
Religious Literacy in the 21st Century 
Classroom: Navigating the Tension 
Between Faith, Neutrality, and Pluralism 
Abstract As contemporary societies become increasingly fragmented along ideological and 
theological lines, the mandate for religious literacy within public and private education has never 
been more urgent. This article interrogates the pedagogical shift from traditional "confessional" 
theological instruction to a "Cultural Studies" approach to religious literacy, as championed by 
Diane Moore. By evaluating the "literacy gap" as a barrier to global citizenship, the study 
explores the methodological challenges of maintaining neutrality while respecting the internal 
diversity and "situatedness" of sacred traditions. Furthermore, the paper analyzes the 
intersection of moral development and religious doctrine, arguing that ethics serves as the 
bridge between secular pluralism and faith-based worldviews. The article concludes that the 
Journal of Religion, Ethics & Education (JREE) is uniquely positioned to mediate the delicate 
dialogue required to foster mutual understanding in an era of profound religious and secular 
tension. 

 

Introduction: From Theological Instruction to Religious 
Literacy 
The historical evolution of religion in the classroom has moved through three distinct phases: 
the confessional, the exclusionary, and the literate. In the confessional phase, schools 
functioned as extensions of the church, focusing on the indoctrination of a specific faith. The 
exclusionary phase, born of the secular Enlightenment, attempted to sanitize the classroom by 
removing religious discourse entirely. We have now entered the third phase: the era of 
Religious Literacy. 

Religious literacy is not the "teaching of religion" in a proselytizing sense, nor is it merely a 
"World Religions 101" survey of dates and deities. Rather, it is a sophisticated understanding of 
how religions function within social, political, and cultural life. As Diane Moore (2007) posits, 
religion is not a static set of beliefs but a dynamic, internally diverse, and evolving human 
phenomenon. The shift toward literacy represents a pedagogical commitment to understanding 
the influence of religion on human history and contemporary affairs without mandating an 
adherence to its tenets. 

 



The Literacy Gap: A Prerequisite for Global Citizenship 
In a globalized 21st century, religious illiteracy is not merely an academic oversight; it is a civic 
liability. The "Literacy Gap" manifests in the inability of citizens to distinguish between a faith's 
core scriptures and the political interpretations of its followers, or to recognize the internal 
diversity within seemingly monolithic traditions like Islam, Christianity, or Hinduism. 

Religion as a Social Variable 

Global citizenship requires the ability to navigate a world where religious identity informs 
everything from climate policy to bioethics. Without religious literacy, students are prone to 
essentialist stereotyping—viewing "The West" or "The East" as homogenous blocks. 

●​ Internal Diversity: Students must learn that there are as many ways to be Jewish or 
Buddhist as there are practitioners of those faiths. 

●​ Evolutionary Nature: Religions change over time in response to social stimuli; they are 
not frozen in the 7th or 1st centuries. 

●​ Cultural Embeddedness: Religion is not a "private" matter; it is woven into the 
architecture, laws, and languages of civilizations. 

Closing the literacy gap is, therefore, an act of "educational de-escalation." By providing 
students with the tools to analyze religious claims critically and empathetically, we foster a 
pluralism that is robust enough to handle disagreement without resorting to dehumanization. 

 

Methodological Challenges: Neutrality without Sterility 
Teaching religion in a secular environment presents a paradox: how does a teacher respect the 
"Sacred" while remaining "Neutral"? The fear of "preaching" often leads to a "watered-down" 
curriculum that treats religions like exotic artifacts in a museum—quaint, but irrelevant to 
modern life. 

The Cultural Studies Approach 

Utilizing Diane Moore’s Cultural Studies Approach, educators move beyond the "Three Fs" 
(Festivals, Fashion, and Food) to interrogate the power structures and "situatedness" of 
religious claims. 

1.​ Avoid the "Add-and-Stir" Method: Instead of simply adding a unit on Sikhism to a 
Western-centric history course, educators must analyze how Sikh values interacted with 
colonialism and state-building. 



2.​ Maintain "Academic Neutrality": This does not mean being "value-free." It means that 
the teacher’s role is to facilitate the study of how people believe, rather than what people 
should believe. 

3.​ Respect the Sacred: Neutrality should not mean "irreverence." Pedagogy must 
acknowledge that for billions of people, these traditions are the ultimate source of 
meaning and truth. 

The goal is to produce a "dispassionate observer" who is capable of "passionate 
empathy"—someone who can describe the logic of a faith they do not share. 

 

The Role of Ethics: The Common Ground of Moral 
Development 
One of the primary tensions in multicultural school boards is the perceived link between morality 
and doctrine. Many faith communities fear that secular education, by removing God from the 
center of ethics, leads to moral relativism. Conversely, secularists fear that religious ethics are 
inherently exclusionary. 

Decoupling Doctrine from Virtue 

Moral development can be taught alongside religious doctrine without being subsumed by it. By 
focusing on Universal Ethics—principles like justice, compassion, and the inherent dignity of 
the person—schools can find common ground between secular humanism and faith-based 
worldviews. 

●​ Comparative Ethics: Students can study the "Golden Rule" across various traditions, 
discovering that while the metaphysical justifications differ, the behavioral imperatives 
are often strikingly similar. 

●​ Independent Moral Inquiry: Schools must provide a space for students to develop their 
own moral agency, using both religious heritage and secular reason as resources for 
ethical decision-making. 

In this framework, ethics serves as the "Esperanto" of the multicultural classroom—a shared 
language that allows the devout and the non-believer to collaborate on the common good. 

 

Conclusion: JREE as a Platform for the Sensitive Divide 
The inaugural issue of the Journal of Religion, Ethics & Education (JREE) marks a critical 
milestone in our pedagogical journey. We live in an age of "secular-sacred" friction, where the 



classroom has become a surrogate battlefield for larger cultural wars. JREE exists to offer a 
ceasefire—a space for rigorous, analytical, and empathetic scholarship that bridges the divide 
between faith and pluralism. 

By championing religious literacy, we are not asking students to choose between their heritage 
and their citizenship. We are asking them to expand their cognitive horizons to include the 
"other." In the 21st-century classroom, understanding the neighbor’s faith is not just a matter of 
"tolerance"; it is a matter of ethical survival. JREE will continue to be the forum where these 
complex, sacred, and essential questions are asked and answered. 
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