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From The Editor:
To continually create, and re-create ways of engaging with our students
is surely a high priority for every RE teacher. The 2015 DAN Conference:
REcreate: Teaching RE through the Arts, 10-12 Brisbane, explored the
powerful capacity of the Arts to imaginatively engage our students, to
‘disturb’ their ways of seeing and knowing, and to help them discover and
explore deeper, less familiar realities. Thus so with this 33rd Issue of Dialogue
Australasia, which contains articles redacted from presentations at the
2015 DAN Conference and other contributions that blaze illuminating, albeit
challenging trails for us to follow.
Posing hard questions to us all, Michael Leunig and David Tacey take us to
the very heart of what provokes the ‘resistant Adam’ in our students, and then
suggest answers that are both unsettling yet profoundly insightful.
Leunig asks whether the speed and the madness of our times, driven by greed
and fear, might not be seriously destabilising factors, with tragic consequences
for our dear unhappy blue planet. Spirituality, art and innocence - Leunig’s
guardian angels - may seem strange companions sent to help us. But the large
audience at Leunig’s public talk welcomed those angels with rapt attention.
Emeritus Professor Tacey - whose newly launched book, Beyond Literal Belief:
Religion as Metaphor, has already been the subject of great media interest
- identified the ‘literalism’ of much religious discourse as one of the great
stumbling blocks of our times:
Today teachers of religion hear their students say, ‘You can’t believe half
of it, so why believe any of it?’ I don’t know how teachers with a clear
conscience can contradict their students because the students are right.
Citing Karl Jaspers, ‘Only he or she has the right to demythologise who retains
the truth contained in the symbolic expression,’ Tacey assures us that this is
not gratuitous myth busting:
The first act of questioning looks like atheism and has much in
common with it, the second is an exercise in vision and imagination.
Demythologising must be a preliminary act, and after it there needs to
be something redemptive, a new appreciation of myth. As an American
school boy once said to his teacher: ‘A myth is something that is true on
the inside, but not true on the outside.’
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Religion and spirituality are replete with imagery, and in his article Child Mind,
Gary Gach suggests there is no better medium for discovering this than
the haiku poetry of Zen Buddhism - the most universal poetic genre of our
century. It's also a sublime fusion of culture and religion, and as such, offers
rich possibilities for a study of Buddhism as part of a World Religions module
where:
•

Using Minecraft in RE
David Shapland – Mudgeeraba

On the surface there is intentional reference to some figure, historical or
mythological, some festival or rite,

•

On the second level, allusion is made to some traditional doctrine or
practice, such as ‘enlightenment’ or satori,

Cover Image:

•

And on the third and deepest level, there are inferences derived
from the cultural and natural environments, themselves moulded by
tradition, shared by the poet’s readers – symbols, objects, events with
metaphysical implications.1

Summer Song, Michael Leunig, 2014.
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Dialogue Australasia Journal is a twice-yearly publication
committed to fostering and promoting critical and creative
approaches to teaching Religion and Philosophy in Australasia.
It is intended that articles for the journal should:
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with the aims and purposes of DAN
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contemporary relevance and can be applied in the classroom
• Be non-confessional and non-denominational
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articles
• Stimulate readers and equip them with practical teaching
resources

The visual arts, film and literature, have much to teach us as Peter Mudge,
Nicky Ansell, Carol Hebron, Malcolm Woolridge, Peter and Charlotte Vardy
and David Shapland attest. The importance of the Arts’ place in religious and
philosophical discourse is beautifully captured in Leunig’s summation:
In essence spirituality and art are interwoven in their raw searching,
in their expression, in their courageous unknowing, in their joy and
darkness and in their radiant innocent strength which finds its way into
the human heart.
Finally, Nicholas Coleman and Jack Egan, in their exploration of the art of the
spiritual journey and Aboriginal Dreaming respectively, remind us that words
and reason alone will not suffice in our search to understand spirituality and
religion. Ingmar Bergmann, the great director, knew that better than anyone. In
an interview cited by Donald J Drew, he contends that:
Art lost its basic creative drive the moment it was separated from
worship. It severed an umbilical cord and now lives its own sterile life,
generating and degenerating itself. In former days the artist remained
unknown and his work was to the glory of God.
What a rich field of inquiry the Arts open up for us in Religious Education!
Nikolai Blaskow, Editor
1 A Chime of Windbells: A Year of Japanese Haiku in English verse (Translation with an essay
by Harold Stewart), Charles E. Tuttle Company: Publishers Rutland, Vermont & Tokyo,
Japan, 1975 is recommended as a wonderful companion text to teaching haiku, and includes
beautiful art work.

Spirituality, Art and Innocence
Michael Leunig
Keynote presentation delivered at 10th
Dialogue Australasia Network Conference,
11 April 2015, Somerville House, Brisbane.
In a world that seems determined to go faster
and faster each day; at breakneck speed
for no reasons other than greed and fear,
it is interesting and wise to wonder in the
traditional way if our world is going mad and
falling apart like never before – and that we
are all caught up in this peculiar disintegration.
Nothing can be loved at speed, and I think
we might be looking at the loss of love in the
world due to the increased velocity of ordinary
life; the loss of care, skill and attention enough
to ensure the health and happiness of each
other and the planet earth. It is a baffling
problem and governments seem unable to
recognize it, or do much about it at present.
To put it as a bleak modern metaphor,
there may be moments when we feel we
are all aboard an airliner being flown into a
mountainside by the unstoppable forces of an
incomprehensible madness. Now seems like
a good time to talk about spirituality, art and
innocence.
Why do I choose to put together this
wonderful holy trinity of spirituality, art and
innocence? Why do I feel so mystified, yet
so at home and secure with these three
ideas? Why the need to try and illuminate my
ever deepening ideas about them, and yet
enjoy watching them disappear beneath the
depths of understanding or into the cloud of
unknowing?

terms of what they mean to me, and what

The simple truth is that I believe these things

has become of them in the modern world.

are treasures that matter hugely to the health

Though I may describe them separately, they

of the individual and society – and because

are in fact connected to the point of being

of man's influence on the environment, these

aspects of the same concern. They are a vital

things matter to the entire ecosystem. I will
address each of the three quite separately in

part of the ecosystem – which in earlier times
was thought of as the soul – and this may
well be an ecosystem under such enormous

Nothing can be loved at speed…

strain that it is causing the world to become
deeply unwell.

In my work as an artist in the media over
the past forty-five years, the concepts of
spirituality, art and innocence have gradually
strengthened and played a huge part in
my creative process and thinking, both
consciously and unconsciously I believe.
I will begin with spirituality. To put it mildly,
a vast wealth of scholarship, literature and
philosophy has accumulated about the
subject of spirituality, and it would be fair to
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say that a lot of it is hyperbole and delusion.
It would be reasonable and not too cynical,
I trust, to mention that there is a huge
spirituality industry, including branches of

This true self is not something
I rise up to, but rather a state I
descend to…

Yet the spirit is an insurgent also, and there
is rebellion and defiance involved in the
recognition and protection of our inner
life. Often such rebelliousness is against

organized religion – much of it amounting to

institutions like the church, the state, the

nonsense, authoritarian power obsession and

family and the culture in which we live.

commercial opportunism.
It is indeed a word that is much used and
abused, and therefore might be illuminated
and refreshed when handled as simply,
frankly and innocently as possible; it is one
of those areas where each of us may feel
properly entitled to have our own definition or
understanding of what it’s all about.

comes in; it is a conduit to, and from a divine

The valuing of spirituality may involve pain

world.

and huge inconvenience, and it will also help

Often in my work and calling, it has seemed
to me that there is another being within,
another self – perhaps the true self – which
is not beholden to this time and this world;
an eternal collaborator helping me to go it
alone in making sense of the chaos scattered

reveal to us not just the beauties of creation
and the miracles of life, but also the dark
tragedies and the sordid aspects of human
nature – or chilling visions of the future, for
not only is it crucial to our innate prophetic
vision, but it is also the life blood of the
natural genius endowed to all of us at birth.

Our spirituality is innate, idiosyncratic and

before me. This true self is not something

natural, and it would be futile for me to try to

I rise up to, but rather a state I descend to;

How else do we hear and make music, or

examine the matter too closely or elaborately

a regressive surrender to a deeper, more

know beauty or cry or play or grieve – except

in this limited discussion. I am not equipped

primal and enchanted place within; a more

through our spirited spiritual self? How do

to do so anyway.

free and timeless sense through which I

we stay sufficiently sane in a mad world,

feel beauty amidst the unbearable ugliness;

except through our spiritual hearing and our

a poetic vision in which I see a measure of

spiritual gaze? How do we empathise and

redemption, healing humour, or a deeper and

see compassionately into the suffering of

higher picture of life and death on earth; an

humanity and self – or the suffering of the

inspired liberating perspective which enables

creatures and nature – except through our

me sometimes to find words and symbols, or

spirited spiritual heart? How else do we love?

expressions that may be of value to my fellow

Spirituality is surely the breath and breathing

It seems more like the dreaming of my inner

creatures as well as to myself. I am talking

of love in the world .

child's creaturely heart than my rational mind

about the spirit. The spirit gives momentum

– although they are both interwoven. It is

and ease to the soul's natural genius. The soul

somewhat like music. It is like nature. It offsets

is a great genius.

I have come to understand my spirituality
as an ongoing internal lyrical state of
consciousness, semi-consciousness and
unconsciousness in which I find meaning,
comfort, refuge, inspiration, mystery and
strength.

the influence of my worried contemporary
self or the hard speedy material world that
would overwhelm me if it were not for this
nourishing sense of otherworldliness, and the
lyrical wisdom and feeling that arises there in
my spiritual self.

Might I say that from a worldly perspective,
many could regard this inner state as a
delusion or type of madness, in which case
I would call it a divine madness which has
taken form as a mystical helper and healer;
it is my secret garden in which valuable and

With spirit, one is able to have and hold many

wondrous things are growing, a productive

feelings, and live a felt life. The spirit supports

cultivation that I must protect and care for.

and negotiates between our feelings, instincts
and intuitions. It is good at conflict resolution.
It supports our prophetic vision and our
creativity. With spirit and feeling we may find a
way through the darkness.

soul, perhaps too much for a lone individual

The writing of this essay was for me a reexploration and clarification of my concept of
God, and how I came to discover the word
in my innocent childhood. I learned it not by
instruction, but rather by osmosis and as a
natural part of ordinary domestic conversation
dogma, but simply a folk word that a small
child absorbed and made his own sense of.

to have and enjoy and be helped by one’s
spirituality, it is necessary to at some point cut

of cleverness, it would perhaps quickly try to

I would like to share this piece, because
although it addresses the idea of God, it may
well be seen as an expression of some of
my ideas about spirituality in general, and

disabuse us of our spirituality, de-construct it
and prove to us that it is primitive, delusional
and counter-productive. Perhaps the human
spirit is threatening to the established order.

to bear for too long. One needs support,

The spirit lies at the heart of our character and

collaboration and consolation at least. One

personality; our individual, divine self, which

needs epiphanies and a visit from the angels

is one of the greatest treasures we will ever

as practical necessities. This is where the spirit

have access to.
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feelings concerning God and the word God.

rope and be free.’ I have found that if one is

moving, rational world and its ubiquitous cult

gruesome and despairing task for a sensitive

prelude to a book, about my personal

– not as a theological concept or part of any

confident spiritual life is a form of genius .

misfortune and human malice is indeed a

I have recently written a tiny essay, as a

madness, or he will never dare to cut the

the rope. If we listen too much to the fast-

on politics, society and the brutal stories of

to, or include ideas about God.

As Zorba the Greek said, ‘a man needs a little

I cannot help but think that a rich and

Working in the media as a commentator

Any discussion of spirituality is bound to lead

The spirit is an insurgent
also, and there is rebellion
and deﬁance involved in the
recognition and protection of
our inner life.

in fact, the word God may, for the purposes
of this discussion, be replaced by the word
spirituality. So here it is.
“I use the word 'God' … conscious of the
fact that there are many who may find it
objectionable – and others who may find
my casual use of the word too irreverent or
shallow. For all sorts of reasons people can be
very touchy about this word; in my view they
seem either too earnest, too proprietorial, too
fanatical, too averse or too phobic... There is
however no ultimate authority or definition.
The word is yours or mine to make of it and
hold or discard it as we will.
When I first heard the term 'God' in childhood
I was not sure exactly what it meant, but this
was not a problem; it was simply a word
inherited from the world around me and
was more cultural than religious. What can a
child make of this? It was a plaything for the
innocent mind. It seemed related to the fairies
and pixies and this was rather pleasing. I said
occasional childhood prayers to God without
understanding who or what this God was,
and enjoyed these mysterious little moments
muttering to something that seemed good
and somehow on my side.
My grandmother sang songs that included
the word and this all seemed enjoyable and
harmonious. Father would sometimes utter
the phrase ‘God only knows’ or ‘God help us’
or ‘God strike me blue.’ And mother too – she
used it in similar ways – it was mostly just a
useful all-purpose folk word in my mother
tongue. It was there floating about and I
accepted it.
Later on in life at school, it became a more
religious or serious theological term, yet this
did not clarify things very much. I became
aware of strange, awesome imagery and
extravagant ideas that were put about
concerning an all-powerful creator God,
and stories of the wonderful and terrible
things that had been done in God's name.

Later on I noticed that certain educated
friends found my ambivalence about the word
and willingness to happily use it a sign that I
was probably too irrational and superstitious
and not modern or scientific enough. I in turn
wondered why they, with their apparently
resilient open minds, were so het up, so
squeamish and almost phobic about it, as
if it were an embarrassing obscenity – this
word that had been used quite naturally,
not just by many of their ancestors, but by
wonderful creative and intelligent minds like
Johan Sebastian Bach, Vincent Van Gogh and
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.
What were these extraordinary free-spirited
artists referring to when they used the word?
What personal inner state, what idea, what
spirit or sensibility, what part of self, what
other-worldly principle, what eternal beauty or
truth? This became to me a rich metaphysical
contemplation.
I have thought that perhaps it requires a
daring creative imagination or a sublime lyrical
vision to use the word meaningfully and
with ease or equanimity. Perhaps it requires
a very free and flexible mind or the capacity
to not know and not worry too much – and
yet the ability to be fully alive to life's spiritual
possibilities and the capacity to have and use
and simply enjoy a vivacious mystery.
Apart from the obvious appalling uses and
meanings of the word in history, it also seems
to have been used to reference something
natural, valuable and vital; a thing so deep
and wide or so beautifully light that it was
practically unsayable because no word existed
to describe such a state or such a thing. And
so, a more free, enlightened and helpful
interpretation of the word is possible – ‘God’
as a sort of shorthand or password, a fertile
inconclusive everyday expression, a signpost,
a catalyst, a spark, a stepping stone, a bridge,
a makeshift handle ... A simple, robust word
used lightly and loosely or as devoutly and
deeply as we might feel – and a way to break

Eventually I got caught up in rational debates
and questions about the existence of God
and whether I believed or did not believe, yet
could not quite understand all of this and did
not feel too perplexed or concerned about my
failure to properly grasp the meaning or have
a definite view. The point is that I was always
fairly at ease or indifferent about this word
and held a cheerful view that it was part of an
ancient, ongoing, non-threatening mystery.

I have thought that perhaps
it requires a daring creative
imagination or a sublime lyrical
vision to use the word [God]
meaningfully and with ease or
equanimity.

free from this material world for a moment
or two, a day or two... or for what's left of a
lifetime.
And eventually for me; it is a lyrical word, a
poetic word – in fact a one word poem. And
finally the idea emerges from the poem that
this 'God' I have been talking to and happily
wondering about is indeed the god within;
the god of self: true innocent self – the lost
beautiful suffering joyous self. Dear God.
That's more or less how I have used the word
in this book.”1
Any thoughts of spirituality lead me quite
naturally to the idea of art because in my
view, and in my experience, art is an aspect or
an expression of our individual spiritual reality.
Art is a manifestation of the personal interior
state and is not entirely of this world. Like the
spiritual dimension, it is significantly other than
this world and therefore is a great relief from
all things banal, conforming and aggressively
secular or profane; a cathartic healing relief
which every struggling human soul requires.
Perhaps it is a flight into beauty and eternity.
Many would argue strongly that art is precisely
and explicitly about our material reality and
our prosaic worldly circumstances, and while
I would agree that this can be importantly so;
it would appear to be the case that such art
is becoming more of a calculated, intellectual
affair.
This drift to the intellect has produced
art which in many ways has paradoxically
become obscure, exclusive, encoded
and indecipherable, and I dare say it is
characterised by qualities at odds with the
innocence of the human spirit. In other
words, a lot of it seems perverse, destructive,
inaccessible and sickening. In many ways
much modern art has become incoherent
and confusing to those in most need of
art’s enriching qualities, challenges and
enchantments. I would also say that it has
become less soulful, less prayerful, less joyful,
less natural, less loving and much more
neurotic than ever before; certainly a cathartic
therapy for its practitioners perhaps, but much
of it a confusing, chaotic influence in the living
struggling culture of the people. This to me
seems like a failure. In the words of historian
Sir Kenneth Clarke about modern art, we
must beware of energy posing as talent, and
freakishness posing as originality. Much of the
incoherent, dismissive and shocking quality in
contemporary art seems a failure, because I
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We must beware of energy
posing as talent, and
freakishness posing as
originality.
think it is the artist’s natural instinct to care for
the health of society and creation somewhere
deep in their work, not necessarily overtly,
but somewhere in the motivation for making
art is the desire to nourish, to illuminate, to
heal and bring joy, mystery and meaning. To
express what is repressed.
I make the point that mystery is not confusion,
rather it is an enchantment of the imagination
and spirit. Indeed, art is a spiritual project .

Mystery is not confusion…
it is an enchantment of the
imagination and spirit.

Through the miracle and mystery of the need
to communicate, to touch and be touched, to
move and be moved, art continues to flourish
and feed the human spirit. The spirit of the
artist seeks to reach the spirit of other – it is
an eternal impulse in the nature of human
kind; an ongoing spiritual cross-pollination.
The mention of a new improbable wellspring
leads us to the idea of innocence. Of course
innocence is not something that can be
pursued, but I believe it can be recognised
and valued – and thus it can survive and
be of great consequence. It can be known
and understood, not just as a negative
quality where something is missing – some
knowledge, or experience unrealised, but
rather as a rich contented state of vitality,
wonderment and not knowing; a pleasure in
accepting mystery and the blissful freedom of
openness and unsullied imagination.

I suppose what I am saying is that Western
art has in many ways lost its joyous quality. It
has become an earnest hierarchy unto itself,
in many ways exclusive and fashion or media
driven; a pompous self congratulatory domain
of prize-wining celebrity artists and curators,
rampant commerce, baffling and convoluted
art scholarship, and a cluster of cynical
ambitions for power and fame – all at odds
with art’s eternal, spiritual truth and sincerity.
The art world has substantially fallen victim
to its own delusions and become like a
high church wielding a repressive and
unapproachable theology – often posing as
something chic, cool, clever and hip – and
massively self-important.
Yet in spite of this, in the life of the young, the
alienated and the uninitiated, individuals begin
to paint, people write poetry, create literature,
compose music and struggle in their spirit as
they have always done to give expression to
some sublime emerging revelation within. As
the old wellspring becomes dirty and muddy,
a new spring bursts from the ground in an
improbable faraway place.
In essence, spirituality and art are interwoven
in their raw searching, in their expression, in
their courageous unknowing, in their joy and
darkness and in their radiant innocent strength
which finds its way into the human heart.
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This might somewhat describe the innocence
of childhood moments of wonder, horror and
amazement about natural phenomenon, or
the incomprehensible world of adults around
them; the seeing of one’s first meteor, the
first witnessing of baby chickens emerging
from a nest, the shock of seeing human
cruelty or brutality, and the many sensations of
ordinary childhood experience – all miracles,
yet to the child, all witnessed without the
knowledge of the word miracle. This amounts
to an extraordinary degree of openness and
negative capability – negative capability being
the capacity to live comfortably with mystery
and without the answers.
One might even speculate that such powerful,
raw moments in early life could be the
genesis or fertilisation of the individual’s

We might also understand
mature innocence as
mindfulness.
unique spiritual and creative life. Indeed, such
childhood sensations might well be one of
the sources of the artistic impulse; the early
sensations of amazement and enchantment,
yet without rational understanding: an
inspiring, alive emptiness and wonder for
playing about in, for creating something to
add to life, or even creating life itself. Negative
capability is a fertile precondition to creativity;
the joyous sense of wanting to make
something beautiful or delightful that has
never before existed, something not previously
seen or heard, something original, no matter
how small or insignificant that creation might
be, no matter how confronting or difficult the
expression.
A direct link to the wondrous, innocent
experiences of childhood might, in mature
age, be called mature innocence. Mature
innocence: a valuable quality all too rare in
art, spirituality and civic affairs; the capacity
in maturity to access in one’s spirit faithful,
felt memory of the innocent epiphanies and
sensations of early childhood – the ability for
an adult to happily put aside all conventional
wisdom or habitual mindset and regress to
the openness, freedom and brightness of
one’s child-heart for fresh inspiration; the
ability to momentarily shed one's well-formed
identity and belief system in favour of a more
creaturely open state of alertness to life and
the moment.
I believe in mature innocence and its reliability.
I have found some of my most meaningful,
useful and joyous work there. It is my studio
within my studio. We might also understand
mature innocence as mindfulness .
And why do these three things matter –
spirituality, art and innocence? Why should
they matter in a fearful, fast-moving,
overheated technological age; in a cultural
climate that is increasingly secular and
dismissive of these immeasurable treasures;
these truths which would appear to be
ephemeral, irrelevant, self indulgent or
pathetic to a world dominated by a political
culture obsessed with money and war?
How could the concept of a child’s innocence
and its consequences upon the future of

Could it be that spirituality,
art and innocence are some of
our most important agencies
of intelligence, liberation and
wisdom?

have been discussing, plays a vital part in
the essential business of making sense of
ourselves and our world – lest we go mad and
ultimately, lest the whole world goes mad?
Could it be that spirituality, art and innocence
are some of our most important agencies of
intelligence, liberation and wisdom? Might it
be that a capacity for wonder; the capacity

the planet be taken seriously, or seen as
sacred in such a hard, pragmatic and cynical
culture? How could art be much more than
a commercial commodity or media novelty?
Why would spirituality in all its invisibility and
mystery be understood as crucial to the sanity
of society and the future?
Could it be that this sublime, holy trinity I

Michael Leunig is an Australian cartoonist,
writer, painter, philosopher and poet. His
commentary on political, cultural and
emotional life spans more than forty years and
has often explored the idea of an innocent
and sacred personal world. His work appears
regularly in the Melbourne Age and the
Sydney Morning Herald.

to remain open to all manner of possibilities
– the possibilities of change, reconciliation
and forgiveness, the peaceful integration of
our opposites, the acceptance and love of
the natural world, the redeeming capacity

Endnote
1 Michael Leunig, When I Talk to You,
HarperCollinsPublishers, 2014, pp 11-13.

for love, beauty, joy and humour in a world
grown anxious and pessimistic – might these
seemingly improbable qualities be the creative
counterbalance to a lopsided world? I think so.
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Curious about the
future of religious and
values education?
At Charles Sturt University we believe curiosity and
passion lead us all on the path to greater knowledge.
CSU’s Master of Arts (Religious and Values Education) offered
by distance education, was developed in close consultation with
teachers and key professionals. This course aims to meet the
challenges of the contemporary religious education classroom.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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the nature and purpose of Religious and Values Education
the distinctive role of Religious and Values Education
the nature of truth and religious diversity
religion in Australia
teaching the Bible
religions of the world
philosophy of religion
ethics in the 21st Century
religion and the arts
curriculum design and assessment

A postgraduate qualification will
extend your knowledge, whilst
adding rigor and relevance to your
religious education teaching.
Come talk to us today.

www.CSU.edu.au/values
1800 334 733
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Religion as Metaphor; or, Faith Without Belief
David Tacey
Beyond Literal Belief: Religion as Metaphor
is a book I have wanted to write since I was a
young adult.1 I grew up in a devoutly religious
family, which read scripture literally, as fact.
We were uneducated and perhaps could be
excused for this error, but what made matters
worse was that the clergy in our closed world
encouraged this literal reading and saw it as
‘true faith.’ To take scripture seriously was
to take it literally. Not only is this illiterate
but it misses the point. Through story and
parable, scripture is designed to heighten
our awareness of the spiritual dimension of
experience by way of metaphor. These texts
require a symbolic attitude before they can be
understood. In our time, however, we hardly
know what a ‘symbolic attitude’ is, and that is
why some of us read the Bible so badly. After
centuries of complicit silence, some bishops
are finding the courage to speak out. Richard
Holloway, former Bishop of Edinburgh, wrote
in How to Read the Bible: ‘Unimaginative
literalists have destroyed the reputation of
the Bible by insisting on its factual truth rather
than encouraging us to read it metaphorically.’2
Ever since I was about 14, and began to
question my family’s assumptions, I had
a sense that much of what my family saw
as history was parable and metaphor.
Jesus’ teaching was conveyed in parables,
or extended metaphors, and no-one ever
assumed that his parables were factual!
Eventually his own life story was narrated
in parables, but for various reasons many
Christians read the stories literally. Again, the
impulse came from the uneducated, but the

Through story and parable,
scripture is designed to
heighten our awareness
of the spiritual dimension
of experience by way of
metaphor.

Simon Letch/Fairfax Syndication
clergy encouraged this fallacy since they saw
they could gain more adherents by indulging
it. There was a ‘wow’ factor involved in
claiming that the miracles of scripture were
true, that God literally came down to earth
in the person of Jesus. This served a political
purpose for a fledgling church wanting to
make an impact. But as people became more
educated across the years, the claim to literal
truth became a burden rather than a boon.
It turned people off in droves, and after the
intellectual enlightenment the rapid decline of
religion was assured.
However, I do not wish to give the impression
that a literal reading is found only in the
uneducated. There are many erudite, highly
educated people in the world who choose
to read the scriptures literally. A case in point
is Rowan Williams, the former Archbishop of
Canterbury, and one of the world’s leading
religious thinkers. I have met him personally
and read his work, and he chooses to believe
that the miracles and wonders of scripture
happened as facts. I am sure that some of his
fellow bishops, such as Holloway and Spong,
disagree with his position. I do not understand
this kind of person, but can only assume
that with one part of the mind miracles are
embraced, and with another part reason holds
sway. I think that such people mistake belief

in impossible events for faith, and dare not
question these events for fear of backsliding.
Some admire those who ‘keep the faith’ in
this way, but I only puzzle and worry about
this kind of person. I think they are doing no
favours to themselves or to the tradition itself.
Surely the era of belief is over, and we must
now rediscover the meaning of faith – without
supernatural props.
Today teachers of religion hear their students
say, ‘You can’t believe half of it, so why
believe any of it?’ I don’t know how teachers
with a clear conscience can contradict their
students because the students are right. It is
the responsibility of intellectuals in all eras
to throw light on this situation, even if this
means colliding with institutional authorities,
who insist on the historical nature of the
miracles. As the philosopher Karl Jaspers
put it: ‘The symbolic language of myth will
always be degraded into a language of the
tangible. Every epoch has the critical task of
correcting such perversions.’3 Due to such
‘perversions,’ religion has all but vanished
from the educated world, forcing people to
find unsavoury substitutes to hold their ideals,
such as nationalism, political ideologies and
fanaticisms. We need things to believe in
that are greater than ourselves, and if religion
destroys itself the people invent other gods.
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But my book is not a demolition job, unlike
some other books that expose the mythic
content of religion.4 I try to rescue spiritual
truth from the religious conceits. To me,
the metaphors point to something, even
though, in themselves, they are not literally
true. What they denote is fantastic, but what
they connote is authentic. As an American
school boy once said to his teacher: ‘A myth
is something that is true on the inside, but
not true on the outside.’5 After tradition
is deconstructed, it would be foolish and
insensitive not to see beyond the conceits to
the kernels of truth that exist inside them. For
instance, feeding the 5000 with a couple of
loaves and fishes is most likely not true on the
outside, but the connotation is that people
went away from the preaching of Jesus feeling
nourished by what they heard. Myths work on
the ‘as if’ factor; it was ‘as if’ they had been
given physical nourishment. Myths tend, on
the whole, to tell spiritual stories using physical
metaphors. But as the author of The Cloud of
Unknowing put it: ‘Take care not to interpret
physically what is intended spiritually.’6
The virgin birth is a myth with no historical
basis in my view, but if we use our
imaginations we can rescue some of its
meaning. It refers to the birth of the spiritual
life in the soul, and this is not a biological
birth but something that happens by itself,
in a ‘miraculous’ manner. When I was doing
my PhD, I read a lot of ancient history and
mythology, and found there were hundreds
upon hundreds of virgin births in antiquity.7
This was a literary trope in ancient times, and
even the Egyptian Pharaohs claimed to have
been born of virgins. It was a common conceit
attributed to someone who was felt to have
special gifts, but to take this literally represents
a failure to read myth correctly. As Karen
Armstrong put it, a myth is something that
never happened, but happens all the time.8
The physical resurrection is another of
the wonders that many take literally,
compromising its meaning. It refers to the
hope that the spirit lives on after death.
Death does not negate the creativity that an
individual life began, and hence the spirit of

As Karen Armstrong put it, a
myth is something that never
happened, but happens all the
time.
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Jesus ‘lives on.’ But to believe that his actual
body lifted off into the skies is not only poor
taste but utterly unreal. As St Paul put it in
Corinthians, if we think of resurrection literally
we are being foolish and unwise.9 Few,
however, except perhaps the Jesuits, have
heeded Paul’s warnings about how we read
the death of Jesus and the Easter story. Many
parish churches still unashamedly retell the
story as a literal narrative of a risen body. As
Rudolf Bultmann put it: ‘If the resurrection
were an historical fact, faith would become
superfluous.’10
There are two acts of interpretation to
perform, it seems to me. First we need
to break the myth open, and this is what
Bultmann called demythologising. Second, we
need to fossick around for the myth’s interior
meaning. Just to break a myth open without
looking for its inner meaning is an act of
vandalism. This is dangerous to tradition and
has no educational value. Too much mythbusting goes on in today’s world under the
name of enlightened reason. Karl Jaspers said,
‘Only he or she has the right to demythologise
who retains the truth contained in the
symbolic expression.’11 While the first act of

questioning looks like atheism and has much
in common with it, the second is an exercise
in vision and imagination. Demythologising
must be a preliminary act, and after it there
needs to be something redemptive, a new
appreciation of myth. This is the way my work
proceeds, and it is paradoxical. Not everyone
appreciates it. To promote religion when we
can no longer believe its literal claims, we first
have to demote it. It can no longer be seen as
‘rock solid history,’ as one of my parish priests
once said.
My book is not saying that the task of symbolic
interpretation is something we perform on a
text written by deluded and benighted minds
who thought they were recording history.
This has become a popular view among
the new atheists, but it is not my position at
all.12 I believe the writers of scripture were
fully cognisant of the mythic mode, and
understood it as a literary convention of the
time . If something was holy, it could only
be narrated in myth and symbol, as history
was considered too flat and banal to express
ultimate concerns. Scripture scholar John
Dominic Crossan puts this well when he says:
My point is not that those ancient people

First we need to break the
myth open…Second, we need to
fossick around for the myth’s
interior meaning.

told literal stories and we are now smart
enough to take them symbolically, but
that they told them symbolically and we
are now dumb enough to take them
literally. They knew what they were doing;
we don’t.13

According to this view, religion was originally
written and understood in a symbolic mode.
The early Church Fathers are clear that they
are dealing with a revelation couched in
symbolism. Then, due to an unholy mix of
ignorance, superstition, institutionalisation
and lust for power, it declined into literalism.
The third phase in this hermeneutical cycle
is to restore it to its symbolic luminosity. As
Northrop Frye put it, religion has hardly begun
to embark on this third, restorative stage.14
There is much ignorance to confront and
damage to undo.

During the fourth century of
our common era, this simple
religion of the Way, based on
love, forgiveness and peace,
became the ofﬁcial instrument
of Empire, which was based on
military conquest and power.

Two thousand years ago, a sacred story had
to be expressed in myth, which was the
time-honoured way of recording it. There had
to be angels and demons, gods and devils,
because these symbolic figures carried the
spiritual significance of what happened. It was
not enough to say that Jesus was tempted
to use his power to his personal advantage,
and had to wrestle with his ‘evil’ desires.
No, it was conventional at the time to say
he was led into the wilderness by the Spirit
and met Satan there, who tempted him with
dreams of power and greed. Nothing like
this happened as written, but it ‘might’ have
happened this way, if viewed through the lens
of myth. Sacred discourse has always favoured
exaggeration to make its point about what
holy people experience.

us; sacred discourse said he triumphed over

It wasn’t enough to say Jesus was a holy man,
with a vision of the immediacy and intimacy
of God in our lives. Sacred discourse said he
was the ‘Son of God,’ the only begotten Son,
and the embodiment of God in creation. It
wasn’t enough to say he was prophetic and
devout; sacred discourse insisted he had a
virgin birth and God was his father. It wasn’t
enough to say he opened our eyes and
ears to the presence of the sacred; sacred
discourse said he made the blind see and the
deaf hear. It wasn’t enough to say he released
blockages in our spiritual lives so we could
live in the presence of God; sacred discourse
said he cured the paralytic and the lepers,
and allowed the infirm to get up and walk. It

wasn’t enough to say his spirit lives forever
because he represents the undying life within
death, rolled the stone from the tomb and
experienced a bodily resurrection. Sacred
discourse is close to the language of dreams,
but our dreams, like scriptures, need to be
decoded before they can be understood.
All the symbolic events and images of the
New Testament can be found in pre-Christian,
Mediterranean mythology and religions. If we
know ancient civilisations, especially those
of Egypt, Mesopotamia, Israel, Greece and
Turkey, none of the symbolic imagery of the
New Testament is unique. It is all pretty much
stock in trade for those who narrated sacred
stories. There is evidence to suggest that
the followers of the early church, which was
called the Way, knew all this and accepted
the conventions of sacred discourse. The
first theologians too, such as Origen (182254) and Clement of Alexandria (150-215),
understood that the Jesus story had been
narrated in a metaphorical mode, and
only the uneducated and illiterate failed to
comprehend this. But by the time this religion
was exported to the West, it took on a new
complexion. The West did not understand
the Near Eastern conventions of symbolic
discourse. And so the sacred code was
ignored and the historicity of all the miracles
and wonders was asserted. We have to realise
that Rome was in decline at the time. The
Romans felt that their own pagan religion
had failed them, and the ancient gods had
fled. They were in no mood to appreciate the
subtle, symbolic and parabolic register of the

Sacred discourse is close to
the language of dreams, but
our dreams, like scriptures,
need to be decoded before they
can be understood.

Jesus story.
To the West, reading this with profane eyes,
there were amazing claims in the new religion
that Jesus was the Son of God, and this
sounded enticing to the declining Empire,
which needed bolstering. Imperial Rome was
not attuned to the metaphorical register in

which the new religion was written. Emperor
Constantine decided to throw out the old
and bring in the new, as did his successors.
The West needed strengthening and this
seemed the best way to do it. So, during the
fourth century of our common era, this simple
religion of the Way, based on love, forgiveness
and peace, became the official instrument of
Empire, which was based on military conquest
and power. The Way became a terrible parody
of the religion it once was, and most of the
original values were lost or reversed.
Christianity wedded power, won the world
and lost its soul. The prophecy of scripture
came true, not only for the world but for
religion.15 What began as a kindly, diverse,
inclusive tradition, in which differences in
faith expression were not only tolerated
but invited, became regimented and
programmatic. Powerful bishops, literal in
thinking and ruthless in action, began to
formulate Christianity into a series of dogmas
and regulations. Those who did not conform
to the official line were persecuted by this
mock-parody of the religion of fellowship
and love. Those who could see the travesty
and fraud of what was happening were
silenced, humiliated and murdered. To think
other than the party line was to be declared
heretical and subject to state punishment. The
early councils of the church did not listen to
those who wanted to respond to the religion
symbolically. Such people were called gnostics
and outlawed. Thus Christianity became an
instrument of state power and its ministry
replicated the structures and organization
of Empire, which are still preserved in the
Catholic church today.
There have been numerous voices trying
to bring Christian faith back to its symbolic
and parabolic roots. Bishop John Spong
has been a tireless crusader in this process.
We also have Paul Tillich, Albert Einstein,
Eugen Drewermann, Northrop Frye, C. G.
Jung and numerous other thinkers calling
for the dissolution of literalism in Christianity.
Before modern times, there were many
philosophers who called for a fundamental
rethinking of religious premises, including
Hegel, Feuerbach, Strauss, Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche. But as yet, most church leaders
have failed to respond to this revisionist
tradition. The literalism needs to dissolve and
the beliefs unpacked, but I would like to think
that faith can still be preserved. The ‘new
atheists’ are trying to destroy Christianity and
gaining a lot of support for their crusade. But
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Richard Dawkins, Christopher
Hitchens, Sam Harris and the
celebrity atheists are just as
literal-minded as the church
traditions they try to repudiate.

for faith if we read the metaphors correctly.
Biblical literacy, which educators espouse, has
to be seen in a new light, not just as knowing
the stories and contemplating their message,
but understanding their metaphorical
nature and elucidating their meaning.
The implications for religious education
are considerable; we need new ways to
communicate these traditions to students.

the atheists are more interested in destruction
than creation.

With this book I am hoping to inspire
discussions in Australia that have been taking
place in other countries. We have been a
backwater as far as this topic is concerned.
Theologians have avoided the problem, or
denied there is one. Sometimes they have
hinted at metaphorical content, but have
not been able to discuss it in plain language.
Often, Christian theologians concede myth
in the Jewish scriptures, but when it comes
to the Christian ones they claim that it is fact.
Generally they have ignored the historical
scholarship that has revolutionised my
understanding of religion. Many theologians
are trapped in literalism because they put
institutional loyalty ahead of a search for
truth. They seem mesmerised by the images,
insistent that they must be facts.

Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Sam
Harris and the celebrity atheists are just as
literal-minded as the church traditions they try
to repudiate. They have set themselves the
task of knocking over a literalistic interpretation
of religion, and as such, have set themselves
an easy task. It is easy to laugh at what
tradition has done to itself, but far more
difficult to see beyond the errors and abuses
to the content of faith. This is why the new
atheists represent a mere phase in the history
of religious thought. It is the phase when
we realise how stupid tradition has been,
how benighted its superstitions, but we still
have to engage in the work of midrash, the
redemption of buried truth. I suppose this is
how the Protestants felt in the 16th century,
when they waged their cultural war with
the Catholic church. What we are facing is a
reformation far more sweeping than the one
the West endured five hundred years ago.
My book has evolved over the course of
nearly 50 years. What started as a teenage
hunch, has been confirmed by a great
amount of reading in scripture scholarship,
historical studies and philosophy of religion.
If this library of works is correct, believers and
non-believers alike have been trapped by the
spell of literalism. Believers suspend critical
judgement to embrace metaphors as facts,
and unbelievers reject metaphors because
they see them as lies. The conundrum of
religion and the crisis of faith is a literary
problem, and as a professor of literature I saw
this challenge as too good to resist. Belief has
become shaky, but there is still an opportunity

Believers suspend critical
judgement to embrace
metaphors as facts, and
unbelievers reject metaphors
because they see them as lies.
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What would faith look like
without the props of belief?
My book asks: what would religion look like
if all this were taken into account? What
would faith look like without the props of
belief? Indeed, can there still be faith once
the props are pulled out? Why have faith
and belief become conflated, so that the two
are indistinguishable? Religion can only look
forward to a future in educated countries if it
realises that faith does not mean credulous
belief in impossible events. Finally, religious
absolutism is routed once we realise we are
no longer dealing with hard facts, but with
literary metaphors. This means religion has to
operate in a more modest and less boastful
manner. In a world where religion engenders
conflict, this can only be a good thing.

David Tacey is Emeritus Professor of
Literature at La Trobe University, Melbourne,
and Research Professor at the Australian
Centre for Christianity and Culture, Canberra.
He is an interdisciplinary scholar and public
intellectual who has written extensively on
spirituality, religion, youth experience and
mental health. He is the author of fourteen
books, including Edge of the Sacred (2006),
ReEnchantment: the New Australian
Spirituality (2000) and The Spirituality
Revolution (2003). His most recent book is
Beyond Literal Belief: Religion as Metaphor
(2015).
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Child Mind: Teaching the Way of Haiku
Gary Gach
Get rid of words and get rid of meaning:
poetry remains.
Yang Wan-li, Sung dynasty
Haiku is the most universal poetic genre
of our century. It's also a sublime fusion of
culture and religion. As such, it can serve
as a tool for teaching Religious and Values
Education (RaVE), interweaving the Five
Strands approach encouraged by the Dialogue
Australasia Network into one, simple, golden
thread.
I've introduced haiku for a couple of decades
now, and children clearly get it best. The initial
course I offer whether to adults or children
is virtually the same – except for one thing.
In addressing children, early on I ask them
to recall when they were around 6, 7, or 8.
(If they're 10, or 12, or 14, this isn't such

back and play Guide Along the Side, rather

a stretch; when you're over 20 or 30, it's

than Sage on the Stage.

a reach.) I ask them to remember how life
‘flashed’ at them: when it seemed moments
were one with nature and the universe,
unexpectedly and wordlessly glimpsing
something bigger, or beyond.

I'd come to this pedagogical re-evaluation
after I'd been teaching haiku from time to

Haiku invites us to participate
in the unfolding of the universe
as a living text.

time at a Zen temple. Before dinner one night,
one of the senior monks declared, Haiku
cannot be taught. Why not?, I asked. Haiku, he

minimal it's up to the reader to co-create.
Both singular and plural, the word haiku can

At this juncture, the children invariably wonder

explained, can barely even be written. Putting

what I'll say next. So, I continue, haiku is a

into words what's a fleeting taste of the

way of keeping that sense alive – that 'child

ineffable already takes it a razor-thin slice away

mind' – but in an adult, responsible way.

from the source. When read by others, it is yet

Childlike, not childish (Matthew 18:2-4). By

another razor-thin slice further away. Teaching

this point, most of them are taking the bait. I

is another step back.

unfolding of the universe as a living text .

Each haiku is just such a very personal,

From there, my lesson plan consists of 1)

then reel them in, get them on board, and –
best part of all – leave it up to each to make
of haiku what they will. Since haiku (like all
poetry and spiritual work) has a subjective
as well as objective aspect, this demands a
different approach than 'I chalk and talk – you
memorize and repeat.' After introducing the
topic and the lesson plan, teachers can step

intimate encounter with the core of life. Over
time, I've come realize haiku is an opportunity
to mentor native intuition, innate spiritual
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verb. Reading haiku is haiku, as is writing – as
is seeing and experiencing haiku occurring in
life itself. Haiku invites us to participate in the

exploring some examples, and noting a)
lifelikeness, b) nowness, c) hereness, d)
formal shapeliness, and e) particular modes of

capacity, and the spontaneity of creativity.

feeling and perception. Each of these rubrics

Discovering that, yes, they can write haiku, it is

have spiritual dimensions.

especially empowering for children to be able

Lifelikeness is another way of saying

to realize these valuables for themselves, on
their own.

Haiku cannot be taught.
Haiku…can barely even be
written.

be a verb as well as a noun; just as God is a

I begin class with a definition. Haiku is like a
light, breezy sketch, in words. It presents two
images, often of uneven length (and often
with a seasonal reference) – so brief and

naturalness; close to nature.
sudden rain –
rows of horses,
twitching rumps.
Shiki

Nowness refers to haiku being
a spot of time reﬂecting the
eternal present.

From the form, we can proceed to consider
the last rubric, modes of moods, Japanese
aesthetics. In the austere brevity of haiku we
can see the ascetic, monastic quality of wabi.
Its minimalist simplicity evokes sabi.

Nowness refers to haiku being a spot of time
reflecting the eternal present. A unique feature
of haiku is the frequent reference to the four
seasons.

winter stillness …
the least leaf on the bush
curling into itself
Jeanne Emrich

the spring day not long enough
for the lark to sing its full

Two more primary classical Japanese moods,
Basho

The art of seasonal reference (kigo) is, like
haiku, often indirect. A haiku about fireflies
or geese would be understood to be about
autumn; butterflies would be a clue for spring.
Dragonflies or frogs for summer. Given the
space-time continuum, life happens in a
particular time with a specific location: as
accurate as a GPS, haiku have a sense of
hereness.

or modes of awareness: mono no aware
and yugen. Aware is the touchingness, the

A bitter morning:
sparrows sitting on a fence

… all that remains of the warrior's dreams.

without any necks.

Basho) Yugen is elegant, elusive, enigmatic.
and died away. Basho) There are many more

panicking children flee

(furyu, hisome, sono mama, etc), but three or

out of the tiger cage

four are enough.

raked into rows …

slowly and silently, with notepads and pencil,

So long as you evocatively join two vivid
images, separated clearly by pause, in a
brief package of 17 syllables or less, that can
cover the form, for beginners. But it's worth
pausing here to consider one tremendous
spiritual implication of haiku form. Consonant
with the Fifth Strand, haiku are intimate with
silence. As such, they illustrate the wisdom in
Buddhism, which equates form (phenomena,
events, shape) with blank infinite possibility
(sunyata). So while they're remarkably vivid,
they marvelously point to the immeasurably
abundant, vital source of creation, beyond all
conceptualization, the Ground of All Being and
Nonbeing.
old pond …
frog leaps into the
sound of water
Basho

J. W. Hackett

(The winter storm hid in the bamboo grove,

equal amount of time going outside, strolling

Taking these three components together, we
see the Tao: that which is naturally happening
at this time in this place. I've saved formal
considerations for later, since so many people
have a misconception that anything parsed
in three lines of five, seven, and five syllables
is automatically a haiku (the affliction of a
society obsessed with quantity and packaging,
rather than quality and essence).

Here are five specimens.

impermanence of things. (Summer grasses

the scent of new-mown hay

Rodney Williams

Studying haiku examples, our reading is not
mere rote, but a creative interpretive process
(ie., exegesis and hermeneutics). Each haiku
comes alive for each reader engaging with it.
As we explore what's said, and what's unsaid,
we're practicing the deep listening necessary
as part of our spiritual career. Indeed, many
haiku can be a wonderful basis for lectio
divina, for those who wish.

Ah!ness of things, a pathos prompted by the

After such introduction, 2) we spend an

horse-tail clouds

editing can be part of haiku. We might vote on
our favorite haiku of the day. Given an hour
for each phase, all this takes three hours.

attuned to encounters with haiku in the wild.
Experiencing haiku moments for ourselves. In
Japanese, such a walkabout is called ginko.
This harmonizes with the Pali word ehipassiko,
encouraging each person to investigate and

a wasp
David Cobb
drip
by
drip
the moon lengthens
in the icicle
David Cobb

witness Buddha's teachings through direct
experience. (Taste and see. Psalm 34:8)

my head in the clouds in the lake
Ruby Spriggs

After returning to the classroom, 3) we share
our haiku. Using the blackboard, I show how

a flash of lightning
the jagged screech of geese
flying through the night
Yosa Buson
The longer we linger, reading haiku yields
further depths and grace. Consider the fifth
example, lightning and geese. So what!? Well,
both limn a similar shape. Not straight like
a city street. More like a flag flapping in the
wind, or the contour of a shoreline, or a cloud:
jagged, fractal, wild. Lightning zigzagging like
how a pane of glass shatters into slivers. The
voices of birds not in perfect pitch or rhythm,
but rather sounding as random notes, some
nearer some farther off. Irregular.
Now look deeper.
Not a story… but distinct images, side by side,
draw a resonance between them. Lightning,
spanning up and down, from way on high
to us down here. Geese, migrating from far
behind to way ahead, father than our eye
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can see. Both measuring vast sky, its wideopenness, sheer possibility.

instant pregnant with the precious, nourishing

And the length of these two images aren’t
a neatly symmetrical matched pair, as in
Biblical apposition. One line’s short, Shazam!,
lightning. One’s longer, a chorus of geese
voices, spilling over (enjambment) into the
next line.

Haiku shows us how reading is itself creative.

Both seemingly separate images side by side
link together, to point to something bigger
and subtler than either of them could say on
their own. It's so real it's occurring beyond the
frame of the poem.

picture develop beyond the words. Where

Look deeper.

waters of the heavens.
Haiku is an invitation to a process, not a fixed,
finished product. Work-in-progress, haiku
needs us to bring them fully to life, enlisting
our participation as co-creators.
Looking still deeper, we can see a whole
are we? Looking out a window? Indoors?
Outside? Maybe both. (Japanese architecture
favors bringing the outside indoors.) I don't
think we’re in a city apartment here, noticing
the tapping sound of radiators and suddenly
knowing it’s about to rain. Feeling it in our

Sense your senses. Lightning is visual, yet
implies sound. Seeing lightning, and knowing
thunder will follow. Meanwhile, there are
already sounds, also dropping down from
the heavens. Perhaps this too involves sight,
hearing then looking up and seeing a gaggle
of geese. Or maybe unseen, vividly imagined
in mind’s eye.

bones. Maybe we're on an open front porch,

How many other senses can you feel?

came in. (Haiku are recursive, circling back on

or in the front yard; maybe the middle of
a meadow, or field. We’re part of that big
sky (the heavens). That immensity about
to drench everything in sight, and beyond.
An enormous stillness – a hushed pause –
before a rainstorm's symphony.
Pausing there, we can return to where we

If you were here, might you be thrusting your
hands deeper into your pockets, for warmth?
Sense that nice feeling of cozy warmth? (You
score extra points if you feel the pockets have
a soft, fuzzy lining.)

themselves, over and over.)

Beyond the five senses, is there perhaps
a sharp tang to the air, like sailing into a
cove of fresh ozone? You don’t need a
barometer to sense this atmosphere. I note
‘atmosphere’ has an affinity for the Sanskrit
word for deepest soul, atman, which is, in
turn, inseparable from Godhead. This may not
be too peripheral here, as primal spirituality
appreciates the correspondences between
inner and outer weather; breath-wind-spirit,
say.

of something else. More than just a random

In this tang, there’s an instinctual, primal,
atavistic sense, as of tracking an animal deep
in the wilderness, or a shaman leading a tribal
ceremony, or a communion with profoundly
intuitive Child Mind. We've noted geese imply
autumn. You don’t need a weatherman to
see this haiku’s about to rain. It’s implied from
the very get-go. Lightning. But, with an almost
theological precision, this haikus not about
rain, per se – but that about-to-rain feeling.
Like the almost imperceptible shift from
summer to autumn, or from one moment to
another. Like the pause between in-breath
and out-breath. An immeasurable fractional
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Grounded in a wisdom tradition
and an ethical path, meditation
then becomes authentically
viable.

There is almost a story here (an inkling of
'flash fiction'): stopping what we were doing,
putting a bookmark in our personal story
and peering out, looking up, in anticipation
perception, this moment is priceless. Deeply
felt, we feel it too: in our soul. As if we’re
there too.
Its introspection draws us inward to the
highly personal as it looks outward to the
universal commonplace, imparting a sense
of something vaster than ourselves, of which
we're intrinsically a part.
Seeing how a dozen words can prompt
such a unique deep reading, we can also
appreciate how haiku can open doors of world
religion. Originating in Japan, haiku distill
universal insights of Buddhism (chiefly the
Zen and Pure Land sects). When Japanese
took to Buddhism, they found myriad ways
of expressing it – rock gardens, shakuhachi
flute, ikebanna flower arrangement, chado tea
ceremony, haiku, etc. As the second largest
religion in Australia, Buddhism's worth a bit of
class time. Trying to understand it in Christian
terms is natural, but better to bracket out our
native framework and delve in on its own
terms. Here's a quick sketch of some of the
philosophy.

Buddha (awakening) sits on a three-legged
stool, supported by 1) wisdom, 2) ethics, and
3) meditation. (A more detailed map of these
three is known as the Eightfold Path.) All three
are interconnected, because all things are
impermanent and intrinsically interconnected.
This applies to us too, as not separate from
all beings. (These are key themes in haiku,
as well). Attention given to such a view of
reality engenders compassion, for ourselves
and others; even if we cannot perfectly
map ‘salvation’ onto a Buddhist equivalent
(Enlightenment?), we can joyfully share
Buddhism's emphasis on wise compassion.
On a branch
floating downriver
a cricket, singing.
Kobayashi Issa
Such a philosophy isn't handed down from
on high, but tested through our own ethical
behavior. Yet the Buddhist moral code is quite
similar to the Decalogue; the Golden Rule. It
manifests in haiku, as well, as reverence for
life, generosity of spirit, true love – through
first-hand knowledge, direct experience.
This is why newspapers running 'headline
haiku' competitions misunderstand haiku,
as mainstream newspaper headlines tend
towards the violent or salacious (blood, fear,
greed, sex, etc) – and are second-hand
sources of information. Actually, haiku are an
antidote. (Drinking a cup of tea, I stop the
war. Paul Reps)
Grounded in a wisdom tradition and an ethical
path, meditation then becomes authentically
viable. Buddhism extends and expands the
silent meditation of a church service, 'a quiet
moment,' into a longer, deeper stretch of
silence and stillness. ('Be still and know.'
Psalm 46:10) A contemplative awareness is
necessary for haiku, too – whether as readers
or writers. (Not an art for divas hooked on the
limelight, proclaiming 'I, me, mine' – the haiku
point of view points to A Bigger Container
(ABC). There is an author to the geese /
lightning haiku, but she/he isn't wearing his
heart on his/her sleeve; not even saying I.
Yet we feel the author's heart, and our own,
deeply, as one.)

Just as architecture shows off sunlight, haiku
depend upon silence. They are an art of
silence. Through them we hear the silence
before and after, from which haiku emerges
and back into which haiku dissolves. Moreover,
each haiku (being composed of two images)
contains space in the middle, a caesura or
pause. Consider this haiku by Moritake: Is that
a flower returned to the branch? – No, it's a
butterfly. The question prompts a moment
of reflection. After the pause (the dash),
then the answer – we next circle back to the
beginning again, now in silent wonder. Each
haiku is a balance and coordination of silence
and speech, the ultimate dimension and the
historical dimension, blank essence and vivid
phenomena. (In nondual awareness, true
speech and true silence are not two separate
items.)
A heavy snowfall disappears into the
sea. What silence!
- Zen saying
As poetry, we sound them out, aloud. A
poem is like a piece of sheet music, waiting
to be played. Teaching haiku in class thus
also encourages students to speak from their
heart. And they're welcome to learn more and
find their voice at haiku societies and affinity
groups which demonstrate the spiritual value
of beloved community. (In Buddhism this is
known as sangha.)
But I'm not sure if haiku are properly poems.
Unlike most poetry, there's no title; no
meter (except a Japanese quantitative one,
which doesn't really map onto English);
no metaphor. If poetry puts a magnifying
glass to language, haiku puts poetics into a
cyclotron. Please consider these portals of the
immeasurable an art unto themselves.

Gary Gach was a Keynote Speaker at the
2011 DAN Conference in Sydney, and has
been a guest lecturer at numerous venues
around the world. He's hosted a weekly
mindfulness sangha, in the tradition of Thich
Nhat Hanh, for six years and recently taught
in the global online doctoral program at Sofia
University. Visit him online: http://word.to

Gach, Gary. Introduction to Buddhism. http://goo.gl/200985.
100-minute talk to high school students at Centre for
Ethics, Newington College, co-sponsored by Dialogue
Australasia Network.
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12 Inklings of Zen in Haiku
1. being present ['now thyself']

7. nonseparation / interbeing [pratityasamutpada]

2. non-metaphoric, direct seeing ['show, don't
tell']

8. intuition, creativity, imagination

3. mindfulness [intelligent alertness]

9. spontaneity, nonintentionality / [selflessness;
anatman]

4. form = emptiness / emptiness = form

10. community / sangha [haiku society]

5. suchness [tathata, mono aware – as is, just so]

11. child mind, beginner's mind [mushin]

6. change, metamorphosis [annica; impermanence]

12.

the stillness -the chirr-chirr of crickets
sinking into the stones
Basho
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‘Yes, but what is your Pedagogy?’ – What can Artists
Teach us about Pedagogy in Religious Education?
Peter Mudge
Some thoughts overheard at the DAN
Conference 2015

tense such as: naming, analysing, reflecting,

that I continue to reflect on to this day (refer

responding.2

to Figure 1 below).

This article addresses the two-part question:
‘What is your teaching pedagogy and how
can a range of artists challenge you both
to critique and improve that pedagogy?’
However, before embarking on that topic, let
us begin with some snatches of presentation
and conversation overheard during the recent
DAN Conference held in Brisbane, 10-12 April
2015. It is hoped that the reader will be able
to connect these sayings with the emerging
themes of this article – in particular their links
with pedagogy and artistic practice.

The second question is related to the first:

The front façade images included – Abraham

Can the arts and artists teach us some

attempting to sacrifice Isaac (Gen 22:1-19),

approaches (expressed as verbs) that could

Cain kills Abel (Gen 4:1-16), David slays

enhance our current pedagogy? Here, the

Goliath (1 Sam 17:1-51), Judith cuts off the

‘arts’ is understood as referring to one or

head of Holofernes (Judith 13:1-10; refer

more of painting, sculpture, installation, dance,

to Figure 2 next page), and Lot and his two

literature, philosophy, architecture, drama,

daughters leave Sodom as his wife is turned

music, mystical writing, scientific exploration,

to salt (Gen 19:1-29).

and many more. We will return to these

Pedagogy as threshold-crossing and

A disturbing story from Milan

What is the purpose of these images, and why

Aunty Joan Hendriks – ‘If you’re not living on
the edge, you’re taking up too much room’
(quote found on a church seat).

But first, a disturbing story that will open up

were they placed (I believe purposely and

David Tacey – ‘Tragedy, like religion, must
break the ego, destroying the illusory whole of
the unified self’ (citing Iris Murdoch); and ‘The
artists get there first’ (citing Freud).

questions later in the article.

related vistas in art as pedagogical practice.
The art in question is the architecture of the
famous Duomo Cathedral in Milan, Italy (built
between 1386 & 1965). I was fortunate to
visit this magnificent building in 2013 at which

disorientation

systematically) at the front of the Duomo?
One could describe them as images of
violence and confrontation, disturbance or
disorientation, seduction, intrigue, murder or
images of ‘reversal’ where the anawim (poor

time I took photos of the images that you see

or losers) win in the end.3

in this article. Upon my arrival at the Duomo

Rosemary Crumlin – ‘What I learned from art
school was the freedom to pursue questions.’

Or are these images meant to be pointers

I was tempted like others to enter through its

within a type of ‘divine pedagogy,’ or the

huge entrance doors, when I happened to

ways in which God leads or stretches people

Nicky Hansell – ‘There is a need to fracture
stories.’

pause and look at the front architecture. I was

religiously and spiritually? The architecture of

struck in particular by the panels circled in the

the Duomo tends to indicate that God leads

image below which formed a thematic pattern

the visitor on a personal and transformative

Stefano Carboni – Moving to New York
exposed him to US artist Mark Rothko's
abstract compositions, ... ‘I always find myself
spending more time in front of one of his
paintings than any other 20th-century works.’ 1
These quotes contain many themes including
marginality, destruction, the wisdom of art,
questioning, and contemplation of art, to
name a few: and they are all relevant to ways
in which artists can shape and challenge
teacher pedagogy.
Questions that need answering
The first question that this paper seeks to
answer is: Why is it important to have a
‘pedagogical cycle’ for a class? A pedagogical
cycle is a teaching framework employed by
the teacher and typically contains four or
five verbs rendered in present continuous
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Figure 1 – Closeup of Duomo Cathedral, Milan with front panels circled

Art is everything and nothing…
Art is everything you
understand it to be…

Figure 2 – Closeup of one of the front Duomo panels: Judith 13:1-10 – Judith cuts off
the head of Holofernes and gives it to her maid who puts in a food bag. They then go
out to say their prayers of thanks!!

Pedagogy is concerned
primarily with transformation
and some experience of
contemplation leading to
‘disorientation’, as well as the
cultivation of wisdom…

to effective teaching. If a teacher does not
have such a cycle they are literally operating
‘blind’ in the classroom – they are without
a systematic framework for teaching and
learning. In answer to the article’s second
question, this section suggests eight key verbs
or pedagogical movements that, in my view,
artistic practice views as important, and thus
could critique and challenge the approaches
of teachers in their own pedagogical cycles.

pedagogical journey, in the same manner
as one is led across its threshold doors
into the interior of the cathedral.4 The idea
that pedagogy is concerned primarily with
transformation and some experience of

The verbs in question are summed up in
Figure 3 below. In light of the first section
of this article and its emphases, as well as
its necessary space constraints, I will simply

outline in brief the verbs of a. naming
experience and encountering; b. suspending
judgement and words; c. sabbathing and
‘clearing a space’; f. opening to one’s full
potential or emancipating; and g. engaging in
praxis. However, I will develop in more detail
the accompanying verbs of d. contemplating
and waiting upon; e. deconstructing or
destroying, being disoriented then creating;
and finally h. cultivating wisdom. I will also
counterpoint the description of each verb with
supporting statements from various artists.
a. Naming experience and encountering
This verb emphasises the importance of
naming the experience of students or
participants, of their society, and the stories
that flow from both. As young Swiss artist
Miriam Kuoni observes: ‘Art is everything
and nothing, it’s individual, it’s free of rules,
because art is imagination and excitement. Art
is everything you understand it to be, and it’s
full of emotions and stories.’7
b. Suspending judgement and words
This movement captures the need for
‘releasement’ from one’s quick judgement
or opinion. It calls for suspension of ideas,

contemplation leading to ‘disorientation’, as
well as the cultivation of wisdom, is essential
to such a pedagogy.
This is well supported in the emerging
literature of ‘threshold concepts’ and in the
spiritual taxonomy of Walter Brueggemann,
who argues for a repeated cyclic transition
during the human journey from secure
orientation through disturbing disorientation
and through to surprising reorientation.5 I
would argue in concert with this literature
that liminal processes such as the crossing
of thresholds, contemplation, disorientation
and wisdom-cultivation are essential to any
teaching pedagogy, and that artists point us
in the same direction, and come to similar
conclusions.6
What can artists teach us about
pedagogy?
In answer to the first question that opened
this article, a pedagogical cycle is crucial

Figure 3 – Selected movements in an arts-based pedagogical cycle suggested by the
habits of artists
Dialogue Australasia 17

criticisms and conclusions. It is more given
to a rich silence than the noise of rushing
words (and is thus linked with ‘sabbathing’
and contemplating below). ‘Suspension of
judgement, disbelief or willing suspension
of disbelief’ was a term coined in 1817 by
the poet and aesthetic philosopher Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, who suggested that if a
writer could infuse a ‘human interest and a
semblance of truth’ into a fantastic tale, the
reader would suspend judgement concerning
the implausibility of the narrative, and thus be
open to new ideas.8 American artist Georgia
O’Keeffe reflects this thinking: ‘I found I could
say things with color [sic] and shapes that I
couldn’t say any other way – things I had no
words for.’9
c. Sabbathing and ‘clearing a space’
‘Sabbathing’ is a neologism but a necessary
one. Artists often refer to the need to put time
aside as if it is precious or sacred, as a space
for reflection, contemplation or re-creation.
Sabbathing can be viewed as the need to
stop and clear a space for contemplation
and silence. It is ‘setting aside a sanctuary of
time.’10 The philosopher Martin Heidegger
often reflected on the prerogative to ‘clear
a space,’ meaning to engage in committed
action where one can see more clearly, have
a peaceful heart, and reside in a place of
stillness.11 Mark Rothko comments in the
same vein: ‘But I do know that many who are
driven to this life [as an artist] are desparately
[sic] searching for those pockets of silence
where they can root and grow. We must all
hope that they find them.’12
d. Contemplating and waiting upon
This stance of contemplating and waiting
upon has already been insinuated in some
of the foregoing sections. Artists, whether in
their art praxis or in the process of ‘waiting
upon the Muse’ often talk about necessary
phases of contemplation, waiting, ruminating
or hovering. This is akin to a type of paralysis
experienced in the ‘liminal zone’ where one
is suspended ‘betwixt and between,’ waiting
for a new idea or creation to emerge. Janet
Hawley describes this movement in the
experience of artist Rosalie Gascoigne: ‘Little
did she realise that this enforced period of

Sabbathing…is ‘setting aside a
sanctuary of time.’
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contemplation in the mountain wilderness
was preparing the untrained, intuitive artist
within her for a late start at age 57, followed
by a rocket-like rise as a masterful sculptor
and assemblage artist.’13
On the long and exhausting process of
contemplating his own art works, Rothko
concluded:
I’m interested in expressing basic
human emotions – tragedy, ecstasy,
doom and so on – and the fact that
lots of people break down and cry
when confronted with my pictures
shows that I communicate those basic
human emotions…The people who
weep before my pictures are having the
same religious experience I had when I
painted them.14
e. Deconstructing or destroying, being
disoriented then creating
‘Every act of creation,’ Picasso once famously
said, ‘is an act of destruction.’15 Elsewhere,
Picasso quips that ‘Art is dangerous.’16 Create
a new artwork, destroy a blank canvas and
previous ideas of art. Create music, destroy
silence. Create a new pedagogy, destroy
aspects of former pedagogies. And so on.
This pedagogical movement hearkens back
to the above cited cycle of Brueggemann
where he observed, on the basis of Psalmic
spirituality, the continuous cycle between
security, disturbance and reorientation.
‘Making something new [and at the same
time destroying, reframing], Derrida says, that
is how deconstruction happens.’17
Cantz observed the following about
contemporary artists that he interviewed and
watched at their work: The artist can ‘keep
working on [their work] and altering it until he
or she is satisfied; destroy the work and begin
a new one…’; and ‘Many artists don’t become
clear about their ideas and feeling until they
have failed again and again’; and, finally:

Praxis is ‘reﬂection and action
upon the world in order to
transform it.’ Paulo Freire
the capacity to reach one’s full potential, to
be ‘emancipated’ in the fullness of one’s
personhood, and to have the freedom in
particular to both admire and critique various
aspects of art, society, culture and so on. This
equates to the freedom with responsibility to
both identify and be responsible for what is
life-giving and death-dealing in a topic, issue
or tradition.
Australian artist Sidney Nolan refers to such
emancipation, the realisation of human
fullness, as ‘releasing the energy within us.’
Yet he views it as a mysterious force. ‘Art,’ he
asserts, really comes ‘from the levels that we
don’t know much about. And that’s why we
have art. I think that [artists] have released
quite profound levels in themselves, they are
levels that they couldn’t do anything about…
[the energy] will seep through any crack and it
has seeped through here.’20
g. Engaging in praxis
Praxis as an idea emerged most significantly
from the work of Brazilian educator Paulo
Freire, who described it as ‘reflection and
action upon the world in order to transform
it.’21 The arena of praxis is where art, activism,
performance and politics meet, mingle and
interact. Praxis forces both educators and
artists alike to ask questions such as – what
do we do?; how do we respond?; what does
art and religious education actually relate
to and change in the real world?; what is it
trying to transform? Arthur Boyd said it best at
one time: ‘You must do something which is
connected to the community.’22
h. Cultivating wisdom

f. Opening to one’s full potential or
emancipating

To live a life based on wisdom is not just to
cultivate special insights, but to engage in
practical wisdom, something that is useful to
society and to civilisation. To cultivate wisdom
is to flourish as a person and society – it is
sometimes associated with the ethical life,
the good life, with teaching others practical
wisdom, and with developing certain virtues
such as forgiveness, mercy, compassion,
humility and service.

Paulo Freire and those engaged in critical
pedagogies19 have long maintained that one
of the deepest meanings of ‘education’ is

For Margaret Olley, wisdom is connected with
childlikeness and with maintaining a sense of
childlike wonder:

Whenever something new emerges,
change and destruction are always
involved. In other words, creation and
destruction are only two sides of the
same coin, and belong to every phase
of the artistic process.18

Besides, you must always retain the
child within yourself. I’m always curious,
waiting to be surprised. If there are no
surprises left, you might as well die
now…Keep your sense of curiosity and
wonder. The next masterpiece may be
waiting just around the corner.23

Dr Peter Mudge is Lecturer – Religious
Education & Spirituality, The Broken Bay
Institute, Pennant Hills, NSW; and Conjoint
Lecturer, School of Humanities & Social
Science, The University of Newcastle,
Newcastle, Australia.

For other artists, wisdom is an ineffable force

All images included in this article were either
taken or constructed by Peter Mudge.

that comes through inspiration or through

Endnotes

that creative power known as ‘the Muse.’
Brett Whiteley called it ‘the GGMs, the God
Given Moments…arriving like a bolt through
your body, to drive the work for you.’ Lloyd
Rees admitted: ‘I’ve done a few paintings
which I’ve felt have come from something
beyond myself, and I bow my head in thanks.’
John Wolseley talks about an almost mystical
experience, when ‘the work of art flows out
like bird song.’24
John Olsen has often witnessed the
mysterious fusion between art, wisdom, poetry
and grace:
I am in the landscape, and the
landscape is in me, that’s the
experience that drives the line. Once I
get a central rhythm going, it propels
itself. I feel a rapport and one thing
suggests another, asks a question, sees
a connection, just like the poetical form.
When it’s going well, it feels as if you’re
in a state of grace, the muse is shining
on you.25
Epilogue – when is the time to transform
your pedagogy?
When I was teaching a range of groups back
in 2005, including primary and secondary
students as well as adults, my pedagogical
cycle comprised four basic movements:
naming, critically reflecting, cultivating the
Christian and interfaith traditions, and
responding. Since I have been studying the
work of artists and their particular pedagogies,
I have opted after 2011 to add two other verb
movements – pausing and contemplating, and
wisdom and praxis. I conclude with a question
to the reader: What about you? What is your
current pedagogical cycle? Have the artists
considered in this paper challenged you to
transform your cycle in any way? If so, how
would you teach students differently? And so
we come full circle, and it is hoped with fuller
understanding, to Freud’s timeless wisdom
with which we commenced this article: ‘The
artists get there first.’

1 Victoria Laurie. Far horizons [interview with Stefano
Carboni], available at: http://islamicarts.blogspot.com.
au/2009/05/stefano-carboni-new-director-of-art.html,
2009 (last accessed 22 April 2015).
2 A concept based on sources such as: David A. Cooper,
Rabbi, God is a verb: Kabbalah and the practice of
mystical Judaism, New York: Riverhead Books, 1998;
and Thomas A. Tweed, ‘Confluences: toward a theory
of religion’ in Crossing and dwelling: a theory of religion.
(pp. 54-79), Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2006. From Cooper’s work and other similar volumes
emerges the valuable idea that God is a verb, not a noun,
and is manifest within pedagogy as a continually moving
process, activity, challenge, flow and unpredictability.
Some artists would perhaps use the word ‘Muse’ to
capture the Christian concept of ‘Spirit’.
3 This invitation to cross the threshold and enter a
dangerous, liminal space does not stop at the entrance.
Once inside the Duomo, the visitor encounters other
disturbing images such as the patron figure, St Mary of
the Nativity (exile, infanticide, etc), a Zodiac sun dial
inserted in the floor; a statue of St Bartholomew Flayed,
and a holy nail from the crucifixion celebrated during the
‘Rite of the Nivola’ (the Passion).

spiritual fulﬁlment through creativity, Boston & London:
Shambhala, 1995; and Guy Claxton, Hare brain, tortoise
mind: how intelligence increases when you think less,
New York: HarperPerennial, 2000.
7 An idea central to Groome’s ‘shared Christian praxis’ in:
Thomas H. Groome, Sharing faith: the way of shared
Christian praxis, a comprehensive approach to religious
education and pastoral ministry, San Francisco, CA:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1991, pp. 2-5; Kuoni quote from:
Hatje Cantz, Art? – What is art? 27 questions, 27
answers, Basel, SL: Beyeler Museum, 2012, p. 45.
8 An observation from: William Safire, ‘On language:
suspension of disbelief’, The New York Times,
available at http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/07/
magazine/07wwln-safire-t.html?_r=0, 2007 (last
accessed 14 March 2015).
9 Georgia O’Keeffe quotes, available at http://www.
goodreads.com/author/quotes/140943.Georgia_O_
Keeffe (last accessed 23 March 2015).
10 Wayne Muller, Sabbath: ﬁnding rest, renewal, and
delight in our busy lives, New York: Bantam Books,
1999, p. 10.
11 Daniel O. Dahlstrom, The Heidegger dictionary, London/
New York: Bloomsbury, 2013, p. 45.
12 Miguel López-Remiro (Ed & Intro), Mark Rothko: writings
on art. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006, p.
157.
13 Janet Hawley, Artists in conversation, Richmond,
Victoria: Slattery Media Group, 2012, pp. 178-179.
14 López-Remiro, 2006, pp. 119-120.
15 Cited in Rollo May, The courage to create, New York: W.
W. Norton, 1975, p. 60.

4 The reader should remember that from earliest times
the Duomo’s art was designed for a largely illiterate
world where a biblical pedagogy was rendered through
symbol and art. Various authors point out that the stone
panels on the front and elsewhere belong to an overall
and deliberate narrative, iconographic cycle. See: Giorgio
Carradori (text) & Alex Perathoner (photos), The Duomo:
Cathedral of Milan, Milan: Nous & VFDD de Milano,
2011, pp. 15, 100.

16 Simon Schama, ‘Rothko: The music of beyond in the
city of glitter’ in The power of art, London: BBC Books,
2006, opposite title page.

5 For these two areas of scholarship refer for examples
to: Jan H. F. Meyer & Ray Land, Overcoming barriers
to student understanding: threshold concepts and
troublesome knowledge, London & New York: Routledge,
2013; and Walter Brueggemann, ‘Letting experience
touch the Psalter’ in Praying the psalms: engaging
scripture and the life of the Spirit. (pp. 1-15), Eugene,
OR: Cascade Books, 2007.

18 Cantz, 2012, p. 26.

6 Such claims would in turn be supported by Allen who
argues that art is a way of knowing that involves skill,
planning, imagination, unpredictability, paradox and
memory; and also by Claxton who distinguishes between
hare and tortoise knowing, also known as fast and slow
knowing, or calculative and meditative thinking. Slow
knowing is characterised by contemplating, pausing
and ruminating – processes that are well understood
and utilised by practising artists. Refer to: Pat B. Allen,
Art is a way of knowing: a guide to self-knowledge and

17 Patti Lather, ‘Applied Derrida: (Mis)reading the work
of mourning in educational research’ in Derrida,
deconstruction and education: ethics of pedagogy and
research (pp. 3-16), Maldon, MA: Blackwell, 2004, p. 7.
An excellent source for those wishing to explore these
interconnected topics.

19 Refer to: Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the oppressed,
New York: Penguin, 1990; and bell hooks, Teaching to
transgress: education as the practice of freedom, New
York: Routledge, 1994, pp. 45-75, where she discusses
the legacy of Freire and the idea of liberatory practice.
20 Nancy Underhill (Ed), Nolan on Nolan: Sidney Nolan in his
own words, Camberwell, Victoria: Viking/ Penguin, 2007,
pp. 257-258.
21 Freire, 1990, p. 36.
22 Grazia Gunn, Arthur Boyd, seven persistent images,
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K(no)w Spirit, K(no)w God:

RE & the Art of the Spiritual Journey to God-Realisation
Dr Nicholas Coleman
Religion connects the world
to God by turning the mind
towards spiritual reality.

principle of spiritual unity constitutes each
thing and connects everything. As spirit comes
from and returns to God, if we don’t know
spirit and think there is no spirit, then we
won’t know God and will think there is no God
– thus the visual pun that is this paper’s title.

In the 1950s I learnt from the Catholic
Catechism that ‘God made me to know him,
to love him, to serve him here on Earth and
to be happy forever with him in Heaven.’
While I’m not particularly conscious of Catholic
inheritance in my devotional life, that early
foundation and motivation continue to
support my understanding of the reason and
meaning of life: foremost, God made us to
know him. We find a similar idea in an Islamic
hadith, where God affirms: ‘I was a hidden
treasure who loved to be known; hence I
created Creation that I might be known.’ Thus,
the goal of the spiritual journey (as I see it), is
God-realisation.

Students usually need teaching to raise
their awareness of the spiritual unity in their
physical experience of diversity; yet once they
realise it, they can meaningfully wonder about
God as the Ultimate Source of the oneness in
everything, themselves included.

Not everyone regards life as a journey, and
not all travellers on journeys are seeking the
divine. But I do tend to shape my Religious
Education classes for those whose journey is
to know, love and serve God – ‘to act justly,
to love mercy and to walk in the way of the
Lord’ (Micah 6: 8). The English word ‘religion’
derives from the Latin religare, meaning
‘to tie back to’ the undivided Source of the
cosmos.1 The 4th Century Church Father
Lactantius, said we are ‘tied to God and
bound to him [religare] by the bond of piety.’
His contemporary, St. Augustine, added the
elaboration that religion is the recovery of the
link with God that sin has sundered.2
As piety means thinking about spirit and God,
so religion connects the world to God by
turning the mind towards spiritual reality. For
Aristotle, spirit is the principle of connection or
oneness that comes from the ultimate divine
unity; matter is the ground of separation or
diversity that underwrites the manifold human
world. The 17th Century Cambridge Platonist
Henry More said: ‘In Metaphysicks, “no Spirit,
no God”.’3 From that viewpoint, the creative
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The reality of spirit can be difficult to
recognise, especially for minds attuned to
physical objects, because physical senses only
detect physical things. To know the invisible
reality of spirit, we must close our physical
eyes and invoke a different manner of seeing:
‘a wakefulness that everyone has but few
people use,’ as Plotinus puts it (On Beauty).
A classic invitation
to an inner
spiritual way of
seeing is Rene
Magritte’s painting:
The Treachery
of Images, showing a pipe with the caption
‘This is not a pipe.’ (Gallery patrons apparently
came to blows with one another in their
arguments about whether or not the picture
was a pipe!) We see the outer look of the
image with our physical eyes, but we see the
inner meaning of the image with our mind’s
eye – if you see what I mean. Certainly the
image looks like a pipe, but the meaning is
that a picture of a pipe is a picture, not a pipe.
Polish-American philosopher and scientist
Alfred Korzybski makes the same point in his
aphorism from General Semantics: ‘The map
is not the territory it represents.’ (1931)4 Maps
are 2D representations of 3D realities; maps

The map is not the territory it
represents.

are real maps; but
they aren’t what they
map. Thus, a map
of the Alps isn’t the
Alps themselves. In
Korzybski’s view, an
abstraction from (or
reaction to) some
original thing is not
the original thing
itself. Yet many people often confuse maps
with territories, that is, confuse models of
reality with reality itself.

There’s a hair’s breadth of
space between the digits of
Adam and God. Navigating that
space is the act, or art, of faith.
Once we’re alert to the difference between
models of reality and the intrinsic reality that
is modelled, then we can navigate our way
through the treacherous shoals from the
ordinary empirical world to the transcendent
spiritual realm. That journey of faith, from
the finite to the infinite, across terrain that
Cartesian philosophy and Mosaic religion both
reify as an awesome metaphysical abyss,
may be seen as implicitly depicted on the
ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, in the Vatican,
where Michelangelo’s renowned image of
God reaches out to create or awaken Adam.
Under close inspection, the fingers of the
Deity and the human are seen to be not
actually touching one another. There’s a hair’s
breadth of space between the digits of Adam
and God. Navigating that space is the act, or
art, of faith.

The purpose of transcendent
art is to express something
you are not yet, but that you
can become.
The connection
between spiritual
and empirical can
be seen in one
of William Blake’s
most popular
works. The artist
actually intended
his painting The
Ancient of Days
to show his own
dark view of the
European Enlightenment, as a plunge into
spiritual darkness. But at face value, it depicts
the cosmic Creator reaching out and down,
with the divine light of spiritual intelligence, to
shape the physical world in the dark invisible
abyss, beneath.
The spiritual journey isn’t a physical excursion.
We don’t travel to the divine realm on foot
or by car or in a plane. Its movement is that
of turning consciousness away from outer
physical objects, and directing attention in
towards the spiritual reality of the mind. The
Arts are an excellent activity to facilitate such a
reorientation of awareness, since the practice
of art engages both inner spiritual inspiration
and outer physical expression.
Ken Wilber writes:
This is art in its original and highest
meaning, the subjective revelation of
Spirit. When an artist is alive to the
spiritual domains, he or she can depict
and convey those domains in artistic
rendering, which wrestle Spirit into
matter and attempt to speak through
that medium. When great artists do so,
the artwork then reminds us of our own
highest possibilities, our own deepest
nature, our own most profound ground,
which we are invited to discover. The
purpose of transcendent art is to
express something you are not yet, but
that you can become. 5
Gateways, doorways and bridges often
signifying the boundary between physical
and spiritual space. Thus, the Japanese torii
is a Shinto gateway between the profane

and sacred, the
human and divine
worlds, between
Earth and Heaven.
Torii can be seen
in the middle of
lakes. Imagine
two people on the shore both look at a torii
out in the water: one is a tourist, the other
a pilgrim. Nothing changes for the tourist
who rows a boat under the arch; while the
pilgrim remaining on shore is transformed
by a journey of the heart. In the context of
Norse mythology, the Rainbow Bridge Bifrost
connects the human realm of Midgard to the
divine realm of Asgard. In the Biblical story
of Noah’s Ark (Genesis 9), the rainbow is a
divine reminder of the covenant between God
and Creation, Heaven and Earth.

Celtic lore says there is a pot of gold at
Rainbow’s End; but it’s a spiritual treasure
that can’t be reached physically. The visible
ends of the rainbow are inaccessible because
they are shifting phenomena of refraction.
But the rainbow has two other ends that are
equally necessary, but much less obvious.
One other end is the Sun itself, which radiates
the required light, while the other subtle end
is the first-personal perspective that sees the
rainbow. Without a knowing eye-‘I’ to provide
a sight-line to moist air, there is no rainbow.
Religious art often
shows those
successful in the
spiritual quest as
surrounded by a
bright aureole or
rainbow e.g. Jesus,
Padmasambhava,
Lao Tzu. Opening
students’ minds to
realise they are already at Rainbow’s End is an
appropriate and possible goal for RE.

The beauty of the rational
Princess and the ugliness of
the intuitive frog aptly reﬂect
their standings in conventional
esteem.
the inner spiritual domain wherein abide the
deep centre of the soul and its source in God.
Many Hindus contemplate the form of
‘Dancing Shiva,’
where the Lord of
Transformation practices
yoga beneath an
archway of cosmic
fire, which marks the
threshold between the
human and the divine
realms. Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami
observes that for Hindus, ‘Dancing with Siva
is everything we do, everything we think, and
say and feel, from our seeming birth to our
so-called death. It is God and man forever
engaged in sacred movement.’ 6 Shiva’s Dance
is a compelling and powerful metaphor for
the energy at the heart of the process of
spiritual transformation. In the oneness of
contemplation, it is we ourselves who are
dancing Shiva.
The familiar Brothers Grimm story of The
Frog Prince illustrates the journey of growth
through personal transformation to spiritual
maturity. A naive and self-absorbed Princess
loses her precious golden ball in a forest pool,
and it must be rescued for her by an ugly frog.
Only by marrying the repulsive frog does she
recover what she has lost. Year 8 students
readily grasp a psychological and spiritual
interpretation of that popular story.
The Princess represents ordinary empirical
reason. The deep pool is the unconscious
mind. The golden ball is a symbol of
wholeness, the oneness that has been lost.
The frog (a powerful creature, equally at home
on land and in water) represents spiritual
intelligence, which can (and often does) go

The contemplative arts of prayer and
meditation are creative activities, similar to the
highest art of the poet, painter and musician,
which succeed in turning the mind towards
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where reason cannot.
The beauty of the
rational Princess
and the ugliness
of the intuitive
frog aptly reflect
their standings in
conventional esteem. Yet only by marrying
the frog (that is to say, by accepting her
own imaginative nature), does the Princess
realize the wholeness she was born with, but
has forgotten and seeks to recall. Only the
unpopular frog can actually reach the deep
place where true nature is found.
It is a common
trope in spiritual
teachings that our
surface perceptions
are surrounded by
the deep mystery of
who and what and
where and why we exist. We need help to
find an unknown treasure that is lost in fearful
depths. The Dalai Lama describes the mind
as like a pool of water. Through the art of
meditation, we calm the surface of the mind.
As it ceases to distract our attention with onesided perceptions of outer things, our inner
vision clarifies for us to see more deeply into
the intrinsic wholeness of ourselves, and all
other things and lives and minds. It works that
way because ‘like only knows like’: only our
intrinsic nature has the capacity to apprehend
the intrinsic nature in other things.
In my traditional
philosophy of religion,
the mind itself is
recognized as a spiritual
reality. In the practice of
meditation, we just sit, still and silent, watching
the spontaneous behavior of our mind …
without reacting to it. With our awareness
open to the sacred space of stillness and
silence, we have the opportunity to notice the
innate activity of our mind; and retracing that
intrinsic activity to its deep inner source is the
art of the spiritual journey.
Verbal descriptions inevitably
make inner exploration
sound more complicated
and difficult than it is. Yet
Middle School students are
already familiar with the
inner domain of their spiritual
intelligence; they just haven’t thought or talked
much about it, quite probably because they
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haven’t been giving a language for doing so.
But they have the experience, nonetheless;
and RE is an apt context in which to remind
them of what they already know.
What they know, but forget to remember, is
that a daily experience of consciousness often
takes them into a realm of
awareness beyond words and
thoughts. To deeply listen to
music, we must stop talking
and thinking about it. When
making serious decisions, we
need stillness and silence.
Or when quickly scanning
hundreds of Google images to find a few right
pictures, we constantly dip into a depth of
inner silence. To engage with academic study,
or to fully recall our dreams as best we can,
thought and talk don’t help.
The fact is that our awareness regularly
crosses the threshold, from articulate reason
into the silent depths of consciousness, to
an intuitive spiritual space beyond words…
but we can’t think or talk about what
we experience there, without ceasing to
experience it. Words recoil from that deeper
dimension of consciousness because the
constructions of language are finite and
dualistic, while the abyss of spiritual reality is
infinite and undivided. As Blaise Pascal often
reminds us: ‘The heart has reasons of which
reason knows nothing.’
Religions affirm an invisible reality surrounding,
pervading and connecting the separate
objects of the visible world. The innate activity
of the mind (I believe),
evidences that hidden reality,
and drawing the designs of
sacred geometry is one way
for students to approach
consciousness of that spiritual
dimension. In Year 7 at
Wesley College, students
enjoy drawing and colouring
The Flower of Life, which is
an interconnecting pattern
found throughout the world’s religions. By
Year 9, most classes have developed the
mindfulness to appreciate the meditative
concentration needed for constructing
Metatron’s Cube of 13 meticulously aligned
circles interconnected by 78 straight lines.
The art of following a long list of simple
instructions leads to otherwise unreachable
places, spaces and experiences, where we can
discover that imagination has no natural limit.

The constructions of language
are ﬁnite and dualistic, while
the abyss of spiritual reality is
inﬁnite and undivided.
The Arts invite us on
a sacred journey of
stillness and silence; to
a space for exploring
the innate activity of our
mind; and witnessing
the unfolding of an
infinite scope for
creative vision. In that
larger field of spiritual
intelligence, our short,
bright, Mayfly life basks
in the eternal light of the divine. Yet, to reach
such realisation, the empirical self must defer
to the intelligible soul, much as the Princess
needs the Frog to dive deep and recover the
golden ball. In that way the actual practice of
the Arts can lead towards the centre of spirit
in ourselves, which is where we may come to
know God (Insha’Allah).

Nicholas Coleman is Head of Religious
Education at Wesley College, Melbourne.
His books on philosophy and World Religion
include Studies of Religion (2006), The
Worlds of Religion (1999) and Perennial
Philosophy Today (1994). Forthcoming
is a collaborative book that debates the
transcendent unity of religion and the mystical
convergence of All into One, which Coleman
affirms and his co-author (Dr. Jonathon
Weidenbaum, Berkeley College, New York)
denies.
Endnotes
1 Nicholas Coleman, Studies of Religion, Marrickbille,
Science Press, 2006, p.1.
2 For further discussion, including a different view
on religare from the C.1st BCE Roman orator Cicero,
see http://forward.com/articles/10776/roots-ofreligion/#ixzz36jo2gS6U
3 Henry More, Antidote to Atheism, 1662, p. 142.
4 See Korzybski, Manhood of Humanity (1921) and
Science and Sanity (1933)
5 Wilber, in Alex Grey, The Mission of Art, Shambhala,
2001, p.xvf.
6 Quoted in Richard Stromer, http://www.soulmyths.com/
shivanataraja.pdf

Memory, Learning and Story
Nicky Hansell
There is an old tale I used to tell at school.
A king in his palace looks out above the
rooftops and spies a woman taking a bath.
She is beautiful; her hair is black and lustrous
and he desires her like no-one before. Being a
king, this is not a problem. He has her brought
over, finds that she is married, but sleeps with
her all the same. Neither is her pregnancy a
problem – she’s married. The husband will
think that it’s his.
The husband, however, is surprisingly strict
and weeks go by when he doesn’t ‘lay down
at home.’ So the king grows impatient, puts
him in the front line and when he is killed in
battle– the king marries the girl. And that is the
end of the story.
Except... when a hairy old prophet, hunched
and with a massive staff, lumbers up to the
throne. The courtiers draw back as he walks
through their midst. He smells of the road and
the king is immediately in awe. Surely such
dishevelment must mean a man of God? The
visitor complains of skulduggery in his village
– some rich man has stolen his neighbour’s
only lamb. The king is incensed. ‘Show me this
wicked man’ he cries `And I will show him my
wrath.’
‘My Lord!` At this point when I was telling the
tale – I’d drop my voice and wave a crooked
finger in the air. ‘You ask such a thing? You do
not know? The rich man I speak of... is ..... you.’
Then I’d lumber about dramatically, snarling
and cursing the class.
In my mind I was Nathan the prophet –
complete with beard and bad breath. In theirs
too, I had momentarily become him. Their
female teacher had transmogrified into a

one hand it is drummed into us that learning

months and soon it will be every 12 minutes.

prophet – or gone mad. But they remembered

has little to do with facts and things. Long

There is no chance of remembering much.

the story. And not only did they remember

gone are the days of my Latin exam when all I

it, they used it, referred to it, let it enter their

had to do was memorise a prepared passage

So – if it’s not about memory – how else

brain – and bang, a tiny bit of learning was

and regurgitate it. That was not learning we

to learn’ we are told. On the same principle

are told. Learning has little to do with memory.

that you give a village a goat rather than hand

In 1905 human knowledge was estimated to

out food, you give a child the skills to foster

double every 100 years. Today it is every 12

lifelong learning.

‘done.’ And all it had taken was a very old story
and a teacher who is mostly a fool.
There is a tension in schools today. On the

should our students learn? `Teach them how
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What it means for something to
have happened is the preserve
of the symbol and the story.
But then...... along come exams, and the
tension appears. Because those children
who have been taught how to learn are
now being tested to an extent on what they
have learned. If the story of Bathsheba is
reduced to the mnemonic of a lady having
a bath (`Phew I remembered her name!`)
the learning has not been great. But if higher
order thinking skills are being used, the
student will be able to build on the story; she
will analyse, synthesise and ultimately create,
converting what happened into what it meant
to have happened.
What it means for something to have
happened is the preserve of the symbol and
the story. It is the lifeblood of our discipline;
the peculiar amalgamation of memory,
imagination and empathy that fulfils the
`learning from religion` objective as well as
the `learning about...` It used to be thought
that cognitive development (the higher order
skills of Bloom’s taxonomy) only come into
play once the lower skills (remembering,
sequencing etc) have been mastered.
Although research suggests that it is not
necessarily a seamlessly cumulative thing, this
makes sense. My three year old nephew can
‘do’ Is there Room on the Broom? by heart,
and his favourite game is to have us all be the
actors. We start off with gusto – flying around
on imaginary broomsticks and casting spells
on the cat. But then disaster strikes. Sooner
or later one of us forgets our lines, or is so
obviously lumbering and not flying that the
child dissolves into tears. The perfect story that
he saw in his brain is never going to be there.
He’s at a transitional stage – locked in a place
between worlds. In a few months time he will
have mastered the cognitive skills to relax,
ingest and move on. He will know that there
is more Room on the Broom in his head then
there will ever be anywhere else.
But what about the narratives of the Bible,
the Quran – or indeed any other of our

Story – what it is and where
it ends – is closely related to
faith.
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great religious texts? Stories abound, and
communities are divided into where the
boundaries of those stories lie. If Genesis 1
is a merely a story attesting to a God who
creates and sustains, there is nothing at odds
with evolution. The `story` is agile enough
to contain our science – infinitely adaptable
to the needs of the day. The resurrection of
Lazarus is a Johannine paradigm we’re told
– the man lying in the darkness, curtailed
by a deadening life – is not so dissimilar to
any of us. The story is perennially pertinent
to those who want to be raised. But what of
the great central truths of the Bible? The facts
on which faith is based? Whilst progressive
Christians may doubt the Virgin Birth; the
resurrection itself – whilst standing ‘on the
frontier of any possible language1’ – is seen
as in some sense ‘true.’ The ‘some sense’
caveat is of course very large; encompassing
both those who attest to a physical act, and
those who describe a `sense` of Christ’s
presence. And this is the nub of the matter.
Because story – what it is and where it ends
– is closely related to faith. And this is why an
understanding of ‘story’ is absolutely central
to the teaching of Religious Education – and
indeed philosophy – if we are to get anywhere
beyond a lower order thing; a fanaticism that
clings to the text when the story is more than
the words.
The Greeks – of course – knew story.
And they knew of its parent too. When
Mnemosyne slept with Zeus she bore him
nine magnificent offspring – among them
Poetry, Music and Dance. The nine muses
have been with us ever since, sitting on our
creative shoulders and helping us learn for
ourselves. But they are all the children of
memory, so very precious to the precursors of
the Greeks and indeed any civilisation before
the introduction of the written word. Memory
around the fire – recounting its stories,
spinning its yarns, framing its values, beliefs
and ambition for later civilisations to build on.
It is disputed whether the works of Homer are
of single authorship, but it seems probable
that the Iliad and the Odyssey were part of an
epic, oral cycle, with strong formulaic elements
for the benefit of singer-poets. 2Indeed,
scholars think it is possible that the Greek
alphabet itself was invented in order to ‘write
Homer down.’ 3
One of the things highlighted repeatedly in
the assessment of Religious Education –
especially in the UK – is the watering down

of actual religious content. Aaqhil Ahmed
– Head of Religion and Ethics at the BBC –
recently made headlines when he pondered
the religious illiteracy of the country. ‘If you
tried to make The Life of Brian today it would
fall flat on its face because the vast majority
of the audience would not get most of the
jokes. They don’t have the knowledge’, he
said.4 And here is the tension I referred to
earlier. Because the child who is writing about
David and Bathsheba has to know the story
in order to do something with it, and she has
to understand the rules of the game. A story
can be many things; historical truth, honest
fable, disingenuous fiction, parable or special
pleading – and only when she understands
the quixotic nature of story-telling will she be
able to judge what, in this particular case, the
story is trying to say. And she might find it
curiously appropriate that the prophet used a
story to bring a king to his senses.
Religious Education thrives when the muses
are invoked. As many as possible. Take
another Biblical tale – used repeatedly in the
exam hall to prove that Jesus was a forgiving
sort of man and that we should therefore be
forgiving also, and that generally we should all
be nice. It is the story of the woman taken in
adultery.
Kinaesthetic learners might dance this, visual
learners draw. But let’s take a picture and see
where that takes us...
Breughel completed Christ and the Women
taken in Adultery in 1565, but in many ways
it could have been yesterday. The faces are
timeless and expressive. Look closely at the
painting – really look – and the student will
start to see things she might not have seen
before. The sternest face belongs not to a
Jewish elder but instead to Jesus who bends
to write in Dutch, ‘He who is without sin .....’
The elders themselves (to the right as befits
the righteous) look shocked, unimpressed,
affronted perhaps, whilst the crowd behind
Jesus are distinctly more on his side. The
woman appears amazed that someone should
help her – but she is lavishly dressed. And the
soldiers – they are amused, bored, just doing
their jobs. They have no interest in a woman
who might be stoned, or the sect that will do
the stoning. It is not a centurion’s problem.
The students might start to ask questions –
why are his feet and hands so prominent?
Why is he writing in dust? And if you invite
them to place themselves in the picture, the

The way to combat both
fundamentalism and
indifference is to start
discussing the stories with
our full intelligence and 21st
century minds.
learning might go to another level. It’s at this
point that an internal dialogue might begin to
take place – What do I think about this? What
would I have done about it, had I been there?
Do I follow the rules or live by my conscience,
and if so, how is that conscience informed?
The point I am making is very simple – that
in order not to be religiously illiterate we do
need to first know the stories, and in order not
to be religiously obtuse we have to be able to
question them. Only then can a student begin
to take something away.
In this age of religious fundamentalism, it is
absolutely incumbent on all of us that religion
and the stories that it tells should not be
marginalised in the curriculum. It may not
– at first glance – appear to matter that we
don’t understand `The Life of Brian,` – but it
really does. In a recent British Government
survey, 35% of 15 year olds were not able
to identify that the Nativity was a Biblical
story, and a staggering 30% of parents could
not locate the story of Adam and Eve.5 If
religion is pushed to the edge of learning we
not only lose a cultural heritage so rich and
tightly woven that it can literally never be

replaced, but we gain in its place a nervous
embarrassment that is anathema to the
freedoms we value. The way to combat both
fundamentalism and indifference is to start
discussing the stories with our full intelligence
and 21st century minds. The stories are equal
to the challenge, and beyond their own
truths, will equip our students to understand
Shakespeare, Caravaggio, TS Eliot and JS Bach,
to name a few.

wonder whether, in part, he was talking of the

RE is a special discipline. According to the UK
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, the
pupil who is gifted and talented in our field
may ‘be surprisingly insightful and discerning,
be sensitive to and aware of the mystery
of life and have a feeling for how these
mysteries are explored and expressed.’6 The
nine children of the Goddess are all over this
statement; without art, symbol and story the
discipline would barely exist. And without art,
symbol and story perhaps it shouldn’t. Take
the stories away and you are left with....what?
A fevered, defensive literalism that clings to
itself – and brooks no discussion of its stories
– or the kind of mindset that is implacable in
the face of mystery and Truth and much the
poorer for it.

But certain souls drank, not from Lethe, but

Let’s return to literature. The great GK
Chesterton wrote ‘Literature is a luxury; fiction
is a necessity,’ and his saying – in the way of
all good maxims – bounds around inside us. It
has the ring of something slippery and hard to
pin down and it challenges our assumptions.
`Of course literature contains fiction,` the
inventor of Father Brown might have gone
on to say, and left it hanging there. And I do

deep internal fictions with which we construct
ourselves – and in many ways, shape our
lives. Again: the necessity of fiction.
There flowed five majestic rivers in the great
Greek After World. When souls drank from
the River Lethe, they forgot their lives and
were free to return – once more – to earth.
Inhabiting new bodies, the reincarnated souls
lived again – unaware of all they had been.
from the deep, dark pool of Mnemosyne the
Goddess. It was Mnemosyne (memory) that
would save them – tasting their mistakes,
reliving their glories. Only having drunk did
they have access to the narrative of a life that
was complete and fully formed. And only then
were they free not to return.
We would do well to drink from Mnemosyne.
And it would be good to keep telling our
stories. We should be mindful of the nature of
story – it’s deep, dark, richness – its mystery
and its ability to reproduce. Some of the
best healing dreams are the Jungian ones
– the scene in the depth of the night where
everything is resolved in the absolute certainty
of a mind that is given over to story. It is what
faith is. It is where healing comes from. It is
one of our greatest assets and one of our
most dangerous toys. Stories – especially
where belief is involved – should be wisely
created and used.

Nicky Hansell is a co-writer of award winning
RE, Philosophy and Ethics films including
Ethical Theory, Life after Death and The
Problem of Evil. See: www.ethicsonline.org
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Burrawaja* – Issues to Consider before Teaching about
Aboriginal Religion
Jack Egan
* Burrawaja (boor-a-wa-ja) is the word the Wardaman people of the Katherine region in the Northern Territory use for the Dreaming – it is good to
use local Aboriginal terms from your area when you can.
Are you unsure about how to teach about
Aboriginal religion, stories, culture and history?
Perhaps you don’t know where to start, or
how to select and evaluate resources? Maybe
you have concerns about what is respectful?
This article hopes to help. It is an introduction
to a larger document, Guide to Teaching about
Aboriginal Religion through Art, accessible on
the DAN website.1 That document is called
the Guide in this article. It is a structured aide
to teaching about Aboriginal religion through
art. It will also help you address the crosscurriculum priority of the Australian Curriculum

about Aboriginal Religion: respect; a
contemporary trend in Aboriginal religion; a
common trap; teaching through story; and
education kits. There is insufficient space here
to describe the elements of Aboriginal religion,
however, I have done that in an earlier article
(Dialogue Australasia Journal, May 2012).
The Guide does it again, at length and with
many links to resources that illustrate through
art.2 The express intention of the Guide is to
give you, the teacher, a sound perspective,
links to good-quality resources and confidence
to go ahead.

to teach about Indigenous history, culture and

Respect

stories. In the Guide, key ideas are explained

In the workshop on this topic at the recent
2015 DAN Conference, REcreate: Teaching
RE through the Arts, a number of teacher
participants voiced uncertainty about how to
teach about Aboriginal matters with respect.
This is an important question. There are two
distinct elements to the answer.

and illustrated in art through hyperlinks to
publicly available and authoritative web
pages. It also contains an annotated list of
a small number of resources, which are
recommended for purchase, as they are not
available free on the web.
An important qualifier: there are many
explanations of Aboriginal religion written
by non-Aboriginals. I am one such person.
The only reason you should read further is
because, as an Religious Education teacher,
I have been in your unsure position. I have
encountered Aboriginal voices to help us,
because in recent years I have been fortunate
to have had a lot to do with Aboriginal art,
culture and education, most recently through
living in Katherine in the middle of the
Northern Territory’s Top End. Half the people
in the wider Katherine region are Aboriginal,
and living alongside them constantly reminds
me that Aboriginal religious life is rich and
fascinating, and it is important that Australian
school students become competent in reading
it, not least because reconciliation between
Aboriginal and other Australians relies on
understanding the others’ world.
In this article I will seek to address five
important issues to consider before teaching
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The first element of respect is the common
sense of not causing hurt through shallow
or callous treatments of contact history.
What has happened since 1788 between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples has,
on any reading, been tragic and to the
serious detriment of Aboriginal peoples.
Consequently, reconciliation is a concern for
all aware, secular and religious Australians
alike. Honest and sensitive acknowledgement
of contact history is a key plank of thorough
reconciliation, and teachers should be
familiar with the various media exploring
contact history (see the Guide). They tell a
story of awful similarity in the experiences
of Aboriginal people coming in contact with
Europeans in all parts of Australia.
The second element of respect is to
understand that Aboriginal religious knowledge
is not an open system. This is opposite to
the universally open knowledge system of
many other religions. Knowledge in Aboriginal

Garnkiny Ngarrangkarni (2006), Mabel
Juli, Gija, East Kimberley, Art Gallery of
NSW.
In this Ngarranggarni (Dreaming)
painting, Karngin is a man who became
angry that he could not marry his mother
in law. He turned himself into a hill and
cursed the people, saying they will die,
but he will always live, returning to life
every month as Garnkiny, the moon.
religions is only revealed in certain ways to
certain people. Some knowledge or meanings
are outside, that is, public and open to all. The
word for public in the language of the Yolgnu
people of north-east Arnhem Land is ‘garma.’
You may know about the Garma Festival, a
regular cultural event open to anyone.
Other Aboriginal knowledge is more inside.
That is knowledge restricted to those in the
locally determined position to know. Inside
knowledge contains the deepest truths of the
Law. Knowledge is often transmitted through
story. Usually a story will have many layers –
like an onion. Children, and non-Aboriginals
are allowed to know the outside layers, but
one only learns the inner layers progressively
by going through the correct Aboriginal
Law, and showing interest and maturity
commensurate with the responsibility required
to hold sacred, powerful and dangerous inside
knowledge. Keepers of knowledge exercise
considerable discretion about who will be told,

or what will be revealed. Often secret subjects
are painted, but their secrets are safe as they
cannot be unlocked from the painting without
the key of inside knowledge. Outsiders cannot
read the inside meanings.
This knowledge system is very different to
those ‘world religions’ such as Christianity,
Islam, Hinduism or Buddhism. In these
religions, all knowledge is open to all
practitioners of any culture who are prepared
to study and practice. Moreover, these
religions are universal, applying to all of
humanity willing to heed them. In contrast,
Aboriginal religion’s purview is the tribe. In
this respect, Aboriginal religion is similar to
Judaism: a non-evangelising religion of a
specific people. However, compared with
Judaism, treatment of religious knowledge
in Aboriginal religion is very different, as it is
restricted on a right-to-know basis. One only
has a right to know if one is of the right tribe,
skin, totem, gender and initiation status.
The implications of the outside/inside
distinction for a non-Aboriginal teacher
teaching about Aboriginal matters is that it is
very often necessary to seek permission when
a story is not already clearly in the public
domain with its traditional owners’ permission.
The traditional owners of places, stories and
knowledge have discretion over who they can
authorise to know, or tell a story and in which
ways. There are no written, firm rules which
a non-Aboriginal person can follow without
speaking to the traditional owners. The respect
is in the asking.
Here is an example of how this works. Last
year I was training aged-care workers in the
Ngukurr community which lies at the bottom
of Arnhem Land on the Roper River. As part
of our training we decided to run a slide
show of paintings by Ngukurr artists, most of
whom had passed away. The audience for the
slide show was aged-care clients and school
children of the community. Following the
advice of Alan Joshua, a current artist there,
the female aged-care workers took me around
the community so I could talk to the correct
four senior males who could say whether
particular paintings could be shown. The men
gave permission to show the paintings of

Corroboree (c. 1890), Tommy McRae, Kwatkwat, NE Victoria, Foord Family Collection,
University of Melbourne
McRae typically drew in several layers, investing his contact history stories with
action and humour, sometimes poking fun at a self-important squattocracy.
particular artists to whom they were related.
For the paintings of other artists, the men
advised which other senior man we should
ask. I stress this was not simply a formality.
Though images of these paintings were all
already in the public domain, there was
one painting (out of fifty) which we did not
show, as a number of men said not to show
it. I do not know the reason why. It was not
appropriate to tell me.

The respect is in the asking.
Respect is also in taking the time, often
through a number of encounters, to build a
relationship with Aboriginal people. Traditional
owners will more readily tell their stories, or
give permission to visit their lands to outsiders
they know and trust. There are obvious
reasons from contact history why Aboriginal
people may not be in a hurry to trust other
Australians. Consequently, a good way to
establish relationships with local Aboriginal
groups is to first research and acknowledge
local contact history. Do not expect Aboriginal

Knowledge in Aboriginal
religions is only revealed in
certain ways to certain people.

people to serve you everything on a plate.
Do some legwork yourself – library and web
resources will be helpful. In this way you
demonstrate genuine interest and some

knowledge from the outset. You are not asking
local Aboriginal people to yet again go through
the tiresome task of teaching you the absolute
basics.
A contemporary trend in Aboriginal
religion
As with many religions and denominations in
Australia – including my own Roman Catholic
Church – Aboriginal religion has trouble
inducting its young. There is a good example
in the 2008 documentary film River of No
Return, which follows the life and acting
aspirations of Frances Daingangan who plays
first wife in the movie Ten Canoes.3 In the
documentary, Frances describes her uncle,
Phillip Gudthaykudthay, who played the
sorcerer in Ten Canoes, as a man of religious
knowledge and power. He is a ‘real magic
man, a famous artist and traditional sorcerer.’
She asks her uncle, ‘Now that you are getting
old, will you pass on your magic to your great
grandsons?’ Phillip replies, ‘No, I will keep it
to myself. The young people do not take it
seriously. It is too dangerous in their hands.’4
That is one example, albeit about powerful
religious knowledge. However, there are
initiations, other ceremonies and the passing
on of knowledge of a fundamentally religious
character going on in many places across
Australia today. Last year, on invitation from
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the women aged care workers, I sat in on part
of the boys’ initiation ceremonies at Ngukurr.
One does not usually hear about such
ceremonies outside the community. They are
not events conducted for an audience.
It is important to realise that whether certain
ceremonies are known to be conducted in a
particular area is not any sort of reliable test
for the ‘aliveness’ of Aboriginal spirituality.
Although the reasons for keeping things
quiet are different, one would not assess the
religiosity of Christians in China by the known
frequency of their ceremonies.
Moreover, irrespective of ceremony, Aboriginal
spirituality is very much active in the hearts
and minds of Aboriginal people across
Australia. Several years ago, my partner,
Cath Bowdler, was taking a senior Aboriginal
woman around an art exhibition. They
stopped in front of one painting, one that an
outsider could easily mistake for an abstract
design. The woman burst into tears. ‘My
country, my country’, she sighed.
Attachment to country is deep as indicated in
this lament from the bottom of Arnhem Land,
‘When I am away from my country which I
often am for travel, I very much want to get
back. My country looks after me.’5 There is a
similar attachment echoed in this reflection
from the top of the Central Desert, ‘In the
bush I can hear corroboree... even in Sydney I
can hear corroboree.’6
Attachment to Dreaming is deep. Some
Aboriginal school students where I teach in
Katherine identify their Dreaming as their
primary religion. This Dreaming-centred
religiosity is active, though quietly held. In
keeping with the timelessness it roots, this
religiosity continually identifies new signs of
the Dreaming. I recently remarked to an adult
Wardaman student that it was fascinating
that crows have learnt to flip cane toads
over to eat their insides, thus avoiding being
poisoned, as is the fate of so many other
animals. The student said that crows could
do this because ‘they used to be human’
indicating that, in a religious framework, crows
are Dreaming ancestors of intelligence no
different to ours.7
It is a good exercise for students to establish
the truth of deep attachment to country and
Dreaming in their own region.
Avoid a trap
Religions are important to religious people.
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The facts of Aboriginal
religions are to be found in
place-speciﬁc Dreaming-LawCountry glued together with
Song, which holds the story.

Christianity is central to the lives of many
Aboriginal people. However, it is essential
to avoid the trap of thinking that the most
important things about Aboriginal religion
concern its dialogues or points of connection
with other religions. That would be to project
a non-Aboriginal perspective on to Aboriginal
religions.
In Australia, Aboriginal religion is a major
religion in its own right and should be
engaged on its own terms. Professor Max
Charlesworth reminds us that in engaging with
Aboriginal religion,
It is not a matter of merely remarking
affinities between Christian and
Aboriginal religious concepts, but of
entering imaginatively into the totally
unfamiliar Aboriginal life-world and
seeing how it all hangs together, and
above all learning something from this
for one's own spiritual life.8
Certainly, Aboriginal engagement with
Christianity is a rich topic. However, it should
be treated separately to exploring the main
Aboriginal religious worldviews, which
substantially pre-date, and in important ways
continue to stand independent of Christian
ideas.
Similarly, teachers should avoid taking a
concept such as dadirri (a form of deep
listening), thinking that they have somehow
extracted the kernel from, and all they need to
teach about, Aboriginal religion.
Dadirri is a wonderful gift from Aboriginal
people and a beneficial practice for us all.
It is very well-explained by Miriam RoseUngunmerr-Baumann of Naiyu in the Daly
River region of the Northern Territory.9
However, simply relying on that concept and
practice could mean students imagine they
understand Aboriginal religions when they
are, in reality, still ignorant of fundamental
aspects. The facts of Aboriginal religions are
to be found, as the Guide elucidates, in placespecific Dreaming-Law-Country glued together
with Song, which holds the story .

Seek Aboriginal voices
The many explanations of Aboriginal religions
written by non-Aboriginals usually say
reasonable things. However, they also often
talk about Aboriginal religion in more abstract
and general terms than Aboriginal people
themselves use. Use these non-Aboriginal
voices, but also seek out Aboriginal voices
as much as practicable, especially to provide
concrete examples of abstract points. That
way you and your students will understand
more deeply. You will be ‘walking in Aboriginal
shoes’ for a bit. One of the best ways to hear
Aboriginal voices is through local relationships,
and through art broadly conceived: ancient
rock art, contemporary painting, song, story,
dance, and film, both fiction and documentary.
Again, the Guide contains many examples.
Teach through actual stories
‘Things we teach stick better when embedded
in image or story.’10 So, to teach about
Aboriginal matters, tell the stories – at least
the public stories, bearing in mind what is
discussed above about respect. Illustrate the
stories from Aboriginal art in any of its forms.
I am currently doing this in the classroom with
Years 10 and 11 students in Katherine using
the Yubulyawan Dreaming Project website.11
This is a site dedicated to presenting some of
the extensive cultural, religious, historical and
ecological knowledge of the Yubulyawan clan
of the Wardaman people of the Katherine
region through the voice of a senior elder,
Yidumduma Bill Harney. The site contains
close to sixty short videos, many with
transcripts. Students can explore the site and
get to know in detail the creation story of the
local Wardaman people. On the website, the
same creation and related stories are told in
different ways, and with different emphasis
depending on the focus of the particular
video. For example, the Story tab tells the
main story. Then the Law tab explains the Law
for ants and termites,
Now, when the ants had designed the
smoking and everything, the ants said,
'When anybody passed away, this is the
way to go.' The ant people are the ones
that made up all the rule about the
burial. They said, 'You must bury people
at the top of the forks of the tree, or
down under the earth. You must leave
them there to a certain year, it might be
2 or 3 years, until the bone dries out.
Then you go over and have a special

ceremony, dancing and that, make a big
smoke when they pull the bones out of
the graveyard and put them inside of
the paperbark (coffin).12
The stories on the Yubulyawan Dreaming
Project website are a portal to an holistic
Aboriginal worldview covering religion, culture,
law, history, art, politics, astronomy and
ecology. For example, there is a video in which
grasshopper dreaming is connected to the
ecology of ants and termites, that in turn is
connected to healing human gastrointestinal
ailments.13 In another video about contact with
Europeans, Bill connects the first contacts with
worrisome Dreaming beings,
The old people used to walk around
this country with their children. Later
on, the white man came. He sat on top
of a horse, they thought he was the
Devil. They watched him, and when
he left they painted him on the cave.
They also drew the gun he carried on
his hip. That's why we see the Creation
images next to recent paintings of the
white man and horse. All our people
were living in this country, when they
saw white men galloping on horses,
they painted them on the rocks like this
one here. ‘Look! There's a Devil Dog
with another Devil on it's back!’ That's
what they said. ‘Let's go back and look
at their tracks.’ They looked for their
footprints, as they tracked them along
they found unfamiliar markings. You
can see these are the footprints here.
‘Ah! What sort of footprints are these?’
They said. Then they saw a white man
standing. He held a gun. ‘Let's draw

him,’ they said. So, they drew the man
and his gun and they drew the man on
a horse. These are recent paintings…14
I have asked Bill Harney, and he says it is
permitted and encouraged for students to
recreate the stories from the website in their
own art and text. The stories are the public
versions. I suggest that exploring an integrated,
complete world such as is revealed on the
Yubulyawan Dreaming Project website,
provides a stronger experience of the holistic
Aboriginal religious worldview than illustrating
one item of knowledge from one Aboriginal
group, and the next item from a completely
different one.
Education kits
It is now standard for major films and art
exhibitions to have very useful education kits.
Paul Taylor (Project Director)15 and I will be
developing one for the Yubulyawan Dreaming
Project website. It will contain explanations
of various concepts and connections, links
to the website to illustrate points, hands-on
activities for students of all ages, and mapping
to indicate which elements of the Australian
Curriculum are serviced by which activities.
So to work …
I hope these brief reflections have made you
feel excited about teaching about Aboriginal
religion and worldviews. It is a rich world your
students are entering.

Jack Egan is a Senior RE teacher at St
Joseph’s College, a K-12 Catholic school
in Katherine, NT. You can contact him at:
jacktegan@gmail.com
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Wanga Dreaming (2009), Bill Harney, Acrylic on linen
When the people singing and dancing with the didgeridoo and clapstick, they
were showing skill and tricks they could do. Then the ﬁrst white men arrive with
the horse. Saw the kangaroo standing up. That kangaroo welcome him and say
that white man can stay in Australia. Then they shook hands together. Old roo
said “We stay on in peace together.”
The white people heard a strange noise. They rode up with the horse and saw
lots of people singing and dancing. They were doing the Wanga dance….the
people were all wearing the bul-bul, that high headdress for ceremony. White
people said, “they got what we got” (cowboy hat).
When the black people saw them they thought they were ghosts riding ‘debil
dog’. Then they rode away and people studied them, what they was wearing.
They saw the big spur and the leggings. They saw the big cowboy hat. The white
men rode away and left them in peace. That’s the Wanga story in my country,
Wardaman country. It’s in the rock paintings too, in my country, still today.
Bill Harney
(Artist and Director of Godinymayin Yijard Rivers Arts and Culture Centre)
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Enhancing Bible Literacy and Learning Using
Artful Thinking Protocols
Malcolm Woolrich
Overview of the Artful Thinking Programme
The Artful Thinking programme forms part of
Harvard University’s Project Zero initiative. It
originated in collaboration with Traverse City,
Michigan Area Public Schools between 2003 and
2006. As revealed on its website,1 it seeks ‘to
help teachers create rich connections between
works of art and curricular topics,’ so that
students’ thinking dispositions are enhanced.
Rather than creating art, the programme
encourages students to observe, experience,
appreciate and interpret works of art.
In explaining its methodology, the proponents
of Artful Thinking employ the metaphor of an
artist’s palette, comprising six basic colours.
These colours represent the following thinking
dispositions: observing and describing,
questioning and investigating, comparing
and connecting, finding complexity, exploring
viewpoints and reasoning. As suggested by the
palette metaphor, these dispositions can be
blended; they are interactive and synergistic, as
one disposition flows naturally into another.2
While Artful Thinking has application to a range
of subjects – mathematics, history, science,
languages, etc. – arguably it is especially suited
to the study of religion. The use of art in formal
Religious Education has a long pedigree: in
the American experience, Albert Edward Bailey
published The Use of Art in Religious Education
in 1871.3 Importantly, for those involved in
RE, the programme finds support from the
undergirding disciplines of theology and
pedagogy.
Theological considerations
Theologically, the link between religion and art is
profound. Art often speaks of beauty, and such
expression is fundamental to humanity’s pursuit

In the Christian tradition and many other

inspires the writing of scripture – its various

religions, God is a creative Creator, likened to

genres exhibit great creativity and imagination.

a master craftsman. The world is complex and
beautiful, because of God’s imagination, wisdom
and skill. Human creativity has its source from
the divine, because humanity is created in God’s
image: we are fearfully and wonderfully made

While Jesus is referred to as the Word of God
and an emphasis is placed upon the importance
of verbal teaching and preaching in his ministry
(Mark 1:38; Luke 4:18), there is nonetheless a
visual, educative dimension, through his physical

of the sacred.4 A considerable amount of creative

(Psalm 139:14). Thus, art has been described as

presence, that reveals the character of God the

energy over millennia has been harnessed to

a ‘core commonality,’ a universal experience that

Father. The Gospel of John is laden with themes

propagate religious ideas, to educate and to

shapes our humanity.5 God inspires individuals

of light, sight, seeing and perception – and their

inspire – there is a wealth of examples to draw

through his divine spirit for specific creative tasks

antitheses. In that Gospel, Jesus encapsulates

upon.

(Exodus 35:30-36:1). Similarly, the Holy Spirit

such concepts with the phrase, ‘Anyone who has
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seen me has seen the Father’ (John 14:9). Paul
will likewise describe Jesus: ‘He is the image of
the invisible God’ (Colossians 1:15).
However, not all artistic or creative activity is
lauded. Good things can be utilised for sinful
intent. The royal philosopher who, with material
excess embarks upon the construction of ‘great

The disequilibrium caused by an
unfamiliar or confronting work
of art causes students to seek
out new knowledge and revise
their existing knowledge.

activity that devolves into idolatry. The second
commandment given to Moses stipulates: ‘You
shall not make for yourself an idol in the form
of anything in heaven above or on the earth or
in the waters below.’ Isaiah 44:9-20 eloquently
illustrates the evil absurdity of idol worship –
sinful, creative humans produce fraudulent
objects to worship, rather than their Creator.
Until the Reformation and the introduction
of moveable type, the creative arts were the
predominant communication tool of the Church.6
Apart from the educated elite, the majority
of effectively illiterate Christians relied upon
icons, stained glass windows, mosaics, statues,
drama and music to receive and retain the
Church’s teaching and traditions. Protestants
encouraged a more verbal than visual focus
through their renewed interest in preaching.
They were somewhat suspicious of the creative
arts, particularly as they related to Mariology and
the worship of the saints. Nevertheless, Luther
supported Lucas Cranach and Cranach’s son in
the painting of altarpieces and panels so that the
public might be educated concerning scripture
and theology.7
Pedagogy and the Artful Thinking
programme
In terms of cognitive learning, research supports
the use of images in the classroom as a
mnemonic strategy, enhancing encoding and
retrieval. In the work of Paivio (1986) relating
to dual coding theory, it is acknowledged that
images and words are represented differently
by the brain, and memory is aided when links
are explicitly made during the learning process.8
Baddeley’s findings – that there are separate
working memory systems for visual and verbal
information – acknowledge the importance of
information being presented simultaneously in
both modes.9
The Artful Thinking programme aligns itself

‘Beginning, Middle or End?’
These routines initially appear simplistic.
However, they provide a structure whereby
students enthusiastically engage with the topic,
routines involving works of art contain a short

– concludes that such activity is pointless, a

The greatest opprobrium is reserved for

Think, I Wonder’; ‘What Makes You Say That?’ and

grappling with their own questions. Thinking

works’ – opulent houses, vineyards and gardens
‘chasing after the wind’ (Ecclesiastes 2:1-12).

educators. They include titles such as ‘I See, I

gather, present, reflect and act upon their
findings.10 As the teacher will ordinarily choose
artwork for its curriculum relevance and thoughtprovoking qualities, it becomes a guided process
of discovery, which arguably leads to superior
learning outcomes than a pure discovery
format.11 Students are motivated and stimulated

sequence of steps, ensuring that students are
restrained from rushing to conclusions: they
really see a piece. The process fosters deep,
critical analysis.18 These routines, if used regularly,
become ingrained in classroom thinking culture,
and can be utilised across grade levels.
One of these routines, ‘Creative Questions,’ will

by curiosity: the disequilibrium caused by an

now be considered.19

unfamiliar or confronting work of art causes

This routine is divided into three parts. Firstly,

students to seek out new knowledge and revise

students are asked to brainstorm, creating a list of

their existing knowledge.12

questions in response to a piece of art. In order

Surveys undertaken by Tishman and Palmer

to scaffold the process, several ‘question-starts’

(2007), utilising a thinking routine known as
‘used to think, now I think,’ confirm that the
attitudes of both students and teachers regarding
works of art develop positively in response to the

are provided that help students form interesting
lines of enquiry. These include such prompts as:
‘What are the reasons…?’ ‘What is the purpose
of ?’ ‘How would it be different if…?’ and ‘What

Artful Routine programme. Students comment

would change if…?’

that as a result of the programme they now delve

The second part of the routine asks students to

more deeply into what the artist is attempting

identify the questions that most interest them,

to convey; they now believe that art provokes

and to discuss them. Depending upon the

questions and has deep, multiple and symbolic

question, this may involve detailed investigation

meanings. Visual stimuli enhance the ability of

and argument.

students to think metaphorically and abstractly.13
Metaphors perform as ‘linguistic containers’ for
meaning, facilitating learning development.14
Teachers come to a greater appreciation that
art can provide students of varying abilities with

Finally, time is set aside for reflection. Students
are asked to identify new ideas about the
artwork or the topic that they were not aware of
previously.

an interpretative voice; that it has the ability

The rationale for the ‘Creative Questions’ routine

to connect ‘meaningfully and centrally’ to the

given on the Artful Thinking website is that it

linked curriculum; and that it deepens the

‘expand[s] and deepen[s] students’ thinking, to

understanding of students.

encourage students’ curiosity and increase their

Artful Thinking resonates with Gardner’s

motivation to inquire.’

influential work on multiple intelligences and the

I have used ‘Creative Questions’ with Middle

multifaceted nature of learning.15 The pertinent

School students to introduce the Gospel story

category is ‘spatial intelligence’: the ability to

of Christ’s temptation in the wilderness. A

recognise and manipulate patterns, spaces

Renaissance painting by Bartholomaus Bruyn the

and objects. Gardner’s theory is not without its

Elder appears on the classroom whiteboard as

detractors.16 By way of qualification, Willingham

students enter the room. The same image can

argues that when teachers are determining the

be accessed by students on their iPads, with the

best modality in which to present material, it

advantage that it can be magnified.

should be with reference to the best modality
intrinsic to the content, rather than the student’s
learning style.17

Students are asked to view the painting carefully,
in the minutest detail, taking their time. They are
to formulate interesting questions in response to

Examples of Thinking Routines

this work of art, using the ‘question-starts’.

raise their own questions about issues and

The Artful Thinking website contains a number

Bruyn’s painting is typical for the period, in terms

phenomena, having requisite time to explore,

of thinking routines, freely available for use by

of its construction. The three main scenes of the

with inquiry-based learning, in which students
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important? What if we knew

convey a likeness should he be required to do

where this is taking place?

so. Students found that at the relevant time,

Italy? Africa?

Cologne was an important Catholic city, and

Such questions could

Bruyn had served on its City Council.

generate several topics: the

With regard to this particular painting, it was

commissioning of works of

commissioned in 1547 (the year after Luther’s

art (who would want this

death). It formed part of a series of paintings

painted, why, and where

by Bruyn of New Testament scenes that were

would it be displayed?);

displayed in Cologne’s Karmelitekloster. The

the educative role of art as
narrative summaries; the
use of symbolism; how
artists are restricted by their
knowledge and experiences
(would a Renaissance

students learned about the antipathy between
Catholics and Protestants in that region during
that period. The use of art as propaganda to
denigrate theological opponents was common
on both sides of the divide.

European have the ability

Students overviewed Luther’s major activities and

to accurately portray Israel’s

contributions. They noted that he was influenced

landscape and cities from

by Erasmus to ‘go back to the sources’, i.e. the

1,500 years ago?) etc.

Bible in the original Hebrew and Greek, rather

Students would interact with

than simply relying upon later translations and

the relevant Biblical text as

Church tradition. It was at this point that they

they explored such issues.

made a connection with the Biblical narrative

In one particular lesson,
the question that captured
the imagination of the class
was ‘Suppose the figure

of the temptation in the wilderness, which
they had been reading with interest: the devil
himself quotes scripture to Jesus, which the latter
rejects. Was Bruyn (and the Catholic leaders

on the right [the devil] is

who commissioned the painting) making the

Martin Luther?’ Apparently,

point that like the devil, Luther had heretically

the student who asked this

manipulated the Bible? Students reached the

question was familiar with

guarded conclusion that this may well have been

temptation narrative are all compressed onto

the American Civil Rights movement. He was

the case.

the one canvas. This can be confusing for some

aware that Dr. Martin Luther King junior had a
German namesake, and had seen images of him

We also discussed that the Gospel narrative was

students, who assume that paintings only capture
a moment in time, like a photograph.

on Google. He felt strongly that Bruyn had used a

In the foreground, there are two figures. One

likeness of Luther as his inspiration for the devil.

of these, holding a stone, appears human, but

The question raised further questions. Would

also has bird-like feet and a coiled tail. The other

Bruyn the Elder have known of Martin Luther?

wears a brown tunic and a wary expression

Was Bruyn a Protestant or a Catholic? When was

(Jesus). At the foot of the painting, in the left

this painting created, and who commissioned

corner, is a small ecclesiastical figure (one

it? Why would someone want to portray Martin

student likened him to an over-dressed garden

Luther as the devil? Was there anything in the

gnome!) Using their iPads to magnify the image,

Biblical narrative that might shed some light on

making pointed allusions to Israel’s failure when
tempted in the Sinai sojourn. Jesus triumphs
where Israel failed – Christian propaganda?
As the class reflected on this activity, they came
to the realisation that art is not objective or pure:
it is created intentionally, for a purpose. It is a
complex medium, imbibed with deep meaning,
provoking thought and argument. A picture does
tell a thousand words.

students notice that the central landscape

this question?

contains a giraffe. In the background there are

Students divided up into groups to investigate,

Rev’d Malcolm Woolrich is Chaplain of

buildings, reminiscent of Renaissance Florence,

taking responsibility for particular questions.

Melbourne Grammar School, Wadhurst and

with a Duomo and Campanile. Strangely,
the same figure in the brown tunic appears
simultaneously on the top of the Duomo and a
high rock formation.

Thanks to the internet, students were able to
make some pertinent discoveries. Some visual
representations of Martin Luther found on Google
Images did indeed bear an uncanny resemblance

Students then share the questions they have

to Bruyn’s devil. Bruyn lived between 1493 and

formulated: Who’s the guy in the left corner?

1555, and was thus a contemporary of Luther

What purpose does he serve? What is the reason

(1483 to 1546). Bruyn was considered to be

for the figure in brown appearing three times?

Cologne’s foremost portrait painter – he was

Why does one of the characters have clawed

commissioned to paint Anne of Cleeves for

feet? What is the purpose of the rock? Why is it

Henry VIII. Accordingly, he had the ability to
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teaches Yr 7-8 boys in Philosophy, Ethics and
Religious Studies.
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Film in the Classroom:
A Powerful and Valuable Teaching Medium
Carol Anne Hebron
Film as a powerful medium in
contemporary society
Since its development in the early twentieth
century, film has become a major influence
in shaping society’s theological understanding
and values, a role that was previously held by
the Christian church. Film provides a medium
by which perspectives of religious faith,
biblical scholarship, and critical theology can
be effectively engaged. Even though film is a
fairly new art form – some one hundred and
twenty years old – the study of film is even
younger, some fifty years. However, in order
to appreciate the medium of ‘religious films’
and the interpretative changes in those films,
one needs to consider the influences of the
Christian religion and theology, which have a
history of nearly two millennia. Even though
the primary purpose of films is to entertain,
they also educate, and can be classified as
tools of evangelism.1 Films can be influential
in imparting information – whether this
information is fact or fiction, bias or impartial,
propaganda or truth.
How does one study a film?
Stern, Jefford, and Debona propose that
one should first ‘let the movie be a movie,’

The success or failure of a film, according to
Clive Marsh, ultimately rests on the viewing
audience’s primary reason for watching films,
‘the fun/entertainment/escapism factor.’3
One could easily argue that there is little
‘fun/entertainment or escapism’ in religious
films, particularly Jesus bio-pics. Marsh adds,
perhaps to clarify his statement, that ‘[t]
here is a link between the experience and
the recognition of its value as a stimulus
for reflection.’4 Margaret Miles explains that
pleasure is a primary tool of interpretation
and that spectators’ impressions of a film
are simultaneously informed by a number
of variables. These include race, gender,
age, education, social location, and life
experiences.5 Watching any film happens
within a cultural context.
Cultural changes and historical events have
influenced the film industry’s production.
The Holocaust of the Second World War for
example, has made a dramatic impact on the
way in which Jews and Judaism are portrayed
in film. There is evidence of film-makers’
progressive sensitivity to the question of
anti-Semitism, and their promotion of nonstereotypical images of Jews and Judaism in
religious films.6

that is, view the whole movie without any

Film is not just about ‘the story’

preconceptions and expectations. It is only

Barry Taylor argues that for any given film,
the text comprises at least three intersecting
issues: ‘image, story, and sound, all working
together both to create context and to give
meaning to the tale being told.’7 It is evident
that the study of film is a complex discipline
and that the major factor in studying film is
analysis. The analytical approach is essential
to the art of watching film because it enables
the viewer to form a deeper understanding
and appreciation of the film. The film is no
longer just a collection of images and sounds,
but a conveyor of some profound message or
thought. Without film analysis, understanding
of the film’s meaning and value would be
lacking, and there would be a failure to
mentally accept the filmic experience.8

after viewing the movie that a deeper analysis
should be carried out. The process of viewing
a film involves the simultaneous steps of
watching the film-as-film noting cinematic
features, seeing the movies as theological
texts with implicit and explicit statements
about God and Jesus, and appreciating that
films are cultural artefacts.2

Success or failure of a ﬁlm
ultimately rests on the viewing
audience’s primary reason for
watching it.
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Film analysis considers elements such as
themes, plot, characters, costumes, setting,
music, dialogue, cinematography, mise en
scène, and genre. These elements are broad
enough to accommodate practically any film
ever made, although film categories can never
be precise. By isolating the various elements
in a film and categorizing them in genres, it
is possible to easily evaluate a film within its
genre and allow for meaningful comparisons
and some judgments on greatness. All films
have at least one major genre, although there
are a number of films that are considered
crossbreeds or hybrids with three or four
overlapping genre (or sub-genre) types that
identify them.
Use of film in the classroom
An example of a film that could be used in the
classroom is the 2001 Australian short film,
The Art of Farewell.9 Produced and directed
by David Napier, this low-budget film set in
contemporary suburbia won the Tropfest
Best Film award in 2001. Napier entices the
viewing audience by writing, ‘An old man
makes an unusual request. But can you erase
the pain of the past?’
The short film begins with the entrance
of an elderly man, Tobias, into a suburban
tattoo parlour. The camera pans, showing
an eclectic group of clients. Tobias is clearly
out of his depths and waits patiently to be
acknowledged. Judd, the tattooist, tells Tobias
that he is busy and that he will have to wait.
Undeterred, Tobias waits. It is now closing time
and the artist can no longer ignore him. Tobias
wants a tattoo; not for himself, but for his wife,
Maria. There is an exchange of pleading and
cynicism between the two men. Tobias hands
over a wad of what appears to be $100 notes.
This persuades Judd to do what is requested,
even though Judd has to go to Tobias’ home.
The next scene is Judd entering the home.
Tobias is now wearing a yarmulke, the Jewish
skull cap. He leads Judd into the lounge-room
where the body of Maria is lying in a coffin.

This unnerves Judd who seeks to escape.
What follows is a verbal conflict.
Judd argues, ‘I can’t do this. I work on the
living mate. This is sick.’
Tobias is persistent, ‘I understand if you want
to leave. You can keep the money. I’ll give
you more. Please just look at her. [Moves to
coffin.] This is my beautiful wife. [He shows
her arm with a concentration camp serial
number tattoo.] She leaves tomorrow. Forever!
I want her to leave without the pain of the
past.’ he pleads.
Judd states, ‘You’re Jewish. Well it’s against
your religion to mark the body isn’t it?’
Tobias answers, ‘Yes.’
Judd judgementally asserts, ‘Well think about
what you’re asking. People should remember
the….’
Unable to contain his anger and frustration
Tobias shouts, ‘She’s remembered enough!
Let others remember the past. We met at
Buckenwald. Neither of us expected to survive,
let alone find a soul-mate. But we did. She
was a Romany gypsy. I was Jewish. Her love
was so strong that she forsook all her customs
for mine. But mine say this troublesome mark
should not be removed… has had it all her
life. I do not wish it to hurt any more. Please!
Understanding the request, Judd asks, ‘Well
what do you want for her?’
Tobias responds immediately, ‘Freedom!’
Judd tattoos a butterfly over the numbers.
When ‘it’s done,’ Tobias requests he have
the same tattoo and wants Maria’s number
tattooed under his. Tobias does not want to
forget the past. He wants to remember, where
she has been and where she has gone.
The last scene is back in the tattoo parlour. A
point-of-view camera shot shows Judd leafing
through his tattoo catalogue. When he turns
the page and sees the swastika clip art, Judd
takes that page, crumples it, and tosses it into
the waste-paper basket.
The Art of Farewell is a powerful film on
a number of levels. It considers Judaism

Tobias does not want to
forget the past. He wants to
remember.

and Christianity, and the persecution of
one religion by a political force grounded
in another. It raises the question, ‘Where
was God in the Holocaust?’ There is the
philosophical dilemma of evil — what is
evil? The viewer witnesses stereotyping,
discrimination and fear. Perhaps the most
important and valuable aspect of The
Art of Farewell is that the film is about
transformation and redemption.
Screening the film
Of course, before screening any film, the
teacher needs to discern the value of the film.
A suggestion to help with discernment is to
respond to the following questions.
Who? Deciding the subject area (Religious
Education, History, English, Ethics) and the
year level.
When? Use the film
as a stimulus? Use it
as a consolidation?
Use it as a model?

Analysing the film
Where the teacher has the advantage of
viewing the film a number of times, students
generally, see the film once. To assist with
film analysis and discussion, it is possible to
‘snip’ chronological frames from the film and
use these in a power-point presentation. For
example, from Figure 1 we can describe the
physical traits of the character Tobias. We can
also evaluate the mise en scène. Why is there
a poster of Annie Frank on the wall? Who is
Annie (Anne) Frank? Is the poster alluding to
something? A comparison could be made with
the image of Judd in the tattoo parlour. See
Figure 2. How would you describe Judd? Does
this room remind you of something else? Is
there any connotation in the two long plaques
on either side of Judd? Some viewers have
likened them to the costumes of Ku Klux Klan
members.

Where? Does
the film fit in the
curriculum/work
programme?
What? Discerning
themes in the film,
the value of narrative,
and dialogue.
Why? Is there a
reason(s) you want to
use the film? Why is
the film important?

Figure 1

How? How will I
deconstruct the film?
How will I assess this
unit?
It is best not to
divulge anything
of the story to the
students, but let the
Figure 2
film speak for itself.
Viewers are taken
on an evocative journey. The suggestion is to

Symbolism
Symbolism, both implied and visual, is

view the film in silence and allow a couple

important in the film. The choice of the

of minutes of silence at the end of it so

name Tobias is significant. In the Apocryphal

that viewers can internalise what they have

writings, Tobias, with the help of the archangel

experienced. The film runs for only 7 minutes

Raphael, is able to drive away a demon who

and 55 seconds, which is ideal for showing

has been plaguing Sarah, who subsequently

in a teaching situation. It could be used a

becomes his wife (Tobit 3:16–17). Judd

stimulus, or as a consolidation to a unit and

is short for Jordan. What happened at the

can be accessed on YouTube.10

Jordan River? (See Matt 3:13–17; Mark
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1:9–11; Luke 3:15–John 1:29–34.) Tobias
says a very special symbolic farewell to his
wife, Maria, through Judd’s art. Among the
tattoos we see are a butterfly, long been
a symbol of the resurrection of Christ as
well as the resurrection of believers. Judd
has an anchor tattoo on his neck. The
symbolism and meanings of an anchor tattoo
go beyond mere aesthetic appeal. It has
spiritual, emotional, and practical meanings.
It symbolises a faith that would not give
up in the face of abuse and persecution,
and became a key Christian symbol during
the period of Roman persecution. We see
blurred blue lines of a serial number: the
tattoo of the survivor symbolising brutality, the
concentration camps and the attempt of the
Nazis to dehumanise their victims. We also
see a swastika, the symbol for Nazism.
Assessment tasks
Assessment tasks take many forms
including written, oral, demonstrations,
or performances. The length of the
assessments varies as does the allocated
time for preparation. Foremost in choosing
an assessment task is its appropriateness
in assessing what it is that students need
to learn – their learning objectives. Possible
assessment tasks might include:
Oral / Performance
Character reference in a court trial.
(Defending bikie parlour owner.)
Eulogy for Maria.
Debate ‘that tattoos are more than art pieces.’
Persuasive speech on the need to keep
memories alive.
‘One on One’ television interview with Tobias.
Written
Diary entry.
Letter to the Editor.
Farewell love letter from Tobias to Maria.
Obituary for Maria.
Reflection / review on the film.
Mixed Media/Genre
Poem / song / film clip / art piece on a
theme.
Design a film poster.
Photography: using a series of photos which
communicate a theme from the film.
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Conclusion

Endnotes

In a study and discussion of the film The Art
of Farewell it is important to note cinematic
features such as characterisation, setting,
camera shots, symbolism, dialogue, and body
language. Implicit and explicit statements
need to be identified as does identifying
cultural changes and historical events which
influenced the film’s production. The link
between the experience and the recognition
of the film’s value as a stimulus for reflection/
teaching needs noting. Finally, it should be
acknowledged that the viewers’ impressions
of the film are simultaneously informed by a
number of variables such as race, gender, age,
education, social location, and life experiences.

1 Catherine M. Barsotti and Robert K. Johnston. Finding
God in the Movies: 33 Films of Reel Faith (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker Books, 2004), 26.

Success or failure of the film ultimately rests
on the viewing audience’s primary reason for
watching films. The quality and content of the
film, its attraction, its ability to raise awareness,
to re-inforce values, and to challenge social
wrongs, are the primary reasons why film
in the classroom is a such a powerful and
valuable teaching medium.
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Teaching Ethics through Movies
Peter and Charlotte Vardy
‘We have Religion because, by nature, we
abhor explanatory vacuums…’1 Religions
provide answers to life’s big questions; they
do so, for the most part, by telling stories.
• The Torah, the five books of ‘law’ at the
beginning of the Bible, is an extended
family saga, which speaks of hope against
all odds.
• The Ramayana is a romantic story of love
and loss, loyalty and betrayal; it reveals
much about human relationships and
political leadership despite – or maybe
because – of its fantastic details.
• The Quran contains many short parables,
designed to reveal truths about Allah and
how people should behave.
Although stories might seem ineffective as a
means of communicating historical, ethical or
theological truths, their ability to point towards
an insight which the reader or listener has to
discover for themselves makes it much less
likely that it will be misinterpreted or ignored.
Further, unlike direct forms of communication,
stories develop with their audience and bind
members of that audience together.
The Value of Indirect Communication

‘Perhaps art is something
altogether different and more
radically normal than these
mediocre dreams of Eden.’
Sam Rocha
interpretations. Are Shakespeare’s plays
damaged by being transformed into rapoperas or Bollywood hits? No, they are
enriched and reinvigorated, shown to have
universal human relevance, to contain true
wisdom. Are the stories of Noah and Moses
damaged by the full Hollywood swords and
sandals treatment? No: without these retellings
they wither and die.
We often think of stories as mere reflections of
culture, but in a real sense they create culture.
Those who listen to, or read a good story
have a shared imaginative experience, which
affects how they interpret future events, and
how they understand their own past. As Sam
Rocha observes, ‘perhaps art is something

using words based on sense-experience –
all there is, the ultimate truth? Experience
suggests that it cannot be; our human
perspective may be inescapable, but by any
logic cannot determine the limit of what is.
Truth is out there – but we cannot know for
sure what it is. The most we can do is to
gesture towards where it might be, taking
people beyond the senses to the limits of
intuition, where their imaginations hang
suspended above 70,000 fathoms as if coram
deo.
Because of the elusive nature of truth, stories
are infinitely more effective in communicating
and getting people to share in, understand
and act on it than direct preaching. As the
saying goes (inspired by Schleiermacher,
Schopenhauer and others), ‘the greatest
obstacle to discovering truth is being
convinced you already know it.’ Telling people
how things are misleads them and shuts
down discussion and thought; using a story to
suggest how things might be is more truthful
and has the opposite effect.

the nature of truth itself?

In the 19th Century, Soren Kierkegaard
explored indirect communication as a means
of doing Philosophy, showing how the way
we say something has a huge effect on what
we seem to mean and the extent to which
people act on what they hear.4 A harsh critic
of the Danish Church, Kierkegaard told a
story about geese who flocked each Sunday
to listen to the great gander explain the
glories of flying to them, and the lone goose
who gave the sermons a miss to practice
taking off; a scenario not unlike that in the
Aardman animation Chicken Run (2000).
Of course, when the farmer came, only one
goose survived! Kierkegaard’s point was made
more powerfully, more memorably and more
urgently than if he had just said ‘Christianity is
about deeds more than words’.

What is Truth?

Stories set us free…

Is man (or woman) the measure of all things?

Plato explaining his allegory of the cave to the
Academy, Jesus and his fellow Rabbis teaching

altogether different and more radically normal
than these mediocre dreams of Eden.’3 The
arts – storytelling included – help us to both

Aristotle affirmed the enormous potential
that poetic stories have for communicating
universal truth2 and that indirect
communication could be more truthful than
direct attempts to describe the way things
are. Jesus habitually taught using parables
and resisted more straightforward forms of
preaching. Indian and Chinese sages always
told stories, as have indigenous communities
the world over, not least in Australia.

see and define the way things really are. Virtue

We often think of stories being corrupted,
even destroyed by the process of retelling,
but through this process they stay alive and
influential. Most of the world’s best stories
were written by ‘anon.’ Who conceived them
and what they intended them to mean is
of far less importance than that they seize
the imaginations of many and foster rich

towards fostering confusion, relativism and

ethicists like Alistair MacIntyre, claim that
stories show both the changing conception of
ethical truth through time and between places
and a core of universal values.
We might feel that the huge, uncontrolled
diversity in versions and interpretations of
stories and the extent to which they seem
embedded in culture stands in the way of
them communicating truth, and lends them
simple reinforcement of the status quo, but
might this be based on a misunderstanding of

Is what we sense – and can describe directly
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through parables in the marketplace, the bards
reciting sagas and epics in fire-lit halls share
with Walt Disney, Stephen Spielberg, Aaron
Sorkin and Michael Moore the understanding
that stories are far more than entertainment;
they make a huge difference in how people
see their world and choose to act in it.

and the villain, vice and virtue. Even today,
childrens’ stories teach us what sort of person
we want (and don’t want) to become. Think
Harry Potter, the Twilight or Hunger Games
books – or blockbuster movie adaptations
– they all provide young people with strong
suggestions of how to behave.

Stories were at the heart of the liberal vision
of education, developed in and through
the Christian tradition building on Classical
Philosophy. From early medieval times,
scholars started by being given the tools to tell,
dissect and interpret stories, grammar, rhetoric
and logic (the trivium), before being taught
the language of mathematics through its four
forms (the quadrivium) so that they could
weave and read stories in the stars and begin
to uncover the essence of things through
Philosophy and Theology, skilfully unpicking
wisdom from the finest stories ever told.

Of course, a large part of the Hebrew
Scriptures consists of a highly sophisticated
attempt to teach ethics through story. Yoram
Hazony argues that the Bible has long been
overlooked or dismissed by philosophers
because of unwarranted prejudice. He
points out that Greek Philosophers, long
admired as some of the most brilliant rational
philosophers, often refer to the Gods or
describe their own ideas as God-given, yet
when Prophets like Jeremiah do the same
their words are dismissed from philosophical
consideration. Hazony advances a convincing
theory that, far from being crude myths,
histories and prophecies, the Hebrew
Scriptures actually advance philosophical
arguments of a unique and important sort. He
quotes Martha Nussbaum, who wrote:

In the true sense stories are liberal; they
uncover the truth and set us free by
showing us how and why we are confined,
by experience, by language… and by our
addiction to telling stories!
Theologians usually translate the Greek word
‘logos’ at the beginning of John’s Gospel
as ‘word,’ but it has several other possible
translations including ‘story.’5 Re-imagine
the opening of John as ‘In the beginning
was the Story… and the Story was God…
Through it all things were made… In it was
life, and that life was the light of all mankind.’
It is no accident that ancient creation myths,
whether from Thebes or Jerusalem, describe
God’s creative process in terms of what
God says – words bring order out of chaos,
define, separate and make sense of things,
create hope and the possibility of progress.
Stories offer light, comfort and strength to
the desperate, glue people together and to a
mission even when things look impossible.
Doesn’t it seem odd that most education
systems are marginalising stories, filling the
curriculum with facts, figures and all sorts of
direct forms of communication, when the softpower of indirect communication, of the story
and the arts that tell it, could offer so many
benefits?
Teaching Ethics through Story
Through history people learned their values
from stories. Nursery-rhymes, classical myths,
epics and sagas, ballads and tales of courtly
love, plays and puppet shows… stories taught
people to distinguish good and evil, the hero
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Certain truths about human life can only
be fittingly and accurately stated in the
language and forms characteristic of the
narrative artist… perceiving where the
blunt terms of ordinary speech, or of
abstract theoretical discourse, are blind.6
By developing a range of archetypal
characters, the shadowy authors cause us
to consider the ‘fine-grained, complex and
infinitely variable situations that we encounter
in real life,’7 and how moral rules, character
strengths and weaknesses play out in the real
world. These characters and the predicaments
they face have seized imaginations for
millennia – provoking deep thought and
ethical discussion.
We all know that straightforward lists of rules
are wide-open for misinterpretation. Further,
thoroughly objectionable people manage
to keep to the letter of the law, whereas
admirable souls fall foul of it every day for
the best of reasons. Even Immanuel Kant
realised this. An arch deontologist, he used
hints and examples to convey the essence of
the categorical imperative in the Groundwork,
because telling people what to do directly
would negate the point of doing so! Good
actions must be free and rational, not chosen
mindlessly, out of duty, respect for authority,
fear, habit or anything else. Even for Kant,
being good requires careful thought, reflection

Certain truths about human
life can only be ﬁttingly
and accurately stated in
the language and forms
characteristic of the narrative
artist…
on practical situations and an element of
struggle in deciding what to do.8
Kant was not a great storyteller – but he
still made the effort. The strengths – and
limitations – of his moral philosophy are
explored through German movies such as
the immensely moving The Lives of Others
(2006) and Sophie Scholl: The Final Days
(2005) and the joyous Goodbye Lenin
(2003). All these movies ask whether people
who break moral rules might not be morally
admirable… and whether their law-abiding
fellow-citizens might not be reprehensible for
failing to act in the face of injustice, whatever
that might mean for them personally.
Of course the utilitarians took a more direct
approach to moral philosophy. Infused with
the values of enlightenment science, a
mechanistic vision of the universe and the
belief that what can be detected by human
senses is the be-all-and-end-all of truth,
Bentham and his followers tried to reduce
morality to simple equations, just ignoring
factors which resisted their method. Their
approach was famously parodied by Charles
Dickens in Hard Times:
‘Cecilia Jupe... Give me your definition
of a horse.’ (Sissy Jupe thrown into
the greatest alarm by this demand.)
‘Girl number twenty unable to define
a horse!’ said Mr. Gradgrind, …Some
boy’s definition of a horse. Bitzer, yours.’
… ‘Bitzer,’ said Thomas Gradgrind.
‘Your definition of a horse.’ ‘Quadruped.
Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely
twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, and
twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring;
in marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too.
Hoofs hard, but requiring to be shod
with iron. Age known by marks in mouth.’
Thus (and much more) Bitzer. ‘Now girl
number twenty,’ said Mr. Gradgrind. ‘You
know what a horse is.’9
The Cruel Sea (1953) shows the difficulty
with this sort of consequentialist ethics.

One scene shows the captain of a corvette,
escorting merchant ships across the Atlantic in
WWII, who has to choose between rescuing
survivors or trying to sink a U-Boat apparently
lurking beneath them in the water. The
utilitarian case for losing the depth charges
is compelling. But it doesn’t prevent one of
the sailors shouting ‘bloody murderer’ at the
Captain as the sea is strewn with the bodyparts of men they served with, who could
have been safe in lifeboats. Nor does it make
the Captain feel any better when it transpires
that the radar-signal was not in fact a U Boat,
but the sinking hull of the ship.

embraced and explored by stories in a way
that it rarely is when normative systems
are taught directly. As Bernard Williams
and Thomas Nagel pointed out in the 70s,
obviously different people arrive at the
decisions they make from different places. Is it
reasonable to judge the illiterate factory-worker
on the same level as the cultured factorydirector (such as in The Reader (2008)?
Are people really equally free and equally
responsible for what they do (Blood Diamond,
2006)?

The Imitation Game (2014), based on
the life-story of Alan Turing, raises similar
questions. The team cracks the Enigma Code
but then choose to keep their breakthrough
secret, consciously sacrificing the lives of
thousands of sailors in the north Atlantic in
the short and medium term, so that they are
able to influence the outcome of the war in
the long term. One member of the team, who
has a brother serving on one of the merchant
ships, cannot accept the decision – whatever
the numbers might say.

Of course stories can be told from different
perspectives and yield very different moral
judgements depending on how the characters
and situation are drawn, and what details
and context are supplied. This could be a
good exercise for
students – getting

Of course, neither pure deontological nor pure
consequentialist modes of decision-making
work in the real world. Virtue ethicist Philippa
Foot was well known for using carefully-crafted
stories to show the weaknesses of both
deontological and teleological approaches to
ethics. Imagine you are faced with the choice
of allowing a runaway train to continue past
you and kill five people, or to switch the
points and kill one. The Kantian prefers to do
nothing, despite the preventable carnage that
results, whereas the Utilitarian calculatedly
chooses to kill the one, using them as a
means to an end. Neither feels right on
a human level. Many films explore similar
scenarios – Dante’s Peak (1997) is just one
of these. A grandmother sacrifices herself to
get a boat across a lake of acid, saving her
daughter and grandchildren. In this case the
victim chooses her fate; does that make a
difference or (as Kant would suggest), is it
immaterial, as the maxim of the action is
essentially abhorrent?
Novels such as Jill Paton Walsh’s A Desert in
Bohemia and superb films such as Stephen
Spielberg’s Munich (2005), German film The
Edukators (2005) or French films Hidden
(2005), excel in showing the shades of grey
that exist in all moral situations. Moral luck
as a problem for all moral philosophies is

‘Try climbing into someone else’s skin
and walking around in it…’ 10

her time? Does her story – that the son died
naturally and that she welcomed prison
(offering no defence) because she felt so
desolate – make any real difference? There
is a far more sophisticated discussion to
be had here about crime and punishment,
redemption and reconciliation, truth and trust
than other forms of lesson-stimulus are likely
to yield.
Other excellent films for provoking higherlevel thinking and discussion in the RE and
Ethics classroom range from classics such as
Bonhoeffer: Agent of Grace (2000) and Juno
(2007), to recent Oscar contenders such as
Twelve Years a Slave (2014) or The Theory
of Everything (2014). It is not just a matter
of showing a whole film and having a general
discussion. Much more productive activities
isolate scenes from films and ask questions as
a way of opening up a philosophical enquiry,
or focus on a single character and a choice
they face and ask students to reflect on their
decision, what formed it, if they could, or
should have decided differently and why.
Show, don’t tell…

them to retell the
story of a movie
from a different perspective, and seeing if that
changes their judgements about who acted
virtuously, how and when. Try this with The
Shawshank Redemption (1994) – how would
the governor tell the story of Andy’s time at
Shawshank? How about Dead Man Walking
(1995) from the perspective of Sr. Helen
Prejean’s Bishop, or Selma (2014) from the
perspective of LBJ?
Take I’ve Loved you So Long (2008) for an
example. A woman is released from prison
after serving 15 years for murdering her son;
her sister takes her into her home and tries
to help her rebuild her life, but struggles to
forgive her or trust her with her own young
children. Is the sister right to worry? What is
the moral status of the woman after serving

As Professor Thom Parham said, ‘Film excels
at metaphor, forging a connection between
dissimilar objects or themes… Show, don’t
tell, is the rule of cinema.’11 Using film clips
encourages discussion and active learning,
facilitating students in discovering learning
points for themselves. They also provide
a ‘safe’ environment for the discussion of
sensitive issues – ranging from abortion and
assisted-suicide, to fundamentalism and family
breakdown – because students are able to
discuss the characters’ dilemma, possible
feelings and responses without revealing their
own position if they don’t feel comfortable
in doing so. We have been running popular
training events for teachers providing ideas for
using clips from popular movies in teaching
in the UK, Australia and New Zealand for
some years now. Films and clips should not
just be reserved to junior classrooms; some
of the best quality activities of this type work
with senior students who are able to draw
on broader subject-knowledge and make
connections across topics.
Choose carefully…
Of course, because of their efficacy, people
in authority have always been suspicious of
stories, wondering if the values they impart
are desirable.
The author and storyteller have huge power.
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Plato despised storytellers along with artists
and those skilled in rhetoric, because of their
(uncontrollable) ability to influence people
and distract them from seeking truth in the
most effective way possible, by convincing
them that they already know it. In Book X of
the Republic, Socrates tells Glaucon…
all poetical imitations are ruinous to the
understanding of the hearers… when we
hear persons saying that the tragedians,
and Homer, who is at their head, know
all the arts and all things human, virtue
as well as vice, and divine things too…
we ought to consider whether here also
there may not be a[n].. illusion. … all
these poetical individuals, beginning with
Homer, are only imitators; they copy
images of virtue and the like, but the
truth they never reach.
Anthropologists describe the ‘age-old
dialectical process of reimagining and
reframing indigenous knowledge, the axis
around which past and future take shape
in the present.’12 Telling stories, an early
and major part of all human cultures, is
inherently political. It is as if the skilled
storyteller performs surgery on our eyes,
forcing us to see through proprietary lenses
from that moment forward – lenses which
aren’t necessarily clear and may well distort
our ability to see. Winston Churchill and Mao
Tse Tung shared the knowledge that he who
controls the peoples’ story controls what they
perceive as the truth and has the ultimate
victory. It follows that choosing which stories
to tell young people, and how, which movies
to show and in what context, is of paramount
importance.

We believe that choosing not to tell stories at
all, and to exclude movies from the classroom,
is not a realistic option because:
1. People will always seek movies for
entertainment. If we provide no tools with
which to analyse, discuss and evaluate them,
we hand a huge part of education over to
Studios, Production Companies and Publishing
Houses, who are motivated by short-term
profit, rather than the long-term interests of
society.
2. When indirect communication works
so much more effectively than direct
communication in many areas of the
curriculum, why block out what works and has
worked through human history to pander to
educational utilitarians sufficiently myopic to
try to reduce human fulfilment to a series of
tick-boxes?

Together Peter and Charlotte have written
bestselling textbooks Ethics Matters (2012),
God Matters (2013) and “Bible Matters”
(forthcoming, 2015) for SCM Press.

Endnotes
1 The Storytelling Animal: How Stories Make Us Human by
Jonathan Gottschall (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 2012)
p121.
2 Poetry is ﬁner and more philosophical than history; for
poetry expresses the universal, and history only the
particular
3 http://ethikapolitika.org/2015/02/18/art-kills-2/ February
18th 2015
4 Fear and Trembling”
5 See An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon http://www.
perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3
A1999.04.0058%3Aentry%3Dlo%2Fgos
6 Quoted by Hazony The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture
(Cambridge University Press, 2012) p68

Dr Peter Vardy was Vice Principal of
Heythrop College, University of London,
from 1998-2011 and has written some 16
popular books in our subject area. One of the
founders of DAN, he has been working with
teachers and students across Australia and
New Zealand for many years, running events
and PD sessions, such as Ethics goes to the
Movies (Wombat Education) for teachers in
regional centres during May 2015.
Charlotte Vardy is an experienced teacher of
RE and Philosophy who works internationally
with charities, schools and examination boards
alongside running Candle Conferences, which
offers the largest events for GCSE and A Level
Religious Studies in the UK as well as teacher
training, resources and textbooks.

7 Ibid p67
8 http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/pdfs/kant1785.pdf
is a good, readable e-text of the Groundwork for senior
students.
9 http://www.gutenberg.org/files/786/786-h/786-h.htm
10 After Atticus Finch To Kill a Mockingbird , Chapter 3.
11 Behind the Screen: Hollywood Insiders on Faith, Film and
Culture (2005)
12 Review by Tessa Boeykens of: Telling and Being Told.
Storytelling and Cultural Control in Contemporary
Yucatec Maya Literatures, by Paul M. Worley (University
of Arizona Press, 2013) available online at www.
academia.edu

"Does the Bible really ma er in today's mul cultural, scien ﬁcally informed and
technologically enabled world? Does Richard Dawkins have a point when he says
that the Bible is plain weird… a chao cally cobbled-together anthology of disjointed
documents, composed, revised, translated, distorted and 'improved' by hundreds of
anonymous authors, editors and copyists"? Does studying the Bible have any place in
21st Century educa on, faith or life?
Centuries of intensive biblical scholarship have made the meaning of the Bible less,
not more, clear. Its authority and even importance has been called into ques on
as ques ons about its historical accuracy have been raised and the apparent
complexi es of its authorship have been exposed.
In clear and straigh orward language and with plenty of lively examples, Bible
Ma ers charts the development of Biblical Cri cism and explores the philosophical
assump ons which underlie Historical Cri cism, more contemporary approaches
to Biblical Interpreta on and claims to Biblical Authority. It suggests that, despite
everything, the Bible really does ma er… whether you are a believer or not!"
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Using Minecraft in the RE Classroom
David Shapland
Motivation for using Minecraft in RE
For many people today, our ‘device’ and
our self are as one. Access to technology
to increase the quantity of knowledge
available to us is limitless, but does little to
nurture our student’s higher order and critical
thinking skills. Within the Religious Education
classroom, the challenge is compounded
given the abstract nature of much of the
subject matter, the difficulty of legitimising
evaluating competing truth claims, and a
media driven, simplistic ‘us’ and ‘them’
mentality. Within this context there is an everpressing need to provide rigorous and relevant
RE that equips students to understand
complex concepts and questions of ultimate
importance. Indeed, the Australian Curriculum
mandates the embedding of ‘critical and
creative thinking1 into all the curriculum. It
thus seems an excellent time to embrace the
technology available to our students, and to
explore the use of computer games in the
classroom.
That said, discerning what to embrace from
the evergrowing options of online gaming
is challenging, and then how you effectively
embed these ‘tools’ in the classroom is even
more complex. The difference between online
offline reality has become increasingly blurred,
and students struggle to recognise any

of using a Multi-User Virtual Environment
(MUVE) to promote innovative teaching and
learning, and students at UQ were tasked with
producing virtual religious buildings. Adapting
such a project for Middle Year students at
Somerset College had immediate appeal.
Organising excursions to religious buildings
is a time consuming and costly exercise, and
yields diverse results depending on the place
of worship and individuals encountered.
If students were given an opportunity to
research and produce virtual religious
buildings, they might develop their knowledge
and understanding of the religion in a more
actively engaged way.

this pedagogical stumbling block, and various

The initial idea was to mirror the trial
undertaken at UQ using the MUVE game
‘Second Life.’ A major concern was the
reputation this product has in the wider
community for being a platform for more
adult themes. However, after a visit to Dr
Farley (who by then was working at USQ in
Toowoomba), she explained that security
was achievable and that students would
be safe. I also explored other options at
this time, including a rival site Kitely,3 which
offered greater security, but less stability.
The stumbling block here was the passive
nature of the game, with students making
only their own avatar and then working within
professionally built religious buildings. With

of different places of worship. This married

quotes to build the places of worship running
into the thousands of dollars, the trial stalled.
In discussing the project with Professor
Jeff Brand at Bond University (an expert
in Communication and Creative Media,
specialising in Computer Games), he pointed
me to a project where he and his students
had built a model of Bond University using
Minecraft.4 Rather than students wander
passively through extant buildings, they could
create their own buildings using the tools of
Minecraft. In order to do this properly, they
would first need to learn and understand the
significance and symbolism of the features
with an initial ‘project based learning’ task the
students were doing where they had to write
an autobiography, from the perspective of a
teenage follower of a particular religion. What
emerged was a Semester of rich learning on
the inward and outward signs and significance
of a particular world religion.
Once the possibility of using Minecraft as a
teaching platform was established, we then
identified a highly secure and adaptable
education version of the game: Minecraftedu5.
At this stage, Roberta Thompson – who
is involved in the Serious Play Project at
Griffith University6 – took a keen interest in

difference between the two. Thus the principle
motivation for the project was to provide
opportunities for students to develop critical,
higher order thinking skills through the use of
an online environment.
Somerset College, as part of its teaching and
learning initiative, offers staff the opportunity
to develop projects of innovative practice. In
2014 the Religion and Philosophy Department
applied to carry out one of these trials. The
stimulus for this project was research carried
out by Dr Helen Farley with her first year
Religious Studies undergraduate students at
the University of Queensland in 20102. In her
trial, Farley wanted to explore the potential
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of the Library being constantly full of Year 8
students! Our reasons for not punching a hole
in the firewall so students could play at home
were twofold. Firstly, there is the security risk
of allowing a hole in the firewall, secondly,
there is the logistics of having the client on
non-school computers. But most importantly,
we didn’t want certain students spending
hours of their time on this project. There are
workarounds such as ‘time bombing’ so the
server is only available at certain hours in the
evenings, but we decided this would add an
unnecessary dimension of complexity and
potential conflict that could be avoided.
This project was carried out with the five Year
the project, and offered great advice on pre
and post testing of the students. She offered
scholarly articles on the subject, and took the
time to come and observe classes during the
project. Her interest is in what other learning
was happening beyond the written task, and
this learning became much more evident as
the project continued.
Pedagogical processes
In a project like this it is particularly vital to
remain mindful at all times of the outcomes
you are hoping to achieve. Referring to
Minecraft as a tool, rather than a game, is a
useful way of remembering that the teaching
and learning of your students is the reason
for the exercise. Minecraftedu allowed the
Religion and Philosophy department to
provide a rich learning environment that
motivated students to achieve an educational
goal. The learning outcomes were central
to the project, and throughout the process
students had a clear understanding of the
expected outcomes. This was achieved
through a well-structured task where the
expectations were clearly outlined (see
Appendix One).
Logistical and technical necessities
The success of the project required the
full support of the college. There was a
financial investment and significant time
required from the IT support team. The
project was based on academic research,
and throughout the planning stage this
research was communicated to the College
Leadership Team as well as to parents via
the college newsletter. We considered an
information evening, but ultimately decided
that a letter sent to parents, outlining the
project in comprehensive detail, was sufficient.
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At all stages of the project we invited and
encouraged dialogue with parents.

8 classes at the College. As such, the game
was available throughout the school day
so that different classes could work on the

The technological requirements that the
product sits on are a dedicated server, and
individual computers need to have a ‘client’
installed to run the ‘game.’ Depending on
the IT infrastructure within your school this
could cause difficulties, hence the importance
of having the full support of your leadership
team. The software needs a dedicated server,
and the load on that server if more than one
class is on it at a time can take its toll. Thus
the stability and capacity of the network needs
to be considered, and the school’s IT policy
need to be understood in terms of sites and
software students want to run. The logistics of
installing the software in a BYOD school is a
major consideration.

project in their RP class time. However, this

Rules for the project, and how behaviour
is managed within the game need to be
considered and negotiated with students well
before the project goes live. Our approach
was that behaviour in the online environment
was no different to the off-line (or ‘real’
environment). Monitoring behaviour inside the
game requires a level of commitment from
participating teachers. That said, self-regulation
by students can have amazing results. With
this medium they are largely the experts,
and they want to be there. We encouraged
students to be beacons within the game to
self-regulate and self-support. This worked
well, and also mitigated some of the anxiety of
class teachers who felt vulnerable at the start
of the project.

of religions and how their communities

We had to provide clear guidelines as to
when and where students could work on
their project. We decided to only allow them
to work on their project within the school
and on school computers. This had the effect

also required the awareness and support of all
staff, as there were occasions where students
would work on their project whilst in other
classes.
Results – Expected
The results of the project are evident in the
high standard of buildings produced, in the
quality of the accompanying written task, and
in the pre and post testing where students
were able to articulate their feelings:
I think the key things that helped me
learn was more the touring of other's
buildings as much as anything to get a
better understanding of a wider variety
can differ so widely.
This student is able to express the difference
between a flat study of a belief system
through books and film, into the ‘real life’
world that young people blur their online lives
to be.
It made me feel differently in a way,
because it was the information put into
a real life, and instead of just reading
words, I understood how the people
lived their lives, people like me.
Results – Unexpected
The unexpected results of the project were
the level of critical and creative thinking that
students demonstrated. The quality of the
buildings they produced, and the attention
to detail was amazing. But what was more
intriguing was the collaboration and selfregulation that occurred.

I believe the only thing that can be improved
for this task next time is the restriction
of people that don't work, and use this
assignment as a means to have fun and
annoy others who are actually trying to learn
and provide a deeper understanding of their
studied religion.
This letter was received, unsolicited, from a
student who has in the past had a certain
‘reputation,’ however, within this project he
became one of our experts:
Dear Mr XXXXXX:
We have sorted out who has been
doing the invisibility and the vandalism
of buildings. We have all agreed at
lunchtime with the people doing it not
to. Also at lunchtime we have been
using the chat productively and wisely,
however some are going over the top
and posting stuff that is not necessary
(not swearing), i have been responsible
in doing this with a few other people at
lunch i promise the others and myself
wont comment unnecessary things (not
swearing). I am really enjoying this unit
and i really don't want this opportunity
to be taken away.
Best regards YYYYY YYYYYYY 8-x

in terms of team work, collaboration, self-

went into it. To tie everything together,

regulation and a sense of pride in their work:

building a religious building in real life

I believe religious buildings are
important. In my opinion, they
give people a sense of peace and
acceptance. They are like a second
home for people to go pray to their
God that they believe in. This is
important for those following the
religion so they have a home of belief.
I was motivated to build and put a lot
of effort and care into the building. It
was a group effort and I didn’t want to

Final thoughts

let anyone down by messing around.

The Minecraft trial has produced interesting
results, both in terms of outcomes and
learning processes. This Year 8 student’s
stream of consciousness sums up the project.
The student is able to express not only
what they have learned about studying the
symbolism and significance of a particular
religious building, they have also been able to
express the other learning that has occurred,

I was drawn to creating an amazing
building that resembled a Mosque. But

is one thing that takes a lot of time and
effort to make. But asking teenagers to
create something Minecraft to see their
representation of the religion was really
good because it gave us a chance to
express the religion through our eyes.
Where to from here?
One of the initial ideas was to set tasks for
students to do inside the game once they had
built their religious building and completed the
compare and contrast task ie: prepare a meal
that people from each religious tradition could
share.

it was not only me that took care, my

It could also be interesting to get students to

whole group worked together to create

build a religious ‘story’ ie: the four signs in

something amazing. After looking at

Buddhism, a Jewish /Old Testament story, or

the final product, I was so happy to

to recreate The Hajj and explain the purpose

see how it turned out, the team effort

of it.

was indescribable. I’m so proud of
the final product and the effort that

With older students you could explore
hermeneutics: ie: whilst being biblically
accurate deconstruct/reconstruct the
traditional nativity scene or the Stations of the
Cross and the Easter story.
Other ideas were to set up and solve a variety
ethical dilemmas ie: the trolley cart dilemma,
an animal welfare debate, recreate the final
scene from The Dark Knight or any number of
situation ethic scenarios.
I welcome enquires about this project.

David Shapland is a Subject Master of
Religion and Philosophy at Somerset College,
QLD. Email him at:
dshapland@somerset.qld.edu.au
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Endnotes

Appendix
The Task
Exploring the signiﬁcance and symbolism of Religious Buildings
Global Contexts: personal and cultural expression
Task: The task is split into four parts to reflect the different aspects of the work
you have carried out this term.
1 Explain and describe the religious building you have made.
a. You should use screenshots to assist you in your explanation and
description.
b. You need to include an explanation of the significant parts of your building.
c. You must describe and explain the symbolism that is evident in the
different parts of your building.

2 Choose one other religion, for which your classmates have built a religious
building.
a. Find out from them the main beliefs and practices of that religion.
b. Take screen shots of their building of the significant parts and explain why
they are important to that religion
c. What symbolic things has your classmate included in their building? Explain
why they have included these symbols and what they mean for a follower
of that religion.

3 Compare and contrast the religious building you have produced with the
religious building your classmate has produced. Explore the similarities and
differences of how the following are expressed in the buildings:
a. The history
b. The practices
c. The core beliefs
d. Their ‘world view’ about how people live their lives and the relationships
between people of these different faiths.

1 http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/generalcapabilities/critical-and-creative-thinking/
introduction/critical-and-creative-thinking-across-the-curriculum
2 Farley, Helen (2010). ‘Teaching first-year studies in religion students in Second Life: UQ
Religion Bazaar,‘ in C.H. Steel, M.J. Keppell, P. Gerbic & S. Housego (Eds.), Curriculum,
technology & transformation for an unknown future. Proceedings, Ascilite 2010 Sydney,
pp.334-338).
3 http://www.kitely.com/
4 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XMZs3sl-uw
5 https://minecraftedu.com/
6 http://www98.griffith.edu.au/dspace/bitstream/handle/10072/49585/83784_1.
pdf?sequence=1

Further Readings
Alvarez, M. (2006) Using Virtual Worlds in High School Education.
Backlund, P. Hendrix, M. (2013) Educational games – Are They Worth the Effort? A literature
survey of the effectiveness of serious games.
Beavis, C. (pre-publication) Online and Internet Based Technologies: Gaming
Chee, Y. S. (2011). ‘Learning as becoming through performance, play, and dialogue: A Model
of game-based learning with the game Legends of Alkhimia,’ Digital Culture & Education,
3:2, 98-122.
Derryberry, A. (2007) Serious games: online games for learning
Farley, Helen (2010). Teaching first-year studies in religion students in Second Life: UQ
Religion Bazaar. In C.H. Steel, M.J. Keppell, P. Gerbic & S. Housego (Eds.), Curriculum,
technology & transformation for an unknown future. Proceedings ascilite Sydney 2010
(pp.334-338).
Hawkey, R.(2005) Learning with digital technologies in Museums, Science Centers and
Galleries, A report for NESTA. Futurelab.
Jenkins, H. Purushotma, R. Clinton, K. Weigel, M. Robson, A. J. (2009) Confronting the
Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century. MacArthur
Foundation NMC Horizon Report. (2012) Game-Based Learning Time-to-Adoption Horizon:
Two to Three Years
Steinkuehler. (2005) Cognation and Literacy in Massively Multiplayer Online Games.

4 Reflect on why religious buildings are important to different religions and how
these buildings reflect the practices and beliefs of the particular religion.
a. Why do you think religious buildings are important for many people?
b. Why did you take care over what you built?
c. What links can you draw between you answer in question a. and question
b.?

In your answer make sure that you have addressed:• Criterion A – Demonstrated detailed knowledge and understanding of
content and concepts relating to your religion, as detailed above.
• Criterion B – Shown a personal, reflective exploration of the issues.
• Criterion C – Analysed and evaluated a range of issues recognising
values and limitations.
• Criterion D – Communicate information and ideas effectively by using a
style that is consistently appropriate to an autobiography, the audience
and purpose.
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