
BEYOND CORRELATION STRATEGIES
TEACHING RELIGION IN A DETRADITIONALISED AND

PLURALISED CONTEXT

INTRODUCTION

In many traditionally Christian western societies, Christian faith no
longer enjoys the monopoly it once had in giving meaning to human exis-
tence. The process of secularisation has seriously restricted the all-inclu-
sive importance of the Christian horizon of meaning. At the same time,
pluralisation has made Christians aware that they are co-participants in a
kaleidoscopic ideological arena, which includes many other religions and
fundamental life options. In society and culture as a whole, the position
of Christianity has clearly shifted and, as a result, many traditional chan-
nels of initiation show serious dysfunctions. This is clearly the case with
regard to the educational system. Plurality is evident in schools and in
classrooms and, as such, in religious education classes as well. In light
of this reality, then, how can one still provide for a Catholic religious
education?

There are cultural-historical, pedagogical and theological aspects to
this question. In this paper, I will mainly deal with the theological ones.
Its starting point is the new curricula for Roman Catholic religious edu-
cation in respectively Flemish Catholic and non-denominational state
schools, issued in 2000. First, I will offer a sketch that is rooted in cul-
tural-philosophical and cultural-sociological reflection of the actual con-
text in which religious education takes place. Against the background of
this reflection, I will shortly present the new curricula for Roman Catholic
religious education in Flanders. In relation to this contextual situation and
the strategy of the curricula to cope with it, I will situate this new con-
cept in a broader fundamental-theological and cultural-theological reflec-
tion. This reflection will show that, in the new curricula, an attempt is
made to substitute the modern paradigm of correlation for a post-modern
paradigm in which the acknowledgement of plurality, particularity, nar-
rativity and a radical-hermeneutic consciousness are of paramount impor-
tance. In this regard, I will develop briefly the theological category of
‘interruption’ as a conceptual tool to reflect upon the relation between
faith/theology and context. Finally, I will elaborate on the claim that reli-
gious education in secularised and pluralised schools may constitute a

 



playground for socio-cultural and theological renewal. Religious educa-
tion not only offers a very specific perspective of, and project for, our
contemporary societies, but is also a new challenge for Christian faith
and the Church to engage in the current context, serving society and
renewing itself in this very service.

I. THE (CATHOLIC) SCHOOL IN A DETRADITIONALISED FLEMISH

SOCIETY

Studies, such as the successive results of the European Value Study1,
indicate that Flanders has gradually evolved over a few decades from a
Catholic territory into a country where Catholics, and certainly practis-
ing Catholics, form a minority2. Under the influence of what is commonly
termed the process of modernisation, the social impact of the Christian
faith as horizon of giving meaning to human life and society has been
thoroughly relativised. Flanders shows itself to be drastically secularis-
ing or, rather, detraditionalising. For in a very short span of time, the
handing down of tradition and religious initiation are no longer self-evi-
dent. On the contrary, the result of the processes that have been taking
place for centuries is not so much a secular culture3, but rather a culture
of ideological diversity. Partly through the influence of migration (but
not only because of that), Flanders is evolving into a society in which
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1. This is an empirical research programme which, since the beginning of the eighties,
investigates every ten years the religious, cultural, social, and individual values of the
diverse European populations. See J. KERKHOFS – R. REZSOHAZY (eds.), De stille omme-
keer. Oude en nieuwe waarden in het België van de jaren tachtig, Tielt, Lannoo, 1984;
J. KERKHOFS – K. DOBBELAERE – L. VOYÉ, De versnelde ommekeer. De waarden van
Vlamingen, Walen en Brusselaars in de jaren negentig, Tielt, Lannoo, 1992; K. DOBBE-
LAERE – M. ELCHARDUS, et al., Verloren zekerheid. De Belgen en hun waarden, over-
tuigingen en houdingen, Tielt, Lannoo, 2000.

2. See the fourth chapter from DOBBELAERE, et al., Verloren zekerheid (n. 1), pp. 117-
152.

3. Classic atheist organisations do not profit from this situation and similarly struggle
with problems of tradition transmission and initiation. See, for example, M. ELCHARDUS,
in Zonder maskers. Een actueel portret van jongeren en hun leraren, Gent, Globe, 1999,
p. 45: “To sum up, we can say that students differ sharply from their teachers in the area
of fundamental life options. Young people are more strongly represented by non-believ-
ers [sceptics] and those uninterested, and less strongly by churchgoers and atheist human-
ists. It appears as though young people are not only less certain of their identity but also
that they – more so than their teachers – are unwilling to live out their fundamental life
option in a collective, organised manner. Now, teachers do not comprise only the church-
going, even the non-Christian teachers, whom we encounter especially in state schools,
associate themselves more easily with an organised fundamental life option, notably the
atheist humanist one” (translations ours).



many fundamental life options occupy the field that once was largely
held by the Christian tradition. The other side of this detraditionalisation
and pluralisation is the structural individualisation of the formation of
identity. Nowadays, identity is no longer inherited, but rather constructed
and, if not individually chosen, then it is certainly induced by surround-
ing factors such as, for example, the media. As there are many opportu-
nities concerning career planning or leisure activity, there is a growing
freedom of choice with regard to the forming of a meaningful identity4.
Identity is no longer a given; it is much less stable and less solid than in
the past. On the contrary, it is often eclectic, fragmentary, fluctuating,
repeatedly questioned and in need of reaffirmation.

An important insight in this regard is that detraditionalisation also
affects those who still remain, or become, Christians. Christians too do
not simply inherit their belief, but acquire this by means of identity con-
struction. Christians are just as individualised as the others are. Much
more than before, being a Christian requires the decision of will and a
positive choice in the same way that some no longer choose to be Chris-
tians because they no longer can or want to. Moreover, a large number
of people, mostly still baptised Catholics, are scarcely initiated and barely
involved in the Christian faith and faith community despite their Catholic
education and catechesis. One could even suggest that they are rather
post-Christians than Christians. To an increasing extent, familiarity with
the broad background knowledge of the Christian tradition is dwindling,
and as such, the overlap between culture and tradition is disappearing.
This is at least the complaint of many teachers of aesthetics, history or
literature: to a growing extent their pupils lack sufficient Christian cul-
tural background necessary for an adequate understanding of (art) his-
tory and texts. On the church level, this is also painfully noticeable. Many
participants in initiation rituals are barely initiated into a Christian praxis
and local Church community (and possibly do not wish to be).

In short, our society is detraditionalised and pluralised on the ideolog-
ical level. Besides Christians (spread among several denominations), there
are atheists, agnostics, Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, former Christians, post-
Christians, people who belong to new religious movements (mostly qual-
ified with the container-term ‘New Age’), people who for the sake of
convenience we can designate as syncretists, etc. And each group is still
yet broken up into a multiplicity of recognisable subgroups and ways of
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4. This analysis, with its cultural-theological conclusions, is given detailed treatment
in L. BOEVE, Interrupting Tradition. An Essay on Christian Faith in a Postmodern Con-
text (Louvain Theological and Pastoral Monographs, 30), Leuven, Peeters, 2003.



life, whether they are institutional or not5. It is also true that their identi-
ties are increasingly being constructed, whether one does this in a con-
scious way or not.

The world of education also shares in these processes. For example, the
Catholic majority school, like other organisations and institutions from the
‘Christian pillar’6, has to reckon with detraditionalisation and pluralisa-
tion. In the last decades and even today, the following question contin-
ues to surface with clockwork regularity: what is the Catholic identity of
Catholic education? Schools have become increasingly aware that their
pupils, parents and staff are detraditionalised, even though they belonged
to that Christian pillar which guided them through the individual, famil-
ial, social and cultural life from the cradle to the grave. A Catholic school
no longer spells out an automatic Christian upbringing for children and
youths. During the last decades, the Catholic educational world answered
to this new situation by formulating a ‘Catholic pedagogical project’ that
focused on the transfer transmission of so-called Christian values, which
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5. In the article, God dienen te Brussel. Een onderhuids tapijt van los aaneenhangende
knopen, in Kultuurleven 62 (1995) 32-39, cultural anthropologist J. Leman offers a survey
of the various forms of religious practice one can encounter in a major city such as Brus-
sels. With respect to Christianity, he distinguishes between “a variety of parallel circuits,
depending on whether one is dealing with […] Catholics, Protestants, Anglicans, Greek
Orthodox, Syrian Orthodox or anomalous Christian sects (such as the Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses); and within each confession depending on whether one is dealing with natives,
migrants, refugees or ‘sans-papiers’” (33). Besides Christianity, Judaism constitutes a
recognisable group among native Belgians and there is evidence of a native, middle class
penchant for eastern forms of spirituality. Non-native Belgians tend to be of Buddhist or,
more likely, Muslim persuasion, varying according to their place of origin. While their res-
idence in Belgium often results in a reorientation of their religious positions in line with
the Belgian context, there is also evidence of counter reaction resulting in various forms
of fundamentalism.

6. In Flanders, as in a number of West-European countries, the Christian community
reacted to the functional differentiation and social ideologising of the 19th and 20th cen-
tury with ‘pillarisation’. In all social sectors, which through functional differentiation gain
a relative autonomy (such as education, judicial administration, economy, science, politics,
leisure time, etc.), the terrain was once again parcelled out from the point of view of ide-
ologies or fundamental life options. The result was a whole complex of organisations,
movements, structures, and institutions, all of which form an ideologically motivated sub-
society within society. Such a ‘pillar’ created a filter between the ‘secular public space’
and the individual, and from which this individual rarely needed to step out of. In Flan-
ders, the Catholic pillar was extremely successful and occupied all sectors. Even today its
organisations often still comprise, despite secularisation and detraditionalisation, a (rela-
tive) majority of Flemish people (especially in the case of education, health care, youth
work, and social movements). For an account of ‘pillarisation’, see K. DOBBELAERE, Over
secularisatie en verzuiling, in R. LAERMANS (ed.), Godsdienst en kerk in een gesecu-
lariseerde samenleving, Leuven, Leuven University Press, 1998, pp. 85-167; see also his
Secularisation, Pillarisation, Religious Involvement and Religious Change in the Low
Countries, in T. GANNON (ed.), World Catholicism in Transition, New York, MacMillan,
1988, pp. 80-115.



would also speak to non- or no longer-Christians. The identity statements
and charters, brochures and conferences from the 1970s and 1980s (and
even today) illustrate this. Time and again, they were in search for a com-
mon basis of shared values, which allowed for the largest consensus, a
consensus thereupon qualified as ‘Christian’. In this regard, the path of
ethics has been particularly used. Christian inspiration became identified
with an education in Christian values7. The Christian pedagogical project
then strived at bringing pupils to full humanity, solidarity with (among
others) the weak, the wounded, the miserable – sometimes still against the
background of a vague religious sentiment, but seldom motivated by a
personally confessed and explicitly lived relationship towards God. One
can presume, however, that many of these ‘Christian values’ are also
practised and transmitted in non-Catholic institutions with dynamic, moti-
vated staff. More generally, such definitions of Catholic identity endeav-
our to reach as great a consensus as possible between modern culture and
Christian belief. It is assumed that a substantial part of the members at
least find these so-called Christian values important. But when the over-
lap between Christian belief and culture disappears, as is the case today,
the Christian reading of this consensus becomes all too often felt as a
narrative doubling, a supplement, which can actually be done without.

On another occasion, we have argued for a reconceptualisation of the
identity of the Catholic school in a context of ideological plurality8. Such
a new profile starts with taking seriously both the internal ideological
detraditionalisation and pluralisation of staff members, parents and pupils,
as well as the particular specificity of the Christian faith within this plu-
rality. Defining the identity of the Catholic School then no longer pro-
ceeds from a presupposed, general Christian and cultural consensus. By
means of its education, the Catholic school teaches pupils to reflect upon
their own fundamental life options and to deal with ideological multi-
plicity, whether they are Christians or not. In this way, the school prepares
them for active participation in a pluralistic and multicultural society.
This is its social mission (as well as its theological project). For this con-
cept of a ‘Catholic School’ contains not only a formal acknowledgement
of plurality, but also implies an already positioned engagement with mul-
tiplicity.
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7. Cf. M. VERHAVERT – L. BOEVE, Kiemkracht in het secundair onderwijs. Enige
beschouwingen, in A. DE WOLF, et al. (eds.), Kiemkracht. Verslagbundel van het bezin-
ningscongres van het Vlaams Secretariaat van het Katholiek Onderwijs, Tielt, Lannoo,
1998, pp. 136-144.

8. See L. BOEVE, Giving a Soul to Education in Europe. A Challenge for Catholic
Schools, lecture delivered in Budapest, Hungary, October 21, 2001, on the occasion of the
General Assembly of the European Committee for Catholic Education (ECCE).



Such profile definitions can be an answer to the multiple voices that
today call into question the legitimacy of education in fundamental life
options, often by appealing to secularisation and pluralisation. The
Catholic school as well as the subject of ‘Roman Catholic Religious Edu-
cation’ still have a legitimate and valuable contribution to make to chil-
dren and society (as well as to the Christian faith and the Church). Both
school and subject can be ‘play or training grounds’ where children,
youths and adults learn to live with and within plurality, and in dialogue
with a Christian faith that situates and conceives itself overtly and actively
in the midst of this plurality. Schools and religious educators would then
bring pupils towards a conscious formation of identity in a society marked
by a diversity of fundamental life options. They would do this in con-
versation and confrontation with the meaning that Christians have to offer,
in the course of which, pupils, school and society (as well as the Christ-
ian faith and the Church) are enabled to learn out of the encounter and
confrontation with diversity and difference. This is the perspective from
which the new curriculum for Roman Catholic religious education in
Flanders was being drawn up.

II. A NEW PROFILE FOR THE SUBJECT ‘ROMAN CATHOLIC RELIGIOUS

EDUCATION’

Religious education can indeed no longer (explicitly or implicitly) pro-
ceed from an existing overlap between Christian faith and present-day cul-
ture, a continuity between faith and culture (whether it be in principle or
de facto) whereby Christian doctrines and attitudes can be linked directly
to human experiences and/or problem areas. For correlation theology,
modern culture and society, secular rationality and emancipatory currents
formed just as many starting-points for a Christian faith in search of cred-
ibility and relevance9. But, today we have become aware that both ques-
tions and answers are undeniably coloured and irreducibly tinted by the
position that participants occupy in the debate about fundamental life
options. This is also the case for Christians, their questions and their
answers. This new situation necessitates, due to the acknowledgement of
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9. The short presentation that follows is further elaborated in L. BOEVE, Godsdienst-
onderricht op school als oefenplaats. Achtergronden bij het nieuwe leerplan S.O., in
Collationes 29 (1999) 287-311; and in Vrijplaats voor communicatie over levens-
beschouwing en geloof. Nieuwe doelstellingen voor het godsdienstonderricht in Vlaan-
deren, in H. LOMBAERTS, et al. (eds.), Godsdienst op school in de branding. Tussentijdse
balans, Deurne, Wolters Plantyn, 2000, pp. 33-46.



the plurality of fundamental life options, a reconceptualisation of what
religious education can be in the contemporary context. The result of such
an exercise is concisely rendered in the three basic objectives underlying
the new curricula for Roman Catholic religious education in Flemish
secondary schools10.

The basic objective, “Being open towards and appreciative of what
Christian belief can mean in a world that is experienced and understood
as radically plural”, is further developed and explained in three structural
steps. Religious education firstly aims for pupils, “to become aware of
and ideologically challenged by the plurality of fundamental life options
in our present-day life and society”. Next, it motivates them “to situate
the offer of meaning supplied by the Christian faith in the context of a
plurality of fundamental life options”. Both of these structural steps lead
together to a third one. Through religious education, young people learn
“from an insight into the plural ideological character of human speech,
thought and action, and in dialogue with the meaning supplied by the
Christian faith in this context, to render account for their own ideologi-
cal profile”.

Religious education is thus a service towards the identity formation of
all pupils, Christian and non-Christian. For the Christians among them,
this most certainly contains the compelling invitation to deepen their own
faith and to thoughtfully clarify it in dialogue with others, and precisely
through this to advance the contextually embedded Christian tradition.
Non-Christians are challenged in this dialogue to identify and reflect upon
their own profile. Acknowledgement of particularity and difference is not
enfeebled by a general co-ordinated consensus, but becomes precisely
the path along which ideological reflection takes place.

Teaching religion thus firmly starts from the places where pupils stand.
Its goal is to challenge them to reflect upon their own identity and the
formation of that identity. To this end, education should equip them with
the instruments to do so. Such a reflection is generated through con-
frontation (a) with the diversity of fundamental life options (which in
itself already concerns the identity of an individual) and (b) with the
offer of meaning supplied by the Christian faith, when situated within
diversity (especially when this is introduced as lived and narrated by the
religion teacher and the community of Christians present in the school
and the school neighbourhood).
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10. These curricula are published as Leerplan rooms-katholieke godsdienst voor het
secundair onderwijs in Vlaanderen, Brussel, Licap, 1999. Through the ‘Thomas-project’,
electronic assistance is available at http://www.godsdienstonderwijs.be.



Religious education is about (the learning and study of) an open con-
versation on fundamental life options, in which pupils can be who they
are or who they want to be. It is also about a Christian faith presented
lively and richly as a buffer and a touchstone, as a challenge and a pos-
sibility, for any reflection on the fundamental life options. Finally, it is
about an education towards an ideological reflexivity stemming from an
insight into, and born from, the practical experience of the current situa-
tion of a plurality of fundamental life options.

It is here that the subject of religious education can be a playground.
For there are few places where such reflexivity can be learned without
masks, where it is taught and practised how to live and think meaning-
fully in a context of ideological diversity. This is why a subject such as
religious education can be fully profiled as a training ground. Further-
more, religious education is a service of the Church to the pupil, the
school and the society, but also a challenge to the Church itself. Reli-
gious education asks the church to reconsider the way in which the lat-
ter experiences and reflects the Christian faith it confesses.

III. BEYOND THEOLOGICAL CORRELATION STRATEGIES

The above-presented new profile for religious education (and the
Catholic school) in Flanders is not just a matter of strategic accommo-
dation in order to survive institutionally in a changed reality – although
pragmatic considerations in this are certainly not without importance. It
is my claim that the reconceptualisation is also theologically justified.
One can even state that the new curricula are an explicit outcome of a the-
ological paradigm shift away from a modern correlation paradigm. We
will elaborate on this shift in the following four steps11.

1. Modern Correlation Theologies

‘Correlation’ is understood within theology in several ways. In its most
general sense, the concept expresses the intuition that faith, a ‘faith tra-
dition’ and ‘faith reflection’ do not occur in isolation, but are inextrica-
bly linked up to the life, culture, society, history, and context in which
they are embedded. Broadly speaking, many theologies practise ‘corre-
lation’. The question of correlation becomes pertinent and also receives
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11. I have developed these insights in L. BOEVE, Postmodern Theology between Sec-
ularity and Plurality. Some Western European Methodological Considerations, lecture at
the June 2002 Catholic Theological Society of America convention in New Orleans.



expression in the theological method when, in modern times, the auton-
omy of the world is determined and acknowledged. This happens as a
result stemming from the processes of secularisation that characterise the
era of modernity. Modern correlation theologies therefore strive towards
a correlation of Christian tradition and secular context. Christian faith
and theology seek to build a bridge between both. In this sense, it would
be correct to consider most modern theologies as correlation (or correla-
tionist) theologies, even though many of those concerned will choose to
discuss and revise the term12. Correlation and correlation theology can
then be considered as container terms referring to specific modern ways
of doing theology in relation to the (modern) context. In what follows, we
sketch the main presumptions of such a theological method.

(a) Modern correlation theologies have firstly as a premise that theol-
ogy is concerned with a dialogue between two partners: Christian tradi-
tion/faith and the modern secular context. The concept of ‘co-relation’ tes-
tifies to this, and most of the discussions regarding this term concern the
nature of the two partners and the relation or hermeneutics in which they
are involved.

(b) On the basis of this dialogue, correlational theologies practise a
criticism and reconstruction of the Christian tradition in which the epis-
temological standards of the secular context are highly regulative
(although in most cases, these standards are criticised when they become
exclusive of religion altogether – for instance, in terming them ‘secular-
ist’ instead of ‘secular’). The definition of rationality, including its claims
to universality, transparency and communicability, remains profoundly
modern. Insofar as secular reason qualifies the definition of truth, Chris-
tian faith cannot but comply with it. Faith thus adds to, or qualifies, what
human beings can know by secular reason alone and, in the act of faith,
the will supplements reason. Because of these rationality standards, it
would appear that in addition to the various attempts at demythologisa-
tion, the discourse of ethics has been particularly conceived as the bridge
between the modern context and the Christian faith. It was as if only
through a common ethical discourse, resulting from the very dialogue
itself, the lasting validity, plausibility and rationality of a modern Chris-
tian faith could be testified to. Theological-methodologically speaking,
then, the Christian particularity is not an obstruction to universal truth. On
the contrary, within this very particularity, universal truth is communi-
cated and brought to its fullest realisation.
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12. See, for example, D. TRACY, The Uneasy Alliance Reconceived. Catholic Theo-
logical Method, Modernity, and Postmodernity, in Theological Studies 50 (1989) 548-570,
passim.



(c) Immediately resulting from the second point, this claim to univer-
sality reveals the presumption of a fundamental continuity. The dialogue
is presumed to result in a consensus between modern culture and Chris-
tianity. When one mutually critically relates both to each other, one
reaches a consensus between what it is to be a sincere modern human
being and an authentic Christian.

(d) It is very important, however, to note that this theoretical pre-
sumption was accompanied by a still existing factual overlap between a
context and the Christian faith. There remained a common cultural hori-
zon that was very much influenced by Christian traditions. Up until the
beginning of the 1980s, people in many Western European countries con-
tinued to a very large extent to take their Christian identity for granted
as something automatically given at birth.

2. The End of Modern Correlation Theology

Through the processes of detraditionalisation, to which we alluded in
our first section, the (revised) correlation strategies and their implied mod-
ern presumptions seem to be under serious pressure. For the theologians
who analyse the contemporary situation in terms of plurality, there is no
longer an easily identifiable secular culture to which Christian faith is
related and in which Christians live their faith. Theology is no longer
engaged in a dialogue between two partners, but is rather immersed in a
dynamic, irreducible, and often-conflicting plurality of religions and
world/life views. For many Christians today, especially in Western
Europe, the Christian faith (with its own plurality) increasingly occupies
only one of these positions – in addition to others – on the field of world
and life views.

At the same time, much of post-modern thinking has critiqued the mod-
ern epistemological standards (such as universality, transparency, and com-
municability). Since the 1980s, post-modern sensibilities have questioned
some basic presumptions of modern secular culture, calling for more atten-
tion to heterogeneity and radical historicity. Recalling the lessons learned
in recent 20th century history, post-modern thinkers are suspicious of total-
ising frameworks, and therefore call attention to the limits, contextuality,
particularity, and contingency of any construction of meaning. Instead,
they encourage patterns of thought that start from a sensitivity to radical
plurality, otherness and difference, while remaining aware of our dan-
gerous tendency to deal with them in closed, hegemonic ways13.
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13. I dealt with this thinking in Critical Consciousness in the Postmodern Condition.
A New Opportunity for Theology?, in Philosophy and Theology 10 (1997) 449-468, and



Relying upon such a perspective, contemporary philosophy and human
sciences display arguments to criticise a too easily presumed or expected
underlying consensus or harmony. Harmony-seeking interests may imply
as well covert hegemonic mechanisms of inclusion or exclusion.

Moreover, the factual overlap between culture and Christianity con-
stituting the horizon behind the correlation of Christian faith with mod-
ern culture has disappeared. In Flanders/Belgium, the results of the Euro-
pean Value Study, as referred to above, clearly demonstrated this
process14. The titles of the three subsequent books reporting these results
are especially telling. In 1984, the research group for this Belgian study
published The Silent Turn, depicting Belgium’s turn away from a more
traditional, Roman Catholic profile. In 1992, the same group published
The Accelerated Turn, claiming that the change was evolving faster than
ever. The title of the third book, Lost Certainty, indicates the completion
of the processes of detraditionalisation. In no more than a few decades,
Belgium has evolved from a society perceived as generally Catholic into
a detraditionalised and pluralised society.

3. Theological Method in a Post-modern Context

The modern partner in correlation theology becomes de-constructed
when a number of its modern presumptions are falsified by post-modern
criticism. Moreover, with a certain delay – owing to the huge majority
position that the Catholic pillar wielded in Flemish society for a long
time – the de-traditionalisation has become fully visible, manifesting itself
in the accelerated erosion of the overlap between culture and Christian-
ity. As to the consequences for theological method in the current context,
one can distinguish the following elements.

Thinking in terms of continuity or even consensus between Christian
faith and modern culture/society is no longer plausible, nor does it func-
tion within the pastoral domain. The modern correlation method seems
nowadays to be both a systematic-theological and pastoral counterpro-
ductive theological strategy. When one starts from general or universal
human structures – e.g. results from human sciences and philosophy – it
becomes very difficult to arrive at what is particularly Christian, unless
one has already identified the latter with the former. There is no straight
theological line between the universally human and the particularly Chris-
tian. For instance, it is not because humans can be universally defined as
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When Secularisation Turns into Detraditionalisation and Pluralisation. Faith in Search of
Understanding, in ET-Bulletin 12 (2001) 258-270.

14. For references, see note 1 above.



ritual beings that Christian sacraments – indeed ritualising the lives of
human persons and communities – are therefore legitimate, meaningful
and/or true15. Christian particularity is not merely an example or partic-
ular filling-in of a kind of general religiosity, which is proper to the
human species and accessible and/or explainable by human reason alone.
The truth of Christian faith does not need to be first of all established or
recognised by (secular) reason in order to sustain its truth claims.

Moreover, today the question arises as to what these universal human
structures are. In the (human) sciences and philosophical schools as well,
a methodological plurality predominates, the results of which are not
always complementary. Certainly in cases where human scientists or
philosophers claim to be normative, it very often turns out that there are
many underlying presumptions and hidden interests present. Plurality
involves conflict, heterogeneity and incommensurability. Dealing with
the latter, one cannot transcend it by means of meta-discourse, for any dis-
course from its very inception is already involved in the plurality it dis-
cusses.

Starting from an analysis of how radical plurality qualifies our ways
of living, acting and giving meaning to our discourses and thinking pat-
terns, the first irreducible level from which to start any reflection is the
particularity itself. What is meant here is the specific narrativity of a fun-
damental life option, whether it be religious or not – the level, thus, of
the particular narrative. Human beings do not live in structures, but rather
in very specific and concrete narratives. Conceiving of so-called univer-
sal underlying structures, then, is an a posteriori affair, not an establish-
ing of a priori conditions of possibility or criteria of validity.

This does not at all imply that doing theology in a post-modern con-
text would have to relinquish the dialogue with the context, especially
regarding philosophy and the human sciences. But it would in the mean-
time serve theology’s cause well if it learns not to postpone the theolog-
ical dimension of its reflection in the hope that it will be arrived at, as if
automatically, through a dialogue with philosophy and the human sci-
ences. The awareness of the specific particularity of the Christian faith
option places at the forefront – both anthropologically as well as theo-
logically – the faith option of the Christian being involved in the concrete
Christian narrative: namely, the confession that in Jesus Christ God is
involved in human history. This is done not against the presumption that
the Christian is a human being (like other human beings), but rather as
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15. I have worked on this in The Sacramental Interruption of Rituals of Life, in
Heythrop Journal 44 (2003) 401-417.



the irreducible qualification thereof. Put succinctly: it is not as human
beings that Christians are Christians, but as Christians they are human
beings, irreducibly determined by their own Christian narrativity (just as
others too are human in their own irreducible particularity). It then
remains to develop patterns of reflection that permit us to conceive this
irreducible qualification of particularity. It is precisely in this regard that
the dialogue with the present-day context can also prove fruitful. Both as
a descriptive and normative category to envisage development in tradition
and theology, the model of recontextualisation16 can be considered as a
radicalisation (recontextualisation) of modern correlation theology17. This
is especially the case because, in addition to the notion of continuity,
notions of contingency, particularity, otherness and discontinuity occupy
a place as well, for recontextualisation starts with taking seriously the rad-
ical historical and contextual nature of all of Christian faith and theology.

4. The Recontextualisation of Theology through the Category of Inter-
ruption

It is at this point that the changed context (and the perception of this
context) qualifies the way in which the theological discourse, as the
reflexive discourse of the Christian faith, relates itself with – and enters
into dialogue with – the discourses of others, all of whom are embedded
in this context, both constituting it and being constituted by it. I will
shortly develop the theological category of ‘interruption’ as a conceptual
tool to reflect upon the relation between faith/theology and context.
However, what is really important for us here is not only that the cate-
gory of interruption structures the mediation between tradition and con-
text in an adequate contextual manner, but also that it does so in a theo-
logically legitimate manner. Expressed otherwise: within the perspective
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16. See the first chapter of BOEVE, Interrupting Tradition (n. 4).
17. The kind of theological method presented here is definitely not ‘anti-correlational’.

In principle, we could even speak of a ‘post-modern correlation’ to indicate the continu-
ity with modern theology as concerns the methodologically anchored dialogue with the con-
text. But perhaps it is wiser to avoid the term ‘correlation’ altogether. It stays behind as a
ghost of continuity, still breathing out harmony and synthesis between tradition and con-
text. After all, co-relation [correlation] refers to two partners who enter into relation with
each other, or stand in relation towards each other (even if this relation is a mutually crit-
ical one). In our post-modern context, however, the particularity of the Christian narrative
(situated within a plurality of narratives) has become the irreducible point of departure for
this relation (ad extra), while the confrontation with the plurality ad intra (i.e. other par-
ticularities) at the same time keeps the recontextualisation process going. It is for this rea-
son that we opt for the term recontextualisation (which, as far as modern correlation the-
ology is concerned, is ‘post-correlational,’ precisely owing to the exigencies of a
recontextualisation in a changed context).



of recontextualisation, the contextual interruption of modern theology
leads to a post-modern theology of interruption.

Where anti-correlationist (anti-modern) theologies strongly relativise or
deny the intrinsic involvement of Christian faith and theology with con-
text and thus stress the discontinuity between tradition and context in par-
ticular, the category of interruption holds continuity and discontinuity
together in a tensive relationship. Interruption is after all not identical
with rupture, but implies that what is interrupted does not simply continue
onwards as though nothing had happened18. As we have already seen,
modern correlation methods start from a fundamental or factual continu-
ity between the Christian faith and the secular context. Positions critical
of this secular context almost never question its claims to modern ratio-
nality and humanity, but rather criticise tendencies within this context,
which do not serve the causes of rationality and humanity. Moreover,
those who from a dialogue with the context critique theology and church
often seek to legitimate these criticisms by appealing precisely to this
continuity: theology and the church cannot repudiate what is discovered
in the surrounding culture and society to be true rationality and human-
ity. The modern ‘mutually critical correlation’ indeed presupposes that
the striving after – and realisation of – rationality and humanity, truth
and justice, links Christian faith and secular context together. A well-
understood Christian faith and a likewise well-understood ‘modernity’
are partners on the way towards a more rational and humane world. The
mutually critical correlation of both Christian faith and modernity func-
tions then as engine and critical instance of the joint project of moder-
nity and Christianity.

The post-modern critique of the modern rationality and emancipation
ideologies on the one hand and, in relation with this, the discovery of
plurality and heterogeneity on the other, have pulled out the rug from
under the presuppositions of this modern Christian project. Rationality
and humanity, on the one hand, and truth and justice on the other, are not
univocal terms available in an abstract universality. Both of these sets of
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18. More technically speaking, interruption signifies an intrusion that does not destroy
the narrative but problematises the advance thereof. It disturbs the anticipated sequence
of the one sentence risking itself upon the other, and disarms the security devices, which
protect against disruption. Interruption refers to that ‘moment’, that ‘instance’, which can-
not occur without the narrative, and yet cannot be captured by the narrative. It involves
the intrusion of an otherness that only momentarily but nonetheless intensely halts the nar-
rative sequences. Interruptions cause the narrative to collide with its own borders. They
do not annihilate the narrative; they rather draw attention to its narrative character and
force an opening towards the other within the narrative (which is at the same time attested
to by it).



ideas are always already embedded in particular narratives. From the
beginning, their contents and the way in which they function are irre-
ducibly marked. As abstract notions, they seem to encompass and har-
monise many different positions, but in reality such universalising abstrac-
tions precisely tend to overlook the differences between these different
positions and in fact imply a (hidden) hegemonic claim of one particular
position. Whereas secular rationality (especially in questions of human-
ity and emancipation) formerly appeared to offer a meta-discourse in
which truth claims could be put forward legitimately, the current context
presents a multiplicity of narratives. Each narrative is thus depicted by
specific truth claims on what the rational and the humane means to them,
without a common shared thread.

The concept of interruption may prove valuable to deal theologically
with this situation. I will briefly present two ways illustrating that recon-
textualising our situation assists us in our reflection on the relation
between faith and context.

(a) It is indeed at this juncture that the category of interruption can
demonstrate its first use as exponent of what can be termed the contex-
tual critical consciousness. The confrontation with these other truth
claims alerts the Christian narrative very specifically to the particularity
of its own truth claim and interrupts any such pretence towards absolute-
ness. The contextual critical consciousness here informs the Christian
narrative of its borders and criticises the tendency, inherent in every nar-
rative – thus also in the Christian one – to shut itself in its own self-
secured identity. The modern manoeuvre to link the Christian narrative,
and thus its truth claim, in a qualified manner with a secular meta-dis-
course, has not only become unreliable but also proved counter-produc-
tive. Today, on the contrary, the Christian narrative is thrown back upon
its own narrativity and particularity, and fiercely challenged to conceive
its truth claims in relation to this irreducible narrativity and particularity,
on the one hand, and to the truth claims of others, on the other hand.

This is obviously what is at stake in the case of inter-religious dia-
logue. Any attempt to denote religious plurality by way of a meta-dis-
course and to transcend the conflict of truth claims by way of a univer-
sal epistemological frame does not take the radicality of these truth claims
seriously. This is why, from a structural point of view, classical inclusivist
and pluralist solutions in fact run parallel to each other. They both demar-
cate one frame – which in principle is also not any less particular than
another – as a meta-discourse from which all other narratives are per-
ceived. Such taking possession of the epistemological observer’s posi-
tion is totalising. The confrontation with the other, with difference, is
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ultimately done away with19. This is also the case in exclusivism, but oth-
erness here is not relativised but excluded as illegitimate. In the same
vein, fundamentalist or traditionalist tendencies, as much in our own as
in other narratives, come under criticism.

On the other hand, the rediscovery of one’s own particularity is also
the manner in which the Christian narrative can be interruptive in the
current context. Such interruption not only critically engages with other
narratives that shut themselves off or harden themselves in a fundamen-
talist way. It also warns us of the erosion of the particularity and alterity
in many current discourses (which seemingly take a sympathetic view
towards religion and fundamental life options). All too often in these dis-
courses the Christian narrative is functionalised (in quite modern ways).
Being Christian or partaking in Christian practices and narratives then is
commonly identified with living the inevitable religious dimension, which
is common to every human being, the homo religiosus. It is said that hav-
ing a religion would be the best therapy then against loss of meaning and
depression. Christian rituals and celebrations would be useful because
they fulfil the human need for ritualisation20. Christian values would be
successful in the areas of upbringing and education, because they would
offer children and young people a general frame of orientation. The notion
‘God’ would then serve as a transcendental signifier, to refer to that which
does not allow itself to be defined in our speech, but at the same time
makes this very speech possible.

248 L. BOEVE

19. Nevertheless, an important aspect of inclusivism is worth preserving. Only as a
participant in one’s own Christian narrative, inclusive of its own truth claims, can one
approach the particular truth claim of the other. At the same time, one should not do away
with an intuition of pluralism, namely, that the multiplicity of religious truth claims puts
the Christian truth claim under serious pressure and urges a theological reflection. How-
ever, it is the nature of the solution – the search for one meta-discourse into which the dif-
ferences are then subsumed – that is sharply criticised here.

20. Whenever Christian rituals of life are no longer able to address the narrative and
theological dimensions of Christian faith, they become easily functionalised from a theo-
logical point of view, i.e. reduced to the function that they serve for human living and soci-
ety. The argument goes then as follows: human beings have a need for rituality and ritu-
alisation; if they do not pay any attention to this need, they are denying their
bio-psychological and socio-biological roots, and in fact endangering their psychological
and social lives. Following this line of thinking further, some hold that ritualising can in
fact be used as therapy. However, granted that it is true that for a good psychological and
social balance ritualising is unavoidable and even works therapeutically, the reverse on the
other hand is not automatically true. One who only considers rites in this functional man-
ner undermines their effectiveness and cannot arrive at the theological dimension any
longer. This is at least a lesson from the philosophical-anthropological and scientific study
of rituality: rituals live from their particular ‘incarnation’. See further our The Sacramen-
tal Interruption of Rituals of Life (n. 15).



However, when one considers one’s own specific position – which
cannot be separated from one’s own particular narrativity and truth claims
– objections are raised to this rehabilitation ‘by functionalisation’. Chris-
tian faith can have these functions, but can never be reduced to them.
Moreover, paradoxically, it often fails to generate the above-mentioned
positive therapeutical effects, when only these effects are strived after.
The same also applies mutatis mutandis to other religions and funda-
mental life options that account for themselves in this manner. They too
cannot accept that they are not acknowledged and respected in their iden-
tity and difference. In this regard, fundamental life options can, stem-
ming from the awareness of their own particularity, criticise and counter
the creeping uniformising tendencies that make themselves master of our
society. Most of these tendencies can be summed up in the processes of
economic globalisation. Plurality and otherness are recuperated in terms
of market perspectives. The market renders diversity marketable, con-
sumable and exchangeable. As in the case of the modern grand narra-
tives, they too, like post-modern grand narratives, make victims.

(b) In line with contextual critical consciousness, the confrontation
with the other interrupts the Christian narrative at the point where it tends
to close itself hegemonically; when it does so, it makes victims. Engaged
in ongoing processes of recontextualisation, today’s theologies can hardly
avoid dealing with this interruption. However, a theological paradigm
shift can never be adopted on merely contextual grounds, but also asks
for a theological legitimisation. Only when interruption is also a theo-
logical category can the Christian narrative allow itself to be interrupted
and become a narrative of interruption. As a theological category, inter-
ruption structures the way in which we reflect upon the relationship in
which God is engaged to God’s creation. And there are good grounds for
developing such theological thinking patterns. For, after all, in the con-
creteness of particular histories, the God professed by Christians repeat-
edly breaks open the narratives of human beings and communities, includ-
ing the ones about this God. To begin with, this is a reading key that
allows us to understand the God whom we encounter in the Old Testa-
ment, Abraham, Moses, David, the prophets: each time narratives are
broken open by or on behalf of God. The New Testament also makes us
acquainted with such a God. What is more, the perspective on God as
‘interrupter’ is being radicalised. By professing Jesus of Nazareth as the
Christ, Christians hold that God becomes manifest precisely in the all
too human. They further profess that radical transcendence implies an
unabridged radical immanence, that the One who absolutely surmounts
history is nonetheless only encountered in the concrete contingent
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particularity of history. For Christians, professing Christ is then also the
interruption par excellence of history. It is this God and this interruption
that the Christian narrative bears witness to, a witness that never attempts
to apprehend or comprehend this God or this interruption. Moreover,
whenever this narrative tends to close itself, it is once again broken into
– broken open – precisely by this God. It is God self who prevents the
Christian narrative from closing itself and who, when this nonetheless
occurs, becomes its first victim. But even when God is eliminated, inter-
ruption occurs. The belief in the Resurrection is the sharpest expression
of this. Narratives are forced shut, when even unto death, God neverthe-
less still breaks them open.

Hence it follows that a fully accepted particularity of the Christian dis-
course is not a refutation of the truth, but rather the condition of possi-
bility for it. It is only through the incarnation that God becomes fully
revealed. This implies at the same time that each Christian narrative
stands under God’s judgement and can only bear witness to God in a
radical-hermeneutical manner. The Christian truth claim is held precisely
in this tension (which is actually the same tension present in the prohi-
bition of idolatry and in the Chalcedonian dogma of the incarnation). For
this reason, a Christian narrative may not close itself on theological
grounds. From a theological-epistemological point of view, the encounter
with the other is in fact the place where God’s interruption can be
revealed and where the borders of one’s own Christian narrative in nam-
ing this God can become visible. That is why today inter-religious com-
munication, for instance, is not only a contextual necessity but also a the-
ological one. As a participant in the inter-religious conversation, the
Christian learns at the same time to take her or his own particular Chris-
tian narrative seriously as the way towards God, and nonetheless to place
this narrative in radical relation towards this God. The ‘peculiarity’ of
the Christian truth claim, therefore, is that Christians cannot claim the
truth, and yet they are always already living in relation to it in a radical-
hermeneutical tension that concerns God and is interrupted by God.

Besides epistemological-theological conclusions, there are also politi-
cal-theological conclusions. Wherever narratives are closed, victims are
made. Whenever a narrative profiles itself as a meta-discourse, other nar-
ratives are either suppressed or expelled, either quashed or silenced. The
God of the interrupted Christian narrative therefore requires placing such
meta-discourse, under critique and to break open the narrative(s) of those
who have been shoved aside. A radical theological hermeneutic of con-
tingency thus implies an equally radical theological hermeneutic of sus-
picion. Certainly, wherever diversity and otherness are being stealthily
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reduced to the multiplicity of market goods or diabolised by an invio-
lable hegemonic truth claim, Christians need to interrupt on behalf of
God the ‘Interrupter’.

It would lead us too far away from the focus of this article to develop
both these tracks further21. However, it has probably become clear by
now that a post-modern recontextualisation of a theological method
should not in any way be considered as an anti-correlationist move. The
intrinsic involvement with context of each theology is after all the point
of departure for the concept ‘recontextualisation’. What can (and should)
be discussed, however, is the nature of this involvement and the way in
which it influences doing contemporary theology.

In the ad extra legitimisation of the Christian narrative, a post-modern
theology will therefore draw less attention to the similarities and overlaps
between the Christian narrative and other narratives. For in that which is
common often the greatest difference resides precisely because of the
irreducible particularity of the narrative within which one is living. The
other is not in the first place an ally or familiar partner, but rather one who
challenges our narratives in his or her irreducible otherness. It is precisely
the encounter or confrontation with the other as other that compels the
Christian narrative towards self and world critique, towards recontextu-
alising, and these both in a theological-epistemological as well as in a
political-theological manner.

IV. RELIGIOUS EDUCATION: THE PLAYGROUND FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL

AND THEOLOGICAL RENEWAL

The new curriculum for religious education mirrors these theological
insights (which are themselves the result of reflections on the occasions
where Christian faith is challenged – and interrupted – in present-day cul-
ture and society). The plurality of fundamental life options, and the con-
frontation with otherness, is dealt with not only upon contextual but also
upon theological grounds. The engagement with the contextuality of the
Christian narrative takes on explicit form in the communication between
fundamental life options carried out within a context of a diversity of fun-
damental life options and religions. The result is no longer a presupposed
consensus on truth and justice but rather a tense conversation carried out
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21. We have devoted some attention to this elsewhere in God Interrupts History. Apoc-
alyptism as an Indispensable Theological Conceptual Strategy, in Louvain Studies 26
(2001) 195-216.



respectfully and dedicatedly between a multiplicity of voices. Through
this conversation, Christians become acquainted with the particularity of
their own and other narratives, not to be viewed as something that needs
to be overcome at all costs, but rather as the condition in which people
live, work and give meaning. They participate in the inter-ideological
conversation, starting from their own narrative that speaks of a God who
interrupts and causes interruption when narratives are closed shut. It is this
dialogue that, socially and culturally speaking, demands and deepens a
contemporary critical consciousness resulting in a sensitivity towards fun-
damental life options that enables people to live together with one another
in diversity and difference. Furthermore, as already mentioned, this crit-
ical consciousness is resolutely theologically motivated for Christians.
This is why the new profile for religious education in Flanders does not
merely represent a socio-cultural project from a contextual standpoint.
On theological grounds as well, this new profile is a service offered by
the Church to the plural society as regards to the world of education and
schools, characterised by this same plurality.

Therefore, it is legitimate to claim that the new curriculum for Roman
Catholic religious education aims for the creation of a sort of refuge, a
free and open space, a play or training ground for purposeful interper-
sonal existence in the plural society of tomorrow22. We understand ‘play-
ground’ here from the following twofold perspective: both becoming
conscious of the free and open space resulting from the processes of plu-
ralisation and individualisation, and actively creating space for a con-
temporary relevant and plausible teaching of fundamental life options
and contextual critical awareness. Considered in this way, religious edu-
cation has the potential to be a genuine ‘playground’ for all concerned.
This is clearly the case for pupils who not only become aware of plu-
rality and the otherness which it serves to illuminate, but who also
actively learn to deal with plurality in the formation of their own iden-
tity and in the clarification and elaboration of their own fundamental life
option(s). Pupils are challenged to discover plurality and otherness, and
learn the communicative attitudes and capacities necessary for living in
this plurality.

At the same time, religious education can also be a ‘training ground’
for teachers. As experts and guides, they have increased opportunities to
interact with what is at stake in the classroom and to endeavour to sur-
face, clarify and interpret the significant questions raised by the class
group. As such, they will be invited to stress the fact that they too are
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participants in the process of communication about fundamental life
options. As an unavoidable consequence they will likewise be invited to
give witness to their own faith.

As a ‘training ground’, religious education has the potential to offer
substantial support in helping to construct the school as a community in
which (school) identity, otherness and plurality are questioned, deepened
and enriched through confrontation and dialogue. The free space, which
the new curricula for religious education creates, however, will not only
serve the immediate context of the course and the school. It may also
provide a ‘training ground’ for the society of tomorrow itself. For religious
education aims at the formation of persons who are able to deal creatively,
critically and reflectively with plurality, identity and fundamental life
options. It educates individuals who do not perceive the variety and oth-
erness found in a multicultural society as a threat, but rather as a chal-
lenge to openness, development and communication, a challenge to
respect the uniqueness of the other. Aware of the forces of globalisation,
which threaten to reduce variety and otherness to uniformity and same-
ness, such individuals enjoy the capacity to resist and to mobilise the crit-
ical potential of their own fundamental convictions and religious tradi-
tions. Seen from this perspective, religious education, as already stated,
fits within a socio-cultural project in which respect for diversity and oth-
erness is the cornerstone. Christians, together with non-Christians, can
discover one another here in the joint building of a society where differ-
ence in life, thought and action is not regarded as an obstacle or a bur-
den to an authentic living-together, but constitute precisely a rich and
dynamic creative tension.

Likewise, it becomes a playground for reflection on the place of Chris-
tian faith, with theology as its reflective pendant, in the public forum of
our pluralised society. Religious education would appear to be the loca-
tion par excellence in which plurality can be brought into dialogue, and
in which self-reflection and critical awareness are encouraged. Because,
far from being static, the Christian tradition is engaged in ongoing
processes of transmission and recontextualisation, challenged by the new-
ness and otherness of the post-modern context.

The same can equally be said of the Church community, which is like-
wise challenged to learn how to exist in society’s plural public forum and
to participate in inter-religious communications, both today and tomor-
row. The acceptance of such a challenge can be an exercise in humility
as well as an opportunity for creating a renewed profile. For the
encounter, the dialogue, the confrontation and even the conflict with the
other can be today’s places where God announces Godself to Christians,
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alerting them to the specificity of their belief and, in an interruptive man-
ner, challenging this belief towards authenticity and engagement23.
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23. I would like to thank Emmanuel Nathan for his assistance with the translation of
this text.


