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In Europe, religious and spiritual education happens in a context which is at once increasingly secular 

and religiously plural. Empirical studies such as World Value Survey or Religionsmonitor indicate a low 

level of religiosity within European countries (Pickel 2013: 16-21). In the Netherlands, Sweden and 

the Czech Republic, less than half of the population identify as religious, and in Great Britain, 

Germany and Spain less than half of the population consider religion or spirituality as important for 

their life. At the same time the Europe is becoming increasingly pluralistic in religious terms. Global 

migration, spurred on by a variety of social and economic factors, has transformed what was once a 

predominantly Christian context into one which is home to a wide variety of religious traditions, 

including significant numbers of Muslim, Hindu and Buddhist people. These traditions now make up 8 

% of the believers in Europe. Moreover, the Christian tradition itself is becoming ever more plural,, 

characterized in a broad spectrum ranging from evangelical and charismatic positions on the one 

hand to liberal perspectives on the other hand.  

 

As well as various multi-faith issues, this constellation places the problem of religious experience on 

the agenda. Without neglecting the tremendous challenges faced by this new inter religious and 

secular context, the conference will give special attention to the topic of religious experience in 

relationship to religious and spiritual education. Traditionally, religious education addressed students 

raised in a religious family who lived in predominantly religious communities. For such students, 

religious experience was built into the fabric of their lives, and religious education in these contexts 

could build on this experience. Like a catechisms proof, the main task of religious education was to 

transfer knowledge to the students. The meaning of such knowledge became clear to students in 

their day to day life: living in a religious neighbourhood and participating in religious practice. Today 

most students do not share such experiences, because they have less contact with religious 

communities and do not perceive their everyday experience as having a religious dimension (Streib & 

Gennerich 2011; Ziebertz, Kay & Riegel 2009). This means that religious education confronts them 

with issues that do not relate to their world view. Spiritual education faces a similar problem: it 

cannot build on experiences of its kind, because in the Western world there has been no clearly 

developed spiritual tradition beyond the religions. Therefore spiritual education has to relate to 

experiences which are not normally perceived as spiritual. In both cases the problem is twofold: 

Students of religious and spiritual education lack appropriate experiences and they show different 

opinions about what religion or spirituality could be. 



 

This setting raises several important questions. From a theoretical perspective the question is how 

religious experience can be conceptualized in a context of religious plurality and secularity with the 

traditional religious traditions as just one option among other options? If spirituality and religiosity 

are more individualized practices than institutionalized beliefs (Heelas & Woodhead 2005), how does 

lived religion contribute to such a conceptualization? Do the concepts of spirituality and implicit 

religion give way to a new understanding of religious experience? From an empirical perspective the 

question is how religious experience beyond the traditional religious practices can be grasped 

accordingly? Do traditional empirical methods, both in quantitative or in qualitative paradigm, still fit, 

or do we have to turn to ethnographic methods? From a didactical perspective the question is how 

religious and spiritual education can deal with the gap as sketched above. Which concepts and 

methods can we utilize in bringing religious experience into religious or spiritual education? Which 

concepts and methods can we utilize to relate every day experience to religious and spiritual 

concepts?  

 

The SIG 19 conference in Siegen will explore these questions through invited keynote presentations 

in plenary sessions, and collegial papers in parallel sessions. We therefore invite colleagues to 

contribute to the parallel sessions through the submission of a collegial paper. Papers not strictly 

related to the main theme are welcome as well and will be included where possible. Please submit a 

paper abstract (200 – 300 words) to Eva Wüstner (eva.wuestner@uni-siegen.de) by November 30, 

2015. For further details on the conference please check http://sig19atsiegen.de.  
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