of contemporary life, then it will appear to most young people as having nothing worth-
while to say to them. 

It is understandable that religious educators have high hopes that what young people 
learn through the school religion curriculum will be important for whole lives. Neverthe-
less, it is likely that many will not remember much of the content details they have stud-
ied. However, if they have learned ‘how to learn about life’ and if they remember the 
orientation of their school religious education – that the impact of culture needs to be 
scrutinised and evaluated – then this may well make a valuable contribution to their wis-
dom and personal decision-making in a de-traditionalised culture. And also, in the long 
run, such a realistic Religious Education is likely to be the best that can be offered to keep 
them open to the option of engaging with the Catholic Church. 

This section is not mandatory but may be added if there are patents resulting from 
the work reported in this manuscript. 
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