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Abstract
In recent decades, the Finnish state has developed multicultural policies that aim at fostering the cultural identity of people coming to
Finland from different ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. This aim
has had clear practical consequences in the Finnish state-supported
schools, where, along with the Finnish and Swedish languages, pupils
with different linguistic backgrounds now have the right to learn their
native tongue within the frame of the school curriculum. In similar
fashion, the state favours a multiple solution as regards religious
education, so that pupils belonging to different religious communities
have the right to “education in accordance with their own religion”.
In addition, Ethics is taught to those pupils who are not members of
any religious community. Consequently, several religions are today
taught in Finnish schools, as well as secular Ethics. Nevertheless,
the current system of religious education in Finland is ridden with
contradictions. This article first offers an overview of the most recent
developments, legal provisions and contents of religious education
in state-supported schools in Finland. Next, it identifies some of the
sore issues in the current system, and, finally, it reflects on the possible role of the Study of Religions in the field of religious education.
Keywords: Finland, religious education, state-supported schools, multiculturalism, Study of Religions

Religious education is an illuminating example of how complicated the issues
involved in the negotiations of different interests are with regard to education
(see Himanen 2012). In recent decades, religious education has gained new
significance, both on the national and the European level. One can identify at
least two reasons for the increased interest in religious education shown by
national governments and European bodies, such as the Council of Europe or
the European Court of Human Rights. First, a rapid increase of immigration
to Europe after the Second World War set into motion a process of cultural
pluralization, forcing European states to develop new multicultural policies
in order to meet the challenge of growing diversity within European borders.
Second, and partly linked with the first issue, both national and European
bodies are increasingly concerned with maintaining the stability of the Eu-
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ropean social and political order against security threats coming both from
inside and outside its borders. In particular, one can observe a clear change in
European governments’ policies from benign neglect to active management
of new religious minorities, of which Muslims are often seen as the most challenging for the social and political order of a multicultural European society.
(Turner 2011, 192−3; Laurence 2012.)
In Finland, the Ministry of the Interior published in 2008 a security
programme where one of the goals was stated as the enhancement of good
ethnic relations. In order to reach this goal, it was argued that both the majority and the ethnic minorities should know about different cultures and
religions. Moreover, familiarity with one’s own culture and religion would
support the constitution and governance of one’s identity. The document
acknowledged, however, that there were serious shortcomings in the standard regarding teaching and teachers of religious education of the minority
religions. Consequently, it aimed at making a survey on the education of
minority religions and seeking solutions to the above-mentioned problems.
(Sisäasiainministeriö 2008, 26−30; Sakaranaho, forthcoming.)
On a more practical level, schools act as some sort of barometers of social
change, and mirror the growing cultural and religious pluralism of a society
(cf. Davie 2000, 89). They have become important scenes for cultural encounters, and a real testing ground for the multicultural policies of a country.
This is where the integration into the mainstream society of children and
young people with different cultural backgrounds is measured in practice
(see Alitolppa-Niitamo 2004, 81). At the same time, the formal education of
state-supported schools reproduces the main cultural values of the society,
and reinforces a given national identity. Education, thereby, is crucial when
modern societies aim at confirming and redefining their unity and identity
in the face of rapid global and local changes. (See Maréchal 2003, 22.)
When looking into the governance of religious education in Finland,
at least three matters are closely intertwined. These are: first, the legal
recognition of religious communities as a part of a particular church-state
system and the subsequent institutionalization of their right to have religious education in state-supported schools; second, the status of religion
as a subject matter in school; and third, the authority setting the aims of
religious education and carrying the responsibility for its implementation.
(See Sakaranaho 2006, 331; Kallioniemi 2007.)
Finland’s church-state system is somewhat of an exception amongst
European countries, since it recognizes two national churches, namely the
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Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and the Orthodox Church of Finland.1
The reason for this dual national church system lies in Finnish history, and it
has had its impact also on religious education in state-supported schools. In
Finland, members of registered religious communities have, subject to certain
conditions, the right to ‘education in accordance with their own religion’ (Basic
Education Act 1998), and therefore religious education in Finnish schools is
‘separative’, to use the terminology of Wanda Alberts (2007).
In the following, I will first take a brief look at the history of religious
education in Finland and then move on to the contemporary Finnish legislation that lays down the main principles for religious freedom in general and
for religious education in particular. Second, I will outline the main aims of
the religious education curriculum as laid down by the National Board of
Education.2 Third, I will take a brief look at the teacher education provision
for different religions, and, finally, will introduce some of the recent critical
discussion around religious education in Finland.3 My presentation will
focus on the peruskoulu (the integrated institution providing the compulsory
education phase from first to ninth grade) and the lukio (the academicallyoriented upper-secondary school),4 which between them constitute the
main forum for religious education in Finnish state-supported schools (see
National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004).5
Development of Religious Education in Finland
The history of Finland, located on the divide between Eastern and Western
Christianity, has moulded the relations between church and state, 6 which
in turn has had an impact on religious education in school. The spread of
1 Henceforth, I will simply refer to the Lutheran Church and the Orthodox Church.
2 The Finnish National Board of Education is a national development agency, subordinated
to the Ministry of Education and Culture. It is responsible for the development of pre-primary,
basic (integrated primary and lower-secondary), general upper secondary, vocational upper
secondary and adult education. See oph.fi.
3 I wish to thank Tim Jensen and Wanda Alberts for their invaluable comments on different
drafts of my text. I also wish to extend my thanks to an anonymous referee for opening my
eyes to yet another contradiction in the Finnish system of religious education.
4 The term Basic Education in Finland (peruskoulu) refers to nine years of compulsory comprehensive education. After that a student can choose between general upper-secondary school
(i.e. high school) or vocational upper-secondary school, both lasting three years.
5 The English translation of the document is provided by the National Board of Education.
See oph.fi.
6 For a more detailed account of the history of Finland, see Singleton 1998. For the church
history of Finland, see Heininen & Heikkilä 2002. For a brief summary of the history of religious
freedom in Finland, see Sakaranaho 2006, 123−8.
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Catholicism to Finland was facilitated by the fact that Finland was part of
Sweden for over six hundred years, from the thirteenth century until 1809.
At the same time, Orthodox Novgorod was also seeking a foothold in Finland. The strife between these two contestants was settled in 1323, when a
border dividing the East and the West was drawn from the Gulf of Bothnia
to Karelia near Lake Ladoga. This border lasted for some two hundred
years, during which time Sweden-Finland saw the gradual establishment of
the Roman Catholic Church, with the foundation of church administration,
church buildings and schools.
However, the sixteenth century saw a drastic religious and political
upheaval in Sweden and Finland, brought about by the Reformation and
the gradual development of the nation state. The Reformation in Finland
marked the beginning of a period of ‘collective and compulsory Lutheranism’, when Finland was a country of ‘strict religious uniformity, based on
the ideal of a confessional state’ (Seppo 1998, 849). In 1809, the Swedish era
ended and Finland was annexed to Russia as an autonomous Grand Duchy.
This change, however, did not lead to any major changes in the relations
between church and state. The system of a state-run church continued, and
religious freedom remained limited. With respect to religious minorities,
the number of adherents to Orthodoxy grew considerably, and their position was strengthened with enlarged rights granted by the Tsar. (See Seppo
1998, 851–2; Heininen & Heikkilä 2002, 141–8, 168–70.)
From the eighteenth century, Pietism and the Enlightenment started
gradually to erode the consensus of collective and compulsory religion.
Moreover, the ideology of liberalism spread from Continental Europe to
Finland, whereupon the pressure to recognise religious freedom started
to grow. As a result, a new canon law was passed in 1869, increasing the
autonomy of the Lutheran Church, and allowing people to resign from the
church in order to join another Christian denomination. (Seppo 1998, 852.)
The number of Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christians, Jews and Muslims, however, remained very small, and the dominance of the Lutheran
Church remained intact.
An important change concerning school education, however, came about
with a statute enacted in 1865 in the countryside and in 1873 in the cities.
This statute established local government based on direct participation. From
then on, ecclesiastical and secular administration were separated from one
another, and the municipalities took over such ‘secular’ tasks as healthcare
and education. (Finnish Local Government 1981.) Although municipalities were
now in charge of primary school education, one of its main aims was to bring
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up children as ‘true Christians’, and the Church continued to take care of the
religious education in school (Seine 2000, 29−30; Jamisto 2007a, 31; Sakaranaho
& Salmenkivi 2009, 453). The only minority at this time with its own religious
education were the Orthodox (Seine 2000, 36−9; Aikonen 2007, 42−3).
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, changes occurred in the
religious field when the number of Christian groups, originating both in
Finland and abroad, grew considerably. In 1889, a law was passed which
allowed Protestant minorities to organise. (Seppo 1998, 853.) This law also
made it possible for the members of Christian minorities to opt out from
the Lutheran religious education in school if their churches could offer their
own religious education instead (Seine 2000, 38). The only non-Christian
minorities in Finland at that time were the Jews and Muslim Tatars. The
Jews gained the right to establish their own school already at the end of
1892, but the school had to be closed down later, due to financial problems
(Weintraub 2007). The Tatars, on the other hand, started to arrive to Finland
from Russia as wandering pedlars during the latter half of the 19th century,
and it took some decades before they were well enough established in the
country so as to have children attending Finnish schools (see Leitzinger 2006).
In the aftermath of the Russian Revolution, Finland gained its independence in December 1917. The 1919 Constitution guaranteed all Finnish
citizens the right to practice their religion in public and private. It also
declared the Finnish state neutral with respect to religion. The civil rights
and duties laid down by the state thus no longer depended on religious
affiliation. Nevertheless, due to central role of the Lutheran Church in
Finnish history and its membership embracing the vast majority of Finns,
it was accorded a privileged position as a national church. In addition,
the Constitution also recognised the special legal status of the Orthodox
Church as the second national church of Finland. (Heininen & Heikkilä
2002, 199–202; Seppo 2003, 44.) The Finnish state thus recognised not one
but two distinct national churches, a fact also reflected in the provisions
concerning religious education in school.
The constitutional right to freedom of religion was implemented by
the Freedom of Religion Act of 1922 (267/1922). In addition to the right to
practice religion in public and private, the law also granted, for the first
time in Finland, the right not to belong to any religious community. This
right was also acknowledged with respect to religious education in Finnish
schools. The Act stated that if a primary school, whether run by the state or
a municipality, offered religious education according to the confession of a
certain religious community, a pupil who belonged to some other religious
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community, or to none, should be exempted from such religious education
if his or her parents so wished. In the aftermath of Finnish independence,
the Jews gained full civil rights, and in 1918 re-started a Jewish school in
Helsinki, a school still functioning (Weintraub 2007).7
In 1923, the Primary School Act set the foundation for religious education
in schools, specifying that the school curriculum should include, in addition to other subjects, religious education and education of ethics. Religious
education was to be taught, first, according to the confession of the majority.
Second, schools should offer religious education according to some other
confession if there were twenty pupils belonging to a particular religious
community and if their parents so requested. This provision was particularly important for the Orthodox. The law also stated that pupils who did
not belong to any religious community should be offered an education in
(secular) ethics. (Laki kansakoulun järjestysmuodon perusteista 137/1923.)
In sum, already by the 1920s the Finnish state acknowledged the right
of pupils in state-supported schools to religious education, both for the religious majority and for minorities, alongside education in (secular) ethics.
From the start, it thus promoted a system of ‘separative religious education’
(Alberts 2007). These same principles are, with some modifications, still in
force in Finland today.
The Current Legal Framework
Finland is a welfare state, promoting the equality of its members before the
law. This principle of equality is also a guiding principle in relation to religious rights and their implementation in Finnish society (see Perustuslaki8
1999; Uskonnonvapauslaki9 2003).
The Constitution of Finland states that ‘Everyone is equal before the law’
(2:3) and that ‘[d]emocracy entails the right of the individual to participate
in and influence the development of society and his or her living conditions’
(1:2). Moreover, it says that ‘[n]o one shall, without an acceptable reason,
be treated differently from other persons on the ground of sex, age, origin,
language, religion, conviction, opinion, health, disability or other reason

7 The Tatars ran their own school in Helsinki from 1948 to 1969, and the Adventists were the
first Christian denomination to open a Christian school in 1932 (see Sakaranaho & Salmenkivi
2009, 454).
8 For an ‘unofficial’ translation in English, see The Constitution of Finland 1999. Henceforth, I
will refer to this English language source of the Finnish Constitution.
9 In English: Freedom of Religion Act (2003); see Sakaranaho 2006, 135−62.
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that concerns his or her person’ (2:6). These fundamental rights of the
Constitution are also reflected in the Act on the Integration of Immigrants and
Reception of Asylum Seekers (1999), which defines integration as ‘the personal
development of immigrants, aimed at their participation in working life
and society while preserving their own language and culture’.10 The Finnish government thus acknowledges the right of members of the population
belonging to different ethnic groups to maintain and develop their own
language and culture. This provision has clear practical consequences for
Finnish schools, and in the metropolitan area of Helsinki in particular, where
several languages are taught as a part of the school curriculum.11
In addition to language teaching, religious education is another important area where the right of immigrants to preserve their culture is taken into
consideration. The Basic Education Act (Perusopetuslaki 454 / 2003: 13 §)12 and
the Upper-secondary Education Act (Lukiolaki 455 / 2003: 9 §) grant the right of
children belonging to registered religious communities13 to receive, subject to
certain conditions, ‘education in accordance with their own religion’ (oman
uskonnon opetus) as a part of the school curriculum.
In more detail, the Basic Education Act (13:1) states, first, that ‘[t]he provider of basic education shall provide religious education in accordance
with the religion of the majority of pupils. In this case, religious education is arranged in conformity with the religious community to which the
majority of pupils belong.’ In addition, pupils who are not members of the
majority can also attend this particular religious education if their parents
/ carers so wish. (Basic Education Act 1998, 13: 1). Since around 80 per cent
of the Finnish people are members of the Lutheran Church, it is Lutheran
Religious Education which in practice is predominant in Finnish schools.14
10 See Section Chapter 1, Section 2: Definitions (362/ 2005).
11 For the recommendations by the National Board of Education on teaching different languages in school, see the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004.
12 See the Basic Education Act 1998, Section 13: Religious education and ethics (Amendment 454/2003). The English translation of the Act is provided by the Finlex Data Bank.
See finlex.fi/en/.
13 A minimum quota of 20 people is needed in order to start a registered religious community
(uskonnollinen yhdyskunta). See Chapter 2 of the Freedom of Religion Act (Uskonnonvapauslaki
2003); see also Sakaranaho 2006, 143ff.
14 It is estimated that of the pupils taking part in basic education, 93 per cent participate in
Lutheran RE, 1,3 per cent in Orthodox RE, 2,9 per cent in Ethics and 1,2 per cent in Muslim
education (Iivonen 2010). The equivalent numbers in Helsinki somewhat differ from those
of the whole country, as follows: 78 per cent Lutheran, 3 per cent Orthodox, 11 per cent Ethics, and 5 percent Islam (see Sakaranaho & Salmenkivi 2009, 458). The numbers of Orthodox
pupils are highest in the Eastern provinces of Finland. Should they locally outnumber the
Lutheran pupils, the Orthodox religion would naturally be the ‘religion of the majority’ in
the meaning of the law.
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Second, the municipalities are obliged to organise religious education
for pupils or students belonging to the Lutheran Church or to the Orthodox Church if they number three or more and do not attend the religious
education of the majority (Basic Education Act 1998, 13: 2). Due to the clear
majority of Lutheran pupils, this provision, in practice, primarily concerns
the Orthodox pupils and students. Third, for members of registered religious
communities other than those of the Lutheran or Orthodox faiths, municipalities are obliged to organise religious education if there are three or more
pupils or students in the area of the municipality belonging to a particular
registered religious community, and if the parents of these pupils, in the case
of the peruskoulu, or students themselves in the case of the upper-secondary
school, so request (Basic Education Act 1998, 13: 3). Thus, in contrast to the
compulsory Lutheran religious education, the education of the minority
religions, other than that of the Orthodox, is distinctively voluntary and, at
least in principle, left to the activity of the parents or students themselves.
Fourth, in addition to religious education, municipalities are also obliged
to organise Ethics education15 (elämänkatsomustieto) for those pupils who are
not members of any religious community, and who do not participate in
the religious education of the majority (Basic Education Act 1998, 13: 5). The
minimum number of pupils is three, but the request of parents is required
only in cases where a pupil is a member of a religious community and where
the municipality does not organise education in her or his religion. Thus,
education in Ethics is more or less on the same standing with education in
Orthodox religion, where the number of three pupils is needed but where
no request from the parents or students is necessary.
In addition, the Basic Education Act (1998, 13:6) also states that ‘[a] pupil
who does not belong to any religious community may, at the request of his
or her parent/carer, also participate in religious education […] which, in view
of his or her upbringing and cultural background, evidently corresponds
to his or her religious beliefs’. This provision is important from the point of
view of individuals of religious minorities who do not seek membership in
a registered religious community. For instance, only some 10 to 15 per cent
of Muslims are members of an Islamic community registered according to
the Freedom of Religion Act. The above-mentioned provision allows pupils
from Muslim families to take part in Islamic education if their parents so
15 Teachers of the subject use the English translation “Ethics and Philosophy of Life” (see
www.feto.fi). Since the Basic Education Act and the National Board of Education use the term
Ethics, I will follow their terminology (see Basic Education Act 1998, Section13; National Core
Curriculum for Basic Education 2004, 213−9.)
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wish, provided that this education is already available. For pupils who do
not attend any of the above-mentioned forms of religious or ethics education, the schools need to organise some other activity. (See Perusopetuslain
muutoksen vaikutukset uskonnon ja elämänkatsomustiedon opetukseen sekä koulun
toimintaan 2006.) Moreover, in cases where a pupil is a member of more
than one registered religious community, it is the parents who decide what
kind of religious education the pupil will attend (Basic Education Act 1998,
13: 4). In practice, the schools inquire about the attendance of new pupils
in religious education by sending out a letter to parents, where they can
express their wishes in this matter.
Pupils do not only have a right to education of a religion or Ethics. Religious education, in accordance with the Basic Education Act (2003, 11§),
is a compulsory subject. Thus, depending on their membership (or nonmembership) in a religious community, a pupil should attend religious
education of the majority, i.e. Lutheran religious education, or that of
Orthodox religion, or Ethics. The same obligation does not, however, concern minority religions other than the Orthodox religion. Hence, Muslim
or Buddhist pupils for instance have a right to attend religious education
in accordance with their religion if such is available and provided that the
parents express their wish for it, but they are not obliged to. (See Perusopetuslain muutoksen vaikutukset uskonnon ja elämänkatsomustiedon opetukseen
sekä koulun toimintaan 2006.) The law thus treats members of different
religions differently. By curtailing the freedom of choice of the Lutheran
pupils, it effectively discriminates against the members of the majority
religion. On the other hand, pupils whose family adhere to a religion
but who are not members of any registered religious community have
the widest range of choice; they can choose between Lutheran religious
education, Ethics and, if it is available, religious education in accordance
with their religious beliefs. The law thus effectively privileges adherents
of minority religions. In practice, this mainly concerns Muslims, who
constitute the largest number of minority pupils after the Orthodox (see
Onniselkä 2011, 125).
Pupils can also apply for exemption from religious education in school,
and instead take part in education given by their own religious community
outside of school. Pupils using this opportunity most often belong to the
Jehovah’s Witnesses or the Mormons. (See Talli 2003.) Religious education
outside the school curriculum is not, however, recognised by the municipalities, and therefore these pupils do not receive a grade for religious education
in their school report.
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In the aftermath of the above-mentioned laws, the National Board of
Education issued a briefing in order to clarify some issues that had caused
confusion. When looking at the previous and current provisions concerning religious education, there was a change in the wording from ‘education
according to the pupil’s confession’ (oppilaan oman tunnustuksen mukainen
opetus) to ‘education in accordance with the pupil’s own religion’ (oppilaan
oman uskonnon opetus). The change of vocabulary gave rise to questions as to
how to understand the nature of education in accordance with the pupil’s
own religion; how does this differ from the previous regulation specifying
education according to the pupil’s confession, and how does education in
accordance with the pupil’s own religion relate to religious practice in class?
The National Board of Education clarified that this change in vocabulary
did not necessitate any changes in the actual contents and arrangements of
religious education; what the new provision simply did was to explicate
religious education in its current form. (Perusopetuslain muutoksen vaikutukset
uskonnon ja elämänkatsomustiedon opetukseen sekä koulun toimintaan 2006.)16 In
the discussion about the nature of current religious education, it was said
that the term ‘confessional’ gave the impression that religious education
had a direct link with the teachings of the Church which, however, was not
the case (see Pruuki 2009, 387).
For the current model of religious education to be maintained, however,
it needed to be organized so as not to include practice of a religion, which
was characteristic of confessional religious education (See Iivonen 2004;
Sakaranaho & Salmenkivi 2009, 458−9; see also Seppo 2003: 182–4). Religious
education should be based on knowledge, rather than commitment, and
on the pedagogical aims of the school rather than the interests of religious
communities (cf. Hella & Wright 2009). At the same time, the National Board
of Education emphasized that one of the most important aims of religious
education was to familiarize pupils with their own religious tradition. Thus,
learning about prayers, hymns and religious service was an elemental part
of religious education and, therefore, pupils could also visit a church or a
mosque in order to get better acquainted with their religion (Perusopetuslain
muutoksen vaikutukset uskonnon ja elämänkatsomustiedon opetukseen sekä koulun
toimintaan 2006). This, however, was not religious practice in the meaning
of Section 11 of the Constitution of Finland (1999). Since religious education
was separated from religious practice, it also removed any (valid) reasons
16 Freely translated into English: ‘The Implications of the changes in the Basic Education Act
for Education in Religion and Ethics as well as other practices of schools.’ See www.oph.fi.
This document is not available in English.
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for applying for exemption from religious education on the grounds of the
constitutional right not to participate in the practice of a religion against
one’s conscience.
Religious Education Curricula
In Finland, the National Board of Education issues a national curriculum17
for the school subjects in the peruskoulu and senior-secondary lukio. Drafting
a new basic curriculum for religious education is a long process, involving
representatives of the National Board of Education, municipalities, schools
and religions. Usually the need for drafting a new curriculum arises in a
municipality where the number of pupils belonging to some religious community starts to rise. The municipality then notifies the National Board of
Education, which sets up a working group consisting of experts in education
or in a particular religion, experienced school teachers and persons who are
interested later on in teaching the religion in question,18 and, in some cases,
representatives of the religious community whose religion is to be taught
in school.19 A representative of the National Board of Education chairs the
group. The starting point is the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education in
general, and the general aims of religious education in particular. The basic
curriculum for a religion needs to be clearly in line with the general aims of the
school, rather than those of a religious community. The group makes several
drafts, which are read by the various interested parties, and the final version
is issued by the National Board of Education (Jamisto 2007b).20
The National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (Perusopetuksen opetussuunnitelman perusteet 2004)21 outlines the general aims of religious education as follows:
17 The National Board of Education uses in its official documents the term ‘curriculum’
instead of ‘syllabus’ and the same will be done here.
18 Usually these people are immigrants or converts who are rather committed members of
a religious community and / or seeking suitable employment. Their level of education varies
a great deal.
19 There are no definite rules on the set up of a working group for drafting a curriculum of
a minority religion (see Jamisto 2007b).
20 For a more detailed description of the process, see Jamisto’s interview with Pekka Iivonen
who is in charge of religious matters in the National Board of Education (Jamisto 2007b). In
this interview, Iivonen said that, in the most recent process of drafting the basic curricula of
all religions, the aim was to weaken the link between the school and religious communities
whose religions where taught at school (Jamisto 2007b, 121).
21 The following revised National Core Curriculum for Basic education will be published by the
National Board of Education in 2016. See http://www.oph.fi/ops2016.
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Instruction22 in religion emphasizes the pupil’s own religious knowledge
and readiness to encounter other religions and views, especially spiritual
traditions that exert influence in Finnish society. The task of instruction of
religion is to offer the pupils knowledge, skills, and experiences, from which
they obtain materials for building an identity and world-view. (National Core
Curriculum for Basic education 2004, 202.)

In addition to the overall goal of enhancing pupils’ identity building, the
objectives of religious education, in more detail, aim at familiarizing the
pupil with his or her own religion and with the Finnish spiritual tradition
(suomalainen katsomusperinne), introducing the pupil to other religions, helping the pupil to understand the cultural and human meaning of religions,
and educating the pupil in ethical living while helping him or her to understand the ethical dimension of religion (National Core Curriculum for Basic
education 2004, 202). Unfortunately, the National Board of Education does
not explicate what exactly constitutes ‘the Finnish spiritual tradition’ to be
taught. The text uses the plural when referring to different religions and
worldviews prevalent in Finnish society, but refers to the Finnish spiritual
tradition in the singular, as if it was some kind of unitary whole, well-known
to all. (See Sakaranaho 2006, 343.)
In any case, religious education in Finland should, on the one hand, include information of one’s own religious tradition, and, on the other hand,
provide pupils and students with information about other religions and
worldviews as well. In other words, the aim of religious education in school
is a wide all-round education concerning different religions and outlooks
on life. The justification for this sort of religious education is the necessity
to bring up young people who, as members of a pluralist society, should be
able to make independent value judgements, to take social responsibility,
and to participate in cultural interaction. With respect to cultural interaction, pupils and students should have a good command of ‘cultural reading skills’ (kulttuurinen lukutaito) concerning religions, and understand the
importance of religion for individuals, societies and cultures. (Seppo 2003,
180; cf. Sakaranaho 2006, 343; Hella & Wright 2009.)
In addition to the above-mentioned general aims of religious education,
the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2004) also lists the general
aims of Lutheran and Orthodox religious education and of Ethics. The
22 ‘Instruction’ is a translation here of the Finnish term ‘opetus’, i.e. ‘teaching’, which does not
have any connotations relating to the nature of religious education as such. It does not refer
to ‘religious’ religious education.
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overall aims concerning education for religions other than the Lutheran
and Orthodox are listed in a separate document published by the National
Board of Education (see Perusopetuksen muiden uskontojen opetussuunnitelmien
perusteet 2006).
The core curriculum for both Lutheran and Orthodox religious education
reiterates the general aims of religious education, namely to provide pupils
with a wide all-round education concerning different religions and outlooks
on life. However, they differ somewhat in their main points of departure.
While the main focus of Lutheran religious education is ‘to introduce the
pupils in diverse ways to religious culture and bring out the main factors
from the pupil’s development and growth’, the Orthodox religious education states as its main concern ‘the strengthening and maintenance of the
pupil’s Orthodox identity’ (National Core Curriculum for Basic education 2004,
202, 207). It has been noted that contemporary Lutheran religious education
represents some sort of general Christianity (yleiskristillisyys), rather than
Lutheranism in any strict sense (Pyysiäinen 2000, 13, 15; Seppo 2003, 181).
As against this, the focus in Orthodox religious education is clearly on developing the pupil’s Orthodox identity, a difference that has been explained
by the fact that identity construction is vital for the survival of a religious
minority (Lyhykäinen 2009, 474−5).
For the first five grades, the main contents of Lutheran religious education focus on the Bible, ethical issues and Lutheran church life, as well as
introducing ‘common and divergent features of Judaism, Christianity and
Islam’. Orthodox religious education, at this level, contains instruction in
the church year and saints, in what it means to be a church member, in the
Bible, in liturgical life and dogma and in ethical values. In similar fashion
to Lutheran RE, it also deals with Judaism, Christianity and Islam. From the
sixth to the ninth grade, both curricula aim at deepening pupils’ understanding of their own religion and the religion of others, as well as supporting
‘the formation of the pupil’s own worldview and ethical points of view’.
In addition, pupils should be familiarized with world religions. (National
Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004, 202−11.)
Interestingly, the curriculum for Lutheran religious education from the
sixth to the ninth grades lists several matters to be taught as part of the Finnish ‘spiritual tradition’ mentioned above. First, the aim is to give ‘a general
picture of the Finnish religious situation, with emphasis on the Lutheran
and Orthodox churches; other Christian churches and communities; other
religions and non-religiousness’. It also deals with religious freedom, and
with membership in the Lutheran Church, including Lutheran activities
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such as the tradition of singing hymns and other musical activities. Finally,
it also looks at ancient Finnish folk beliefs, and at religion in Finland from
the Catholic Middle Ages till the Reformation and its aftermath. (National
Core Curriculum for Basic education 2004, 205.) In other words, in Lutheran
religious education, the Finnish spiritual tradition is understood very much
from the Lutheran point of view. Since the curricula for other religions do
not list their aims with respect to the Finnish spiritual tradition, it is not
possible to say how it is to be understood from their point of view.
The starting point of Ethics is multidisciplinary, including philosophy,
social science, and cultural studies. Its goal is ‘to give the pupils the material to grow into independent, tolerant, responsible, and judicious members
of society’, support their ‘growth into full, democratic citizenship’, in a
globalizing and swiftly changing society. Ethics, moreover, is ‘guided by
the sense of the pupil’s opportunities to grow into free, equal, and critical
creator of a good life’. The first five grades of Ethics contain instruction in
human relations and moral growth, self-knowledge and cultural identity,
human rights, and issues concerning the environment and nature. From the
sixth to the ninth grade, the aim of Ethics is to ‘deepen the pupil’s understanding of their own philosophies of life and conceptions of the world’,
and to provide fundamental information about a variety of worldviews
and religions. The contents of Ethics at this stage focus on citizenship and
a good society, different philosophies, culture, ethics and good life, and on
the future for individuals, society and nature . The curriculum of Ethics
deals with non-religiousness, but does not explicitly refer to teaching about
world religions. (National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004, 213−8.)
In practice, it, however, does also deal with different religions as well.23
In addition to Lutheran and Orthodox religious education and Ethics, the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education also makes reference
to ‘other religions’. It says that ‘[i]nstruction in other religions adheres to
the principles of the national core curriculum for the religions presented
above, particularly the objective drafted for all religious groups’ (National
Core Curriculum for Basic education 2004, 212). The ‘other religions’ include
five Christian denominations, namely the Catholics, Adventists, the Free
Church, Herran Kansa [The Lord’s People] and Kristiyhteisö [The Christ
Community]. It also provides a curriculum for the religion of the Latter Day
Saints [Mormons], Judaism, Islam and Bahá’í, Buddhism and the religion

23 Personal communication with Eero Salmenkivi. See also Salmenkivi 2007.
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of the Krishna movement (ISKCON)24 (Perusopetuksen muiden uskontojen
opetussuunnitelmien perusteet 2006). As a general observation, it can be noted
that all of the above-mentioned curricula reiterate the need to strengthen
the pupil’s identity in accordance with a religion, while giving them information about other religions as well, the main emphasis being on religions
prevalent in Finland.
What is noticeable about the different curricula for religious education, however, is that there are seven curricula dedicated to education in
Christianity, but only one for the other ‘world religions’. Thus, for instance,
Muslims learn in school about ‘General Islam’, which is thus assumed to
be suitable for both Sunni and Shia (see Perusopetuksen muiden uskontojen
opetussuunnitelmien perusteet 2006, 24−7; Onniselkä 2011, 131−4; Sakaranaho,
forthcoming). In a similar fashion, the education of Buddhism does not recognize its inner differences. In contrast to Islam and Buddhism, education
for Hinduism in Finnish schools is provided by one particular branch of
it, namely that of the Krishna movement, i.e. ISKCON (see Broo & Kontala
2007). In sum, there are clear discrepancies as regards the curricula of different religions.
In addition to the basic national core curricula for the various kinds of
religious education, the municipalities are obliged to draft their local curricula, in principle supposed to be in line with the national ones.25 In practice,
this, however, is not always the case. For instance, some local curricula of
Islam do not follow the Basic Curriculum of Islam, issued by the National
Board of Education (Onniselkä 2011, 133−4).
Teacher Education
In order to be a qualified religious education teacher in state-supported
schools in Finland, one needs to have a Master’s Degree in a relevant subject
at university level, a sufficient level of studies in teacher education, and a
good command of the Finnish or Swedish language (see Asetus opetustoimen
henkilöstön kelpoisuusvaatimuksista 1998). In order to qualify as a religious
education teacher, moreover, a teacher needs a certain number of credits
in the relevant religion, either included in the Master’s Degree or taken as
24 The Krishna movement is the only Hindu religious community in Finland that has been
active with respect to religious education. It is well organized and led by native Finns who
are familiar with the Finnish legislation and school system.
25 For an overview of the National Core Curriculum of Islam and the curricula of Islam in
metropolitan Helsinki, see Sakaranaho 2006, 356−74.
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additional studies.26 At present, it is not possible to have a Master’s Degree
with Ethics as a major subject, and therefore the studies for teaching Ethics
are included in the student’s minor studies (see Salmenkivi 2007, 88−92).
Previously a religious education teacher had to be a member of the registered
religious community whose religion she or he was teaching, but with the
introduction of the recent Freedom of Religion Act in 2003, this provision was
abolished (see Perusopetuslain muutoksen vaikutukset uskonnon ja elämänkatsomustiedon opetukseen sekä koulun toimintaan 2006). In consequence, a person
can in principle teach any religion and all the religions as well as Ethics,
provided that she or he has the relevant qualifications to do so.
The training for Lutheran religious education teachers is provided by
four universities in Finland: the University of Helsinki, University of Turku,
University of Eastern Finland, and Åbo Akademi University. The largest
numbers of Lutheran religious education teachers are educated by the
University of Helsinki, where a certain number of students of the Faculty
of Theology can specialize as subject teachers. Since 2007, it has been also
possible for students of the Study of Religions in the Faculty of Arts to specialize in teacher education for religion as part of their Master’s Degree. 27
This system was adopted by the University of Helsinki from the University
of Turku, where the Study of Religions is taught in the Faculty of Humanities, but where students can study Lutheran theology in order to specialize
within their Master’s Degree as religious education teachers. The reason
for adopting the Turku system at the University of Helsinki was to offer an
opportunity to students of the Study of Religions in the Faculty of Arts to
gain a teaching qualification in religion, similar to that option enjoyed by
the students of the Faculty of Theology.
At the same time, the aim of this new teacher education program was
− perhaps more importantly − to open an avenue for teacher education for
minority religions. At first, this mainly concerned Islam, which had been
taught in schools in metropolitan Helsinki since the 1980s, and where the

26 See the home page of the religious education teachers’ union: http://www.suol.fi/index.
php/uskonnonopetus-suomessa/uskonnon-aineenopettajankoulutus.
27 The Study of Religions department at the University of Helsinki has a chair in two faculties, namely the Faculty of Theology and the Faculty of Arts. It takes in yearly 11 students of
the Faculty of Humanities. Students in the Faculty of Theology can freely choose the Study
of Religions as their main subject and from 20 to 30 students make this choice each year. See
http://www.helsinki.fi/teol/usktl/english/index.htm.
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need for qualified teachers was very acute (see Sakaranaho 2006, 352 ff).28
In addition to Islam, one can now also study to be a teacher of Buddhism.29
The teacher training for minority religions is divided between the Study of
Religions and Teacher Education departments, the former providing students with studies in the subject matter related to the religion in question,
and the latter taking care of the educational studies and teaching skills. The
subject studies of Islam and Buddhism include 12 ECTS credits in the Study
of Religions and 48 ECTS credits in Islam and Buddhism respectively. The
last mentioned studies are divided into four modules, of which the first
two are studied at BA level and the latter at the MA level. These modules
concern, first, the history of Islam and Buddhism respectively; second,
Islamic or Buddhist texts and concepts; third, the Islamic or Buddhist way
of life and culture; and fourth, the law, dogma and ethics of the religion in
question. (See Uskontotiede: Opinto-opas 2012−2013.)
The textbooks used in teacher education cover the religions’ primary
sources, and core literature produced by authors from the religions in question, but the main emphasis is on the scientific study of these religions. With
respect to the scientific approach, the emphasis on ‘Western Islamic studies’
has recently been criticized by members of the Union of Teachers of Islam
in Finland, registered in 2011, who, instead of the Study of Religions, would
welcome the establishment of a Department of Islamic Theology as the main
provider of teacher training of Islam in Finland (see Onniselkä 2011, 137).
Departments such as this have recently been established in Germany, for
instance, but there is nothing to suggest a similar development in Finland,
not in the near future anyhow.
28 Starting teacher education for Islam was a long process, which began already at the end
of the 1990s when a couple of teachers of Islam approached the Faculty of Theology at the
University of Helsinki, inquiring about its willingness to establish such studies. In the beginning of 2000, the Faculty granted 30 000 Finnish marks (approximately € 5000) for a group,
headed by myself, to start planning teacher education of Islam. In 2002, the National Board
of Education funded a weekend course for teachers of minority languages and religions, and
in connection with that course I had a chance to visit classes of Islam, Catholic and Orthodox
religious education. The problem with this course was that it did not count towards a formal
teaching qualification, which lead to the second phase where planning was started for teacher
education for minority religions as part of a degree program at the University of Helsinki. The
Ministry of Education funded a project, headed by myself and Eero Salmenkivi, to research
and plan these studies. Finally, teacher education for Islam started in 2007, and it was followed
by studies in Buddhism a couple of years later.
29 There were some negotiations to start teacher education for the Krishna movement at
the University of Helsinki, but in the end they decided to take care of it within their own
university, which has a branch in Helsinki. It is not clear yet how this separate schooling of
teachers will work out.
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Åbo Akademi University caters for teacher education for Lutheran
religious education in the Swedish language, whereas the University of
Eastern Finland offers teacher training for students of both Lutheran and
Orthodox religious education. In addition, some students of the Faculty
of Theology at the University of Helsinki can also specialize as teachers
of Orthodox and Catholic religious education as a part of their Master’s
Degree in (Western) Theology (see Jaanu-Schröder 2007, 81−2). In sum,
there are several avenues for acquiring the qualifications as a teacher of
Lutheran religious education, whereas the University of Eastern Finland is
the main provider for teacher education of Orthodox religion (see Aikonen
2007), and, as was mentioned above, teachers of Islam and Buddhism are
educated at the University of Helsinki. In addition to the religions mentioned above, one student has qualified for Jewish religious education and
one for the Krishna movement at the Department of Teacher Education at
the University of Helsinki.
Issues of Discussion: How and for Whom?
In Finland, the question as to what is the best way to organize religious
education in state-supported schools is a constant topic of debate. However,
there is no actual research available on these debates, and, therefore, it is
not possible to give any systematic and detailed account of them. Instead, I
will bring up some issues of discussion concerning the questions as to how
and for whom religious education should be organized.
Religious education in Finland is, as said above with reference to Wanda
Alberts 2007, ‘separative’. Even though it seems that this model has a fairly
wide support in Finnish society, there are also those who would welcome
some sort of integrated religious education, often using the Swedish model
with a general knowledge of religion (religionskunskap) as an example. The
main justifications for adopting this ‘Swedish model’ are practical considerations. The implementation of the current ‘denominational pattern’ of
religious education is becoming ‘increasingly more difficult and expensive’ (Holma 2000, 38, 41). The obvious outcome of the current system of
religious education in Finnish schools is a growing plurality of religions
taught in class. In recent decades, with the growing multiculturalism of
Finnish society, the number of registered religious communities in Finland
has rapidly increased. At the end of the 1980s, for example, there were only
some five registered Islamic communities, but today their number is over
20. The increased plurality of religious communities also has an impact on
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schools, especially in metropolitan Helsinki, where religious education is
provided for several different religions.
In addition to the increase in the number of different religions, the demand for differentiated religious education is also gradually increasing due
to the internal heterogeneity within the religious communities. Drawn to
its logical conclusion, the law in the present form could lead to a situation
where religious education is not only given in different religious traditions,
such as Islam and Buddhism, but also in different schools of these traditions,
in similar fashion to Christianity. Whatever the case may, currently Christianity is taught according to different denominations but other religions
are not. In other words, religions are treated equally before the law only in
principle but not in practice.
The current system of religious education thus increases the cost and
workload of municipalities, the main organizers of peruskoulu and lukio
education. For small municipalities in particular, the demands arising from
the growing plurality of religious education are already now overwhelming.
For this reason, the Federation of Municipalities (Kuntaliitto) has argued
for the ‘Swedish model’. (See Liiten 2003.) One needs to keep in mind that
religious education is not the only field where the growing cultural diversity in Finland adds to the workload of schools. As was mentioned above,
immigrant pupils also have the right to study their own language, and,
moreover, are taught Finnish as their second language; and the schools
need to provide the time and resources to accommodate all these subjects.
(Sakaranaho & Salmela 2008, 462.)
In addition to these practical reasons, there are also those who support
integrated religious education from an educational point of view, arguing
that the separative or denominational model favours segregation of pupils
in class, something which in turn does not allow much room for intercultural
dialogue. In other words, teaching religions and religious education separately is not in line with the aim of religious education to bring up young
people able to participate in cultural interaction and to have a command
of ‘cultural reading skills’ (kulttuurinen lukutaito). (See Kallioniemi 2007.)
The increasing religious plurality of Finnish society notwithstanding, it
is the organisation of Lutheran religious education which over the years has
dominated the debate about religious education in Finland. As mentioned
above, the Basic Education Act, in accordance with the Freedom of Religion Act,
grants the right for religious education of the pupil first and foremost with
respect to her or his membership of a religious community. In so doing,
it reflects the general concept of religious affiliation in Finland, a concept
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that is based on registered membership of the Finnish Lutheran Church
rather than on believing or behaving in a certain way. (See Niemelä 2003;
Sakaranaho 2006, 32−3.)
When the most recent Freedom of Religion Act (2003) was being drafted,
the obligation of the members of the Lutheran Church to attend Lutheran
religious education in the basic schools was debated in a special issue of the
Finnish Journal of Theology in 2001. In this issue, a prominent Finnish legal
scholar of human rights, Martin Scheinin, drew attention to international
agreements on human rights as well as to Finnish legislation in general,
both of which have significantly stressed the rights of children. He argues
that forcing members of the Lutheran Church to take part in Lutheran
religious education at school curtails the rights both of the children and
of their parents to express their opinion with respect to religious education at school. In his view, it is too drastic if, in order to exempt oneself
from the Lutheran religious education at school, one needs to give up
church membership. (Scheinin 2001, 515–7.) In contrast, however, the
church historian, Juha Seppo, defending the principle of membership as
the main criterion for having to attend religious education, argues that
parents already have made their basic choice in joining a religious community, and it would only be confusing if they were forced to choose
again (Seppo 2001, 520).
The obligation to attend Lutheran religious education on grounds of
membership in the Lutheran Church is an example of a question pertaining
to freedom of religion within a church or religious organisation, and within
a state church in particular. As noted by Carolyn Evans, this line of thought
sees churches as voluntary, private organizations – in similar fashion to
different kinds of clubs – which give freedom to their members to remain
within or leave a religion. She points out that this way of thinking fails to
do justice to the complexities of the relationship between a believer and a
church, and seems to give precedence to a religious organisation over the
individual believers. (Evans 2001, 128, 132; Sakaranaho 2006, 338−9.) In
so doing, it fails to recognize the diversity among members of a religious
community, a diversity particularly characteristic of the Lutheran Church
(see Niemelä 2003; Sakaranaho 2006, 33).
According to Scheinin (2001, 517), many Lutheran pupils, if given the
chance, would actually choose Ethics rather than Lutheran religious education; and he suggests that it is the decreasing numbers of pupils in Lutheran
religious education that is the ulterior motive for not allowing freedom of
choice in this matter. However, in the present situation, where such freedom
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is not granted to Lutheran pupils, one can only speculate on its possible
outcome (see Sakaranaho 2006, 338).30
In addition to issues about the religious education of the majority, one
can also raise the question as to how far the particular model of Lutheran
religious education, developed over several decades, can be directly applied to teaching minority religions. Treating religious minorities simply
in the same fashion as the religious majority may be problematic, because
of differences pertaining to their history and position in Finnish society
as well as to their points of view with respect to religious education.
(Sakaranaho & Salmenkivi 2009, 465.) In Lutheran religious education,
confessional religious education has already somewhat abated since
the 1970s, when religious education in schools was dissociated from the
preparation of pupils for their confirmation (see Seine 2000). In contrast to
the Lutheran syllabus, the education of Orthodox and Catholic Christians
has been closely connected to the catechetic education of these churches,
encouraging pupils to an active commitment to the religious tradition in
question.31 (See Pyysiäinen 2000, 77–80; see also Aikonen 1998; Aikonen
2007; Jaanu-Schröder 2007.) The same has been the case in religious education of Islam (see Sakaranaho 2006, 358–60).
In December 2003, the National Board of Education organized a seminar for the teachers of minority religions where, among other things, the
nature of religious education was discussed.32 It was obvious that most of
the Catholic and Orthodox teachers attending this seminar were not happy
with the recent and proposed changes with regard to the confessional nature
of religious education; they argued that teaching religion only in a ‘demonstrative’ sense was alien to Catholic and Orthodox tradition, where religion
is seen as an integral part of everyday life and culture. The participants in
this seminar also criticized the regulation that religious education should
be devoid of religious practice (uskonnonharjoittaminen). It was admitted,
nonetheless, that a term suitable for all religious traditions is hard to find.
30 According to a survey done in 2003 among school principals about the obligation of pupils
to attend Lutheran religious education, they seem to be divided in this matter so that half of
them favour freedom of choice between Lutheran religious education and Ethics education,
and half are against it (Talli 2003). Unfortunately, there is no research available on the opinions
of parents and pupils in this matter.
31 This is also in accordance with my personal observation of Catholic and Orthodox religious
education in Helsinki and Espoo in autumn 2002, when I was attending their classes as a part
of a course on teaching minority language and religions in school.
32 The following discussion is based on my personal observations in this seminar and was
reported in Sakaranaho 2006.
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Hence, substituting ‘religious practice’ with terms such as ‘cult’ or ‘rite’
would be equally confusing and limited in their meaning. (See Sakaranaho
2006, 40–1.)
Moreover, the fact that religions can now be taught by a teacher who is
not a member of the religious community in question has been criticized by
teachers of minority religions. For instance, in teaching Orthodox religion
it is felt that a non-Orthodox teacher does not necessarily have the required
‘cultural reading skills’ provided by personal experience of the Orthodox
faith. From this point of view, education in accordance with one’s own
religion requires a teacher who is a member of the religious community
whose religion is taught in class (Aikonen 2007, 52). Similar views have
been expressed by teachers of Islam (Onniselkä 2011) and the Krishna movement (Paljakka 2008). Some Muslim parents have been unhappy with the
way a non-Muslim teacher has taught Islam, and in some cases, they have
transferred their children from Muslim education to Ethics education or to
religious instruction provided by their Islamic community (see Onniselkä
2011, 127−8; see also Sakaranaho, forthcoming).
Despite these problems, fostering religious education in accordance
with students’ own religion and hence supporting plurality of religious
education is seen by the Finnish state as a benevolent gesture of recognition
towards religious minorities – and it is very much accepted as such among
the teachers of these religions. At the same time, it is good to remember that
the teachers of a minority religion represent only a small − and generally
religiously active − minority within a minority, and therefore their views
do not necessarily reflect the views of that religion’s adherents in general
(see Muhammed 2011). More research is therefore needed on these issues.
Concluding Remarks
In Finland, the pupils at the peruskoulu and lukio have the legal right – and
even the obligation − to attend religious education ‘in accordance with their
religion’, or Ethics education if they are not members of any registered religious community. Moreover, both religious education and Ethics education
also involve pupils in learning about other religions and worldviews. The
general aim, thereby, is to educate young people to be capable of taking part
in cultural interaction as members of a rapidly globalizing world.
In sum, religious education in Finnish state-supported schools is ‘separative’ (Alberts 2007) and ‘state-guaranteed’, but not ‘confessional’ in the sense
that religious communities might dictate the religious curriculum (cf. Jensen
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2002). The current system, however, is ridden with contradictions. While
the institutionalized link between religious communities and the school has
been more or less severed, students are still directed to religious education
according to their membership in a religious community. On the other
hand, teachers no longer need to be members of the religious community
whose religion they teach. As discussed above, mismatch in religious affiliation between a teacher and the pupils and their parents has caused some
confusion and dissatisfaction in minority religion education. Moreover, it is
not really clear what exactly religious education ‘in accordance with one’s
religion’ implies. In Lutheran religious education, it involves ‘learning about
religion’ and ‘learning from religion’ rather than ‘learning religion’, to use
John Hull’s (2001) terminology (see Kallioniemi 2007), whereas for the minority religions the emphasis is on fostering pupils’ religious ‘identity’ (see
Lyhykäinen 2009). Whatever the case may be, it is obvious that the needs of
the religious majority and minorities are seen as different. What the current
system does, then, is to reify the status quo of Lutheran religious education
for the majority, while simultaneously extending the right to religious education to other religions. This ‘system of extended privileges’ is probably
not unlike that in other European countries trying to come to terms with
the growing multiculturalism of their societies (see Sakaranaho 2006, 117).
Looking at current religious education in Finland from a Study of Religions perspective, one can be happy with the growing emphasis on learning
about different religions and worldviews. With the growing multiculturalism of Finnish society, the need for such education is on the increase rather
than in decline. Consequently, the Study of Religions has an important role
to play in the field of education. It can provide religious education with
tools for ‘learning about religion’ and ‘learning from religion’, which is a
mindset characteristic of the discipline. Moreover, the Study of Religions
aims at educating members of society so that they can understand different
religious traditions and worldviews. It can therefore act as an important
educator for inter-cultural communication, an end towards which religious
education in state-supported schools is working as well.
However, it is hard to say whether the Study of Religions as such should
stand behind the current system of religious education, separating pupils
by reference to their own religious affiliation into religious education or
Ethics education; or whether it should rather promote an (integrative) approach to religious education that is the same for all pupils irrespective of
their religious background. Perhaps the problem is not so much the system
of religious education as it is run at the moment, but the way that pupils
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are directed into minority religion education or Ethics depending on their
membership or not of a registered religious community. This kind of policy
glosses over the huge internal diversity of beliefs and values characteristic
of all religions – and, equally, of non-religious people as well. Integrated
religious education, however, does not necessarily solve this problem. In
practice, this diversity issue could be addressed within the current system
of religious education, by granting the pupils at the peruskoulu and lukio,
free choice between alternative options in religious education or Ethics
education. Whatever the case may be, the Study of Religions can enhance
people’s awareness of diversity of beliefs and practices, irrespective of their
membership or not of any religious community .
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