Principles of an Islamic Religious Education
Bülent Ucar
Although Muslims have been living in Germany for half a century now, very little has
been done in the domain of religious instruction in public schools. The secular state claims
to ensure equal treatment for all citizens and religious denominations. In reality, the German model provides for a denominational religious education, whose contents must indeed
be compatible with the German Basic Law (Grundgesetz), but which, in terms of content,
is actually determined by the respective religious communities. In a similar way, these
communities have a veto right (missio or vocatio) in matters affecting the selection and
employment of teachers. This is a consequent approach, as this argument of the legal right
does not concern teaching of religious studies about religion, but it is about a subject
teaching from the inner perspective of the religion itself. For this reason, the ideologically
neutral state must not identify with one single religion and decide on subject matters. Muslims have been living in Germany in large numbers for the last fifty years, and the German
state has been considering the introduction of Islamic religious instruction for about the
last thirty years. The Conference of the Education Ministers decided as early as 1984 to
introduce Islamic religious instruction, the well known ‘Weimar appeal’ took place under
the direction of the German President in 2002 in favor of the introduction of Islamic religious education. And while this appeal was finally repeated in 2009 by the German Islam
Conference, very little has changed in this respect up until now. 182
In addition to Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox and Jewish religious education all over
the country, pupils who do not belong to any religious denomination are given the chance
to take part in a subject called „ethics“. Only a small number of model experiments exist
which are aimed specifically at Muslim children; these encompass a maximum of two or
three percent of the total number of Muslim pupils in the country. 183 In this context, it can
be seen that there is no lack of demand but of supply. Muslim children and adolescents are
able to choose between a free period and lessons in their native languages, while their
classmates attend religious education classes. In several German federal regions (Länder)
and in some types of schools Muslim pupils are also required to take part in the aforementioned „ethics“ class together with their undenominational classmates. In addition, the
contents of the small number of courses offered for Muslim children are actually established by the commissions of Ministries of Culture and Education, limiting the role of
Muslims in the development of these curricula to a consultant role. In this way, the state
reserves the right of decision in the final instance.
As the German government has up until now not legally recognized Islam as an official religious community in the country, the authorities make use of the so-called ‘neutral
Islamic Studies’ (‘neutrale Islamkunde’). As the authorities are not reliant on the co182
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operation of the religious communities for developing these Islamic studies, the state alone
designs the school curricula, with the teachers also being selected without prior consultation with Muslims. German authorities accuse Muslim organizations of either being controlled from abroad or of being extremist in their positions or of working against integration or of not representing a large enough proportion of Muslims in the country. However,
it is highly conspicuous that up until now a mere 2% of Muslim children are given the
chance to participate in Islamic Studies. In this context, the willingness of the state to invest financial resources in the religious instruction of its Muslim pupils must invariably be
called into question.
Not only do public institutions treat Muslims unequally, but they have also behaved
in a half-hearted and defensive fashion in this field for decades now. While they continuously bemoan a paucity of contact persons on the Muslim side, the same authorities
have the legal ability to extend Islamic studies in schools – the current model experiments
are not in any case religious education in a legal sense, that is according to the guidelines
contained in the Basic Law – and to invest properly in this realm of society. However,
none of this is being done at present. A structural and institutional discrimination of Muslims in this context must thus be determined. The importance of an institutional recognition becomes clear when the fact that thousands of religious teachers, dozens of university
professors and considerable financial assistance would be necessary in the event of recognition is considered. It is also shown by the fact that recognition would result in Muslims
being granted the right to their own playschools, schools, old age people’s homes etc. A
number of professorships for the training of teachers of Islamic Religious Education have
indeed been created during the last few years, in principle a positive development that is to
be welcomed. However, enormous problems also exist in this field due to the fact that the
filling of these professorships is not just dependent on the academic qualifications of the
candidates.184 These professorships have an important function: that of the development of
an authentic, modern Islamic Religious Education for Muslim children and adolescents in
the secular society. The central ideas and main aims of a religious education program of
this nature will be discussed in the following chapter.
Basics of Islamic teaching at schools
Leaving to one side the irksome subject matter described up to now, a form of modern
Islamic Religious Education in a secular society has to adapt itself to certain basic principles and ideas as well as to objectives based on well thought out concepts of religious
education. In turn, the latter must legitimize themselves at large in a theological as well as
184
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in an educational way. There is no completed didactical concept of Islamic Religious Education in the German-speaking world. This is especially a consequence of the fact that
basic empirical research in religious education is still in its infancy in the previously mentioned sector.185
In order to increase its acceptance among Muslims and due to considerations about
the nature Islamic religious education, information derived from Islamic source material
together with that taken from Islamic cultural traditions must be considered when developing a modern Islamic religious education. The Koran and Islamic rules have been divided
into four sections since the beginnings of the religion. The following groupings are already
mentioned by Zayd ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ibn Bakr (deceased 970):
faith (iʿtiqād), ethics (ādāb respectively. aḫlāq), worship (ʿibādāt) and behavior in the
sense of controls and regulations between people (muʿamalāt bzw. ʿuqūbāt).186 Religion
consists accordingly of four areas of importance. The foundations of these four areas are
constructed and provided for in Islam by the principles of faith. The other three levels can
only be accounted for and constructed against the background of these foundations, as
worship and ethics can according to Islamic teaching not be employed in a concrete and
permanent fashion without faith.
It can be read in a well known ḥadīṯ that „Behavior can only be measured on intentions, and everyone receives exactly those things which best correspond to their intentions.“187 The faith and the purpose provide the starting points and the basis for further
practice-orientated norms which can be derived from and find their basis in the previously
described foundations. This aspect of the sincerity is expressed even more clearly in the
famous Gabriel (Ǧibrīl)-ḥadīṯ. When Gabriel queried the Prophet about the „correct behavior“, the Prophet gave him the following answer: „iḥsān signifies that you serve God as if
you could see Him, as although you are unable to see Him, He can see you.“188 The Islamic
ādāb or aḫlāq is frequently named by the Prophet as being the aim of his message: „I was
sent to perfect the good morals.“189 He also expressed himself in this fashion in his private
prayers: „My Lord, in the same way in which you have in all likelihood designed my being, make my morality beautiful.“190 In addition to the previously mentioned self-portrayal
of the Prophet, the superb capacities of the Prophet in terms of his selection and his special
function as an example and role model are specified in connection with ethics in the Koran: “... as you possess superb moral qualities” (Koran 68/4). These sections in religious
texts are remarkable when considered against the background of a perception and everyday
practice of religion based on emulation which makes up part of everyday life of large
numbers of religious Muslims. In this daily life, considerable emphasis is placed on performing daily prayers, whereas less attention is usually paid to the connected moral charac185
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teristics.191 This key message of Islam should be brought to the forefront in all forms of
religious education and training and should be considered when developing appropriate
didactic concepts.
Islamic education and training
Questions as to the religious significance of training and education in general, when considered in relation to the religion and more specifically with regards to the religious education of children and adolescents, constitute separate pedagogic and theological complexes.192 The key thoughts contained in the primary Islamic sources on this subject are briefly
summarized in the following section. Whilst according to the Koran, children are considered as a test (fitna),193 they are nevertheless regarded in a positive light in the Koranic
text, and each person is required to thank God for this present. 194 As a result of this, the
example of Luqmān demonstrates that children and adolescents should be spoken to in an
appropriate and friendly fashion.195 Children before puberty are regarded in Islam as being
immature and are thus not subject to the rules of behavior of Islam. The Prophet frequently
emphasized that children are not responsible for their actions and their omissions. 196 At the
same time, every attempt should be made during religious instruction to follow an easy
path. „Teach! And make it easier, do not make it more difficult!“197 Ibn Ḥazm (deceased
1064) makes a point of highlighting the voluntary nature and character of recommendation
of pieces of advice which are given in general. According to Ibn Ḥazm, anything else is
inacceptable as people giving advice are also liable to make mistakes.198 In this context,
God’s lenience, patience, love and mercifulness is stressed time and time again. Even Ibn
Taymīya (deceased 1328) highlighted the fact that everything derives from and finds its
purpose in God’s love. The same author also expressed the conviction that each movement
in the world is down to God.199
The fact that knowledge does not in itself automatically transform people into educated or religious beings is not just revealed in the primary sources of the Islamic religion
and stressed by the Islamic scholarly culture, but is also accepted in modern pedagogic. If
this were not the case, no academic would be better educated than Imam-Google and nobody would be more religious than the authors of the voluminous and extensive Encyclopaedia of Islam which was written almost in its entirety by non-Muslims. In the same way,
the ability to judge and to maintain a critical distance to the information on offer belongs to
the elementary premises of education, as do the dedication, engagement and inborn trust in
the conditions of Īmān. Islamic religious understanding states that all information, knowledge and at heart all forms of education, training and values have their basis in and are
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derived from God as the absolute being and creator. As the beginning of all ontological
happenings, God represents the pivot and center point of all existence and knowledge. This
aspect is made clear by the following story in the Koran:
„How can you deny Allah and you were without life and He gave you life?
Again, He will cause you to die and again bring you to life, then you shall be
brought back to Him [2.28]. He it is Who created for you all that is in the earth.
And He directed Himself to the heaven, so He made them complete seven
heavens; and He is Knower of all things [2.29]. And when thy Lord said to the
angels, I am going to place a ruler in the earth, they said: Wilt Thou place in it
such as make mischief in it and shed blood? And we celebrate. Thy praise and
extol Thy holiness. He said: Surely I know what you know not [2.30]. And He
taught Adam all the names, then presented them to the angels; He said: Tell Me
the names of those if you are right [2.31]. They said: Glory be to Thee! We
have no knowledge but that which Thou hast taught us. Surely Thou art the
Knowing, the Wise [2.32]. He said: O Adam, inform them of their names. So
when he informed them of their names, He said: Did I not say to you that I
know what is unseen in the heavens and the earth? And I know what you manifest and what you hide [2.33].“
By making use of the example of Adam as the prehistoric man, the story makes crystal
clear that all existence and knowledge comes from God and can finally be traced back to
God. People have obtained their entire knowledge and the ability to acquire further knowledge about God, the world and themselves from God and are thus intimately connected to
Him.
ʿIlm or Information about religion?
In this context, it can thus be seen that all types of knowledge always make reference to
God and only take on a positive meaning in a normative sense when they are connected to
Him. „My Lord, increase me in knowledge.“200 In this passage and in other passages in the
Koran, the word ʿilm does not refer to general knowledge about the world, religion and
people. Instead, it always makes direct reference to God and knowledge about God and
acquires its value first through the ontological relationship between man and God. Knowledge and action are in the same way fundamentally interconnected. „Those of His servants
only who are possessed of knowledge fear Allah. Surely Allah is Mighty, Forgiving.“201
Those people who are possessed of knowledge but do not act in a consequent fashion, such
as those who murder, rape and lie without compunction, either possess merely factual
knowledge and not faith based knowledge about God or have had their entitlement to īmān
put in question by their own actions. A manifest sense of īmān out of the mouth of a person is a commitment, a theory and a stated view which requires verification. All assertions
which cannot be proven or substantiated are regarded as being invalid. Problems of credibility would otherwise arise and the ability to convince people of the one’s views would
disappear. „Is he who is obedient during hours of the night, prostrating himself and stand200
201
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ing, taking care of the Hereafter and hoping for the mercy of his Lord—? Say: Are those
who know and those who do not know not alike? Only men of understanding mind.“202
It is frowned upon in Islam to teach and to preach without having first deeply considered, interiorized and practiced the above mentioned.203 On the other hand, the learned
scholar is placed above the worshipper in numerous statements made by the prophet. „The
one who knows (ʿālim) is placed above the worshipper (ʿābid) in the same way in which
the moon is placed above the other stars. People who know are the heirs to the prophet.
They have left no money behind, just their knowledge (ʿilm) (…).”204
At the same time, the educated Muslim is according to the above mentioned ideals
not just an intellectual, but also a person who is trustworthy, possesses indisputable moral
virtues and actively practices the Muslim faith. It can be read in a ḥadīṯ that „only two
people are permitted to be jealous: (…) the other is the person who receives wisdom from
God, exercises this wisdom and teaches it to other people.“205 When a group from Yemen
approaches the Prophet and asks him to recommend a teacher, he proposes Abū ʿUbayda,
stating that the latter is the amīn (dependable and trustworthy) of the parish. 206 In this way,
the prophet documents the important role attributed to mutual trust in the context of the
Islamic teachings. The retention and passing down of religious knowledge together with
the significance of scholarly culture are also granted an equally great importance: „God
does not take knowledge away from the people but instead reduces the number of scholars,
so that scholars no longer exist and the people make ignorant people their leaders. When
questioned by Fatwa, these leaders then state that they have no knowledge. They make
errors and let others make errors.“207 Numerous koranic verses and ḥadīṯs emphasize the
role of rationality and reason and make clear that it is impossible to gain an insight into
religious questions without making correct usage of human powers of discretion (ʿaql and
qalb).208 The discussion about the fact that ʿaql cannot be understood in the Kantian sense
here is unnecessary at this point. Various different ḥadīṯs point out the judiciousness and
farsightedness of Muslims. The positive relationship between religiosity and the ability to
make decisions is thus here documented. „Beware the insight (firāsa) of a religious person,
as he sees with the light of God.“209 On the other hand, discretionary decisions by individ-
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uals are generally placed in a negative context. The following views have been passed
down from the fourth caliph: „If religion were determined by personal decisions (raʾy), it
would be more advisable to moisten the bottom rather than the top of the foot. However, I
have seen that the prophet moistens the top of the foot.“210
Religious rules and regulations are consequently fully removed from capture and
comprehension through the ʿaql.
It seems to be undisputable that a form of Islamic Religious Education adapted to the
particular conditions in Germany is needed at present, and that the handing down of traditional ideas of education and teaching alone will not be of great help in this process. At the
same time, this future Islamic Religious Education must, on the one hand, be able to inform about Islamic sources, the traditional literature of Islamic Religious Education and
the life of Islamic parishes in Germany as well as in the countries of origin. On the other
hand, it must also get involved with the findings of modern educational theory, of developmental psychology and particularly with the insights of the specialized Christian didactics. In this realm, Muslim religious educators can learn a lot from their Christian and in
particular their Jewish colleagues and their experiences – without trying to copy them and
although differences will always remain due to elementary disagreements regarding faith
and practice! Interaction with Christians and in particular Jews and the theological positioning towards their religious beliefs must finally not lead to leveling egalitarianism, but
dialogical religious education must instead get involved with the other one’s truth, try to
understand it – even if one will never completely succeed – and try to be empathetic.
Against this background, the interreligious approach is of utmost importance and obliges
Muslims to a fundamental openness in the interaction with their two monotheistic sister
religions. In this way, religious education can also reduce prejudices which people belonging to differing religious denominations have against each other and make a contribution to
comprehension and tolerance. The migration history of the majority of Muslims in Germany means that the further pursuit of this approach developed by Christian religious teachers
during the last decades and filling it with content must be regarded as an issue of upmost
urgency.
The purpose of religious education should be to prompt young people to critically reflect on the knowledge learned in school lessons and earlier or simultaneously in mosques;
it should also instruct them to organize this knowledge and to place it into a hierarchical
order. The basis of a state-run religious education should thus not be the simple implementation of religious traditions but the analytic examination as part of a reflective discourse.
At the same time, the contents of religious classes cannot be reduced to the transmission of
knowledge, as learning and teaching are no ends in themselves. The attempt to completely
banish the recitation of the Koran, the memorizing of short sūras and the practicing of
exemplary postures for prayer from classes by making reference to the ideals of Enlightenment is not really elaborate, this attitude rather proves a lack of empathy for Muslims’
religious life. Spiritual learning is made possible by these references, moreover, they acti-
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vate a complementary feedback to pre-existing knowledge and demonstrate a recognition
of Islamic educational traditions. 211 Nonetheless, the „stupid drill“212 which is frequently
still practiced in other school subjects must not become the maxim of Islamic Religious
Education classes. Religious education classes in particular must thus make efforts to activate or keep sharp the religious spirit of pupils and to establish a special teacher-pupil
relationship. Teachers who do not share this experience of faith and do not have a close
relationship to their pupils will experience a credibility problem in denominational religious education classes. The missing religious authorization will not help to reach one’s
goal in this context. Children and adolescents intuitively sense who really and truly is in
agreement with the contents of what he or she is teaching and who is not. As far as neutral,
distant religious studies classes are concerned, the line up is quite different. As denominational religious education is about more than merely transmitting knowledge, teachers
cannot limit themselves to filling pupils’ memories or to enriching their minds. The theory
that religious education should limit itself to the transmission of knowledge and should
avoid all references to action and faith may appear modern at first sight but it is inconsistent with the integral approach, the expectations of parents and pupils and the legal situation of religious education in Germany. „The basic intention of the (Islamic) curricula is,
among other things, to provide an introduction to Islam which stresses the characteristics
of schools as places of education in Germany, i.e. aims at reasonable learning instead of a
naïve-unbroken participation in the religious life of the community …“213 It is to be
doubted whether the artificial discrepancy constructed here by the author between references to faith and action, on the one hand, and the critical reflection over the contents of
religious classes, on the other hand, is in reality a source of problems. The aptitude of
independent thinking, acting and judging does not exclude the description and teaching of
contradictory claims about the truth. Thus, a type of „Islamic education under the sign of
reflected learning“ which takes place on the basis of texts whose meanings are perceived
as being self-evident does in no way contradict these assumptions. In fact, both components coexist in the reality of school life, something which is meaningful in an educational
sense. Self-contextualization, formation and protection of identity, interreligious competencies and inner-Islamic communication act as complementary principles. 214 The transparency of contents in religious education classes and the comprehensibility of their argumentations make it much easier to determine learning objectives and to verify them by
means of preset criteria. Against this background, teachers must make an offer to children
and young persons which enables them to open themselves to the spirit of faith and to free
them from any external pressure in this regard. Religious education has to initiate a process
of educating pupils in a way that enables them to finally „grasp“ their faith and be suffi-
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ciently confident in their own views that they will not waver from them, regardless of the
views and opinions of any external authority. If they do not wish to open themselves to the
spirit of faith, their decision has to be likewise respected – lā ikrāha fī d-dīn.215 This criticism of authority will orient Islamic Religious Education towards an attitude that is critical
of ideology and will teach pupils to challenge established structures, so that the latter must
legitimize themselves every now and then.
It is up to the pupils to decide whether they wish to accept this religious proposal or
not. For this reason, teachers must strictly avoid overpowering pupils with their own
views, they must take a stand on the hermeneutics of discourse and must not urge pupils to
take up religious beliefs against their own or their parents’ will, as in doing so, they would
finally stimulate both dual standards of morality and hypocrisy. Negative attributions and
insinuations have to be strictly avoided in this context. It is true that the dimension of faith
is the hidden target of denominational religious education, but in most cases it may be
assumed that faith is already present in Muslim pupils – even if the pupils themselves are
unaware that it is present. This is due to the fact that religious convictions have been
passed down over generations and thus have to be activated, questioned and deepened in
the context of religious education in schools. Learning and teaching are highly individual
processes both in religious and other matters, and these processes are neither enforceable
nor can they be stipulated „per order de mufti“. This has already been made clear by the
role model provided by the greatest of all teachers from the Islamic point of view: „And if
thy Lord had pleased, He would have made people a single nation. And they cease not to
differ.“216 This is why teachers have to constantly adjust their language to the given class
structure, negotiate contents and principles with the pupils, provide credible justifications,
connect new approaches to existing knowledge, activate pupils’ previous knowledge and
look out for new connections. Thus, the selection of topics and the organization of contents
in religious education classes must be suitable for children and account for the stages of
development in which children find themselves. However, Heimbrock correctly highlights
the necessity of not only consulting religious texts but also dealing with the specific realities of life in order to develop a modern form of Islamic Religious Education. These include dealing with pupils, parents and the expectations of mosque parishes and religious
authorities.
Empirical research should thus on the one hand be carried out to determine the expectations and ideas which the aforementioned people and groupings have of everyday life
at school, teachers, class contents, methods and styles of lessons. 217 On the other hand,
Islamic Religious Education should have an evident bearing on life and be holistic. The
principles of modern religious education of correlation and elementarization218 as well as
the uṣūl-literature of asbāb an-nuzūl, tadrīǧ and of the abrogation (nasḫ)219 provide us with
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sufficient guidelines and circumstantial evidence in this respect. Islamic Religious Education classes must teach pupils not only to react to contemporary challenges in an age that
uses violence as a means of religious self-affirmation but also has to consciously play a
peacemaking role and participate in the humane and fair organization of society.220 This is
because religion can help people in their everyday life, give them orientation, create a
sense of values and prevent delinquency.221
What is needed is an open, cooperative, conversational and action-oriented Islamic
Religious Education. It must be holistic and address intellectual sensors as well as emotional and spiritual capacities. The acquisition of skills and abilities, of competences and
knowledge cannot be the only aim of religious education. As we have already stressed
several times, it must additionally include faith dimensions and the search for a deeper
meaning. At the same time, religious education must not practice denominational isolation
but must instead seek to open religions to other human beings while keeping its own identity. The exponents of the majority society expect Islamic Religious Education to prevent
religious extremism, to create transparency, to bring about integration, a feeling of being at
home and identification with country and school, and finally they expect it to help a larger
proportion of Muslims to become fluent in the country’s language. All these requests are
legitimate, but in my opinion it is rather doubtful whether they can be realized by a subject
matter which is taught only two hours a week and, on top of this, is still in its infancy. In
any case, the first reactions from the German regions are all point-blank positive in this
field, too. Problems and concepts in religious education have to be developed on the basis
of Islamic primary sources, educational traditions, religious socialization processes and
empirical research in education in such a way that they are scientifically understandable,
appropriate to the target group and well thought through. At the same time, lessons must
be neither exclusively adaptive nor solely questioning. What is in fact needed, is a complementary basic orientation which reacts adequately to the complex nature of the topic.
The consideration of the secular and multi-religious society will be of the same importance
as the issue of Muslims’ complex configuration in Germany; particularly their relations to
their countries of origin must not be covered or hidden by a misconceived, one-sided kind
of integration.
What most Muslims, however, expect from an Islamic Religious Education is the
teaching of basic knowledge and practices of their religion, the recitation of the Koran, the
memorization of elementary sūras and an introduction to the ethical core statements of
Islam.
A balance between these different expectations is definitely possible. These different
points of view are not diametrically opposed quantities but have common intersections and
can therefore be reconciled with each other. In addition to providing elementary basic
knowledge, the introduction to faith and the education to religious values, Islamic Religious Education has to face the question of why taxpayers’ money should be spent on it.
The questions of identification, integration, language improvement, transparency and so on
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are of utmost importance for its social acceptance. Islamic Religious Education is still
nascent and in the development stage in the German speaking world. Thus, many things
will be „learning by doing“ for us. What we need is a careful basic research in all fields,
particularly in that of empirical education research. The reflection on factors which leave
their mark on religious life, the opening up of religious experiences in everyday life, the
planning of learning processes, the selection of didactical criteria in order to choose contents, the age-based evaluation of teaching material for different kinds of schools etc. –
these provide only a few examples from the upcoming field of activity. In this context, it is
critically important to firstly determine the criteria for the settling of the essential contents
in religious education classes and to secondly ask for core and fringes, for permanence and
change. The educational and/or theological reasons for the core contents of an Islamic
Religious Education are as interesting as the problem of objectives and their justification.
Potential tensions and discrepancies between different aims must be resolved constructively and reflexively inside the realms of the German Basic Law. In this context, educational,
religious and political aims have to be organized in a mutually balancing way. Various
factors will thus be of prime importance for the establishment of a modern Islamic Religious Education, which will finally result in a partnership at eye level. Among these factors is the question of selecting criteria which are acceptable to politics, the legal system
and the majority society and which live up to the demands of Muslim parents and association representatives. Another factor are the concrete developments in class and the expectations of pupils themselves. As a matter of course, opinions derived from primary Islamic
sources as well as the findings of modern educational science have to be integrated into
these considerations.
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