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The trouble with teaching about religion

By DENNIS L. CUDDY

The Stale Board of Education is
considering whether the public
schools should teach about reli-
gion. Concern was focused on the
issue of religion in schools a few
years ago when I was at the
National Institute of Education in
Washington.

In a study conducled for the
institute, Dr. Paul Vilz found that
many of the facls regarding the
role of religion in our history had
been excised from textbooks. For
example, in one text the Pilgrims
were simply described as “'giving
thanks" at Thanksgiving, bul the
book did not say they gave thanks
“lo God.”

Recenlly, a diverse coalition
produced a brochure litled “Reli-
gion In the Public School Currlcu-
lum,” which defined ‘‘teaching
about religlon” as including “con-
sideration of the bellefs and prac-
tices of religions.” As a former
history leacher in our public
schools, 1 see nothing wrong with
presenting students with histori-
cal facls about particular reli-
pions — for example, dates of
origin. Bul teaching about the
religions themselves would be
very dangerous, possibly result-
ing in lawsults claiming religious
_discrimination. Frankly, I have
heard no pgreat public oulcry
aboul students' lack of knowledge
perlaining to Buddhist chants,
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Islamic rituals or Jain prayers.
One parent of a student in a
local high school recently recount-
cd how a leacher had used incense
as parl of his instructlion about a
particular religion. Anolher par-

ent told me thal al a different high
school, a leacher had asked the
students to meditate as part of Lhe
instruction about Hinduism. The
problem with this is that il lhe
Supreme Court recently declared
even a “moment of silent medita-
tion'” unconstilutional because it
“might be” religiously related,
then cerlainly the aforementioned
instruction in our public schools
would be unconstitutional as well.

Many proponents of teaching
aboul religion in our schools say
they simply want Lo end religious
intolerance by having students
develop “respect for’" the belicls
of olhers. While il is in the best
American tradition to respect lhe
right of others o hold whalever
beliels they choose, I do nol
believe this translates into an
obligation to respect all of lhe
beliels themselves of all religions.
Jews, [or example, should be
under no obligation to respect the
atheislic views of Adolph Hitler.

Some years ago, the World
Religions Curriculum  Develop-
menl Cenler in the Uniled Stales
developed a course Llitled ‘‘Reli-
glon in Human Culture," Lo devel-
op allitudes of respect for Lhe
Jegitimacy of others’ beliefs and
practices, “safeguarding against
dogmalic ‘right answerism.” "
Yet, religion by its very nature is
about what is morally right and
morally wrong, what is spiritually
true and spiritually false. Thus, il

one of our stale’s leachers were lo
leclure public school students con-
cerning reincarnalion, would the
teacher as a parl of non-biased
instruction also note Lhe biblical
stalement, "It is appointed unlo
men once lo die”?

How would classroom discus-
sion regarding religion be han-
dicd? When a sludent says thal
according lo his or her religion
one will go to hell unless cerlain
beliefs are followed, would the
teacher say that is just one view,
thus questioning the student’s be-
licfs? What about censorship?
Would some minorily religions be
excluded? And what aboul equi-
ty? Would an occult religion such
as wilcheralt (recently given lax-
exempt slalus by the U.S. govern-
ment) be given as much class
lime as Catholicism, Judaism or
Prolestanlism?

Teaching historical facls about
religion in American or world
hislory classes as lhey were
taught years ago is appropriate.
But if the state goes beyond lhis
and teaches about Lhe beliefs and
practices of religions, it will not
only violate the often ciled “‘sepa-
ration of church and state,” but it
will also find itself either question-
ing, undermining or neulralizing
sludents’ religious beliels. Thal is
not the stale's business, especlally
when it has not even taught the
three R's well, as evidenced by
recent Lesl scores.



