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Abstract
The formation of identity in a secularized world is different from formation in a religious 
oriented society. In this situation, educating young people and guiding their personhood 
formation is even more a task of connecting to the pupils from out of your own heart. A 
Catholic religious teacher can be a mirror for these young people when answering three 
questions for her or himself and share these openly with her or his pupils. At the micro 
level: Who am I as a person? What is in my soul?; at the meso level: What am I doing as a 
professional and religious teacher?, and at the macro level: Where do I work? What is my 
context? And how do I deal with that?

Keywords Moral compass · Religious education · Identity · Teaching through religion

This article addresses the question of “Who am I, the religious educator?” It concerns both 
the teacher in secondary education and the instructor in tertiary education teacher training. 
The teacher or instructor’s very self plays a significant role when the formation of (mostly 
young) people is the central goal. This immediately means something for the attitude and 
skills of the educator. The educator needs receptivity her or himself if the students are to 
open up and become more receptive. This openness and authenticity are an essential part of 
religious education (Baumfield 2015). Something is learned when those who take the role 
of educator upon themselves hold their experiences up as a mirror, or as an invitation to the 
students.

Pupils will have to be formed in such a way as to equip them to deal with the many 
choices that they have to make every day. In other words, they have to develop a moral 
compass. This compass will have to be a conscious set of values and motivational rea‑
sons that young people construct for themselves in today’s world and which they can 
use in the future when faced with difficult choices. This article focuses particularly on 
the role religion, tradition and worldviews can play in secularized classrooms, whether 
the school subject is ‘citizenship education’, ‘worldview education’ or ‘religious edu‑
cation’. Traditions that are rooted in the past have to be openly discussed in a genuine 
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dialogue in the classroom. The argument for this formation process will be based on 
research carried out by sociologists, practical theologians, and religious studies scholars 
in the Netherlands.

The concept of subjectification (Biesta 2018) is central to religious education. This 
means that the pupils are challenged to think who she or he wants to be as a person, as 
a subject. This is the third element in personhood formation inside religious education, 
along side formal qualifications; getting the knowledge you need and socialisation; getting 
connected to the world you live in and add positively to it. To that end, the religious edu‑
cator must therefore know her or himself as a person and understand how s/he wants to 
stand in the world as a person; in other words, go through that process of subjectification. 
This is not just a theory, a cognitive process in the head, but it is about one’s heart and 
soul; about the whole person. It is precisely there that the distinction emerges whether it is 
purely knowledge transfer, teaching about religion, and therefore in the head, or the forma‑
tion of the whole person, teaching through religion, and therefore from and to the heart. 
When the later occurs, it is about the soul, the core, who you really ‘Are’ as a person, with 
an uppercase A. However, it will not work to ask this of pupils or students if you have not 
gone that way yourself.

So that is why in this article we first look at the micro level: who am I as a person? What 
is in my soul? Who do I want to be in the world? Who am I as a Catholic religious educa‑
tor? I will look back to my own biography as an example and through my own story talk 
about my life and the formative and transformative aspects and the religious and spiritual 
influences that worked in it.

The second question is: What am I doing? Who am I as a religious educator? This is the 
meso level of our professional being. It is your vocation to do what you do, how and why 
you act in your occupational life as you do, and how the first micro level of your biography 
inspires and leads this professional being. It is from the heart and head to the hands; what 
you are actually doing.

The third part, the macro level, is the context in which you live and work, where you are. 
It is the organisation you work in, the church you belong to, the country you live in and the 
way you respond to this context. Your biography (micro) and your profession (meso) direct 
your actions towards this context (macro) and is also influenced by the context. Especially 
the way you act and think in this context completes your way of being.

Becoming aware of the connection between the three levels and the choices you make in 
life is the essential goal in this article. One’s talents, one’s actions and one’s thoughts and 
judgments are one’s moral compass.

The three levels, micro, meso, and macro, will be presented step by step allowing the 
possibility for the reader to consider those steps for themselves. The intent is that the reli‑
gious educator begins to recognize elements of their own biography, profession and con‑
text in order to begin to respond to the question of who you are as a religious educator. 
Answering this question and following the three steps will make you aware of your own 
moral compass and in turn will provide the openness for others, such as your students, to 
do the same. Engaging with this in the classroom will stimulate a genuine dialogue and 
religious thinking through learning (Kienstra et al. 2018). Obviously, how to engage in this 
action, reflection and experience needs thorough attention, and the model of the hermeneu‑
tic space described by Sharkey might be helpful (Sharkey 2019).

This article hopes to assist religious educators into a deeper level of understanding of 
themselves and their professional being in their own context, and moreover make them 
aware of the rich diversity in context and biography that is often gathered in the educa‑
tional space in which they work and how to deal with this fruitfully. The group can learn 
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much from each other in the encounters and I hope educators will be inspired to allow to 
take these views into account when preparing for religious education in their own contexts.

1  Micro level

The first level, the micro level is: Who am I? What story do I have in my life? What aspects 
are formative and transformative? What are the religious and spiritual influences?

The first part of the biography forms the core of a person’s existence and is the basis of 
one’s awareness of self. It is important to be aware of this as a teacher first, before asking 
your pupils to go through the process.

Young people are often accused of being too individualistic. Being I‑centred is often 
seen as something negative; something that prioritizes self‑expression and self‑interest, the 
’fat‑me’ as it is sometimes called (Kunneman 2009). But being responsible for your actions 
and thoughts, and making choices is also a precious asset, as long as it is clear on what tra‑
ditions and values the individual can and wants to base those choices, “by her‑ or himself”. 
Later on, the connection to the ‘we‑centred’ move is expressed when looking at the macro 
level of one’s life.

In this first step you are invited to write down your own biography, from the heart in the 
way it comes to you now, at this very moment. The story you create differs every time you 
tell it and that is acceptable. It is important to record it beginning with your birth, the fam‑
ily you grew up in, the way you felt, if you can recall that, the part religion played in your 
life and the way this spiritual feeling developed over time.

I provide an example of my own life as an illustration.

I was born into a Catholic family in the 60’s in the Netherlands. At that time, it was 
already quite special that I had my first holy communion (although I thought that was 
self‑evident at the time), but especially my Confirmation at the age of 12. I didn’t 
think consciously about it myself … it just went the way we were used to in our fam‑
ily. On Sunday we went to church, we prayed before and after dinner and we didn’t 
actually talk about faith.
I was 16 when my father died. Yes, I felt abandoned and was very angry that he 
never came back. My family and friends seemed to expect it to be a turning point in 
my faith asking questions such as: “How can you believe in a god if this happens?” 
“How would a loving God let that happen?” Those were the questions of others. For 
me, my faith grew deeper because I noticed that God was with me in this sadness. 
The point was that I could find support to go through this, because it was certainly a 
tipping point, but in retrospect it was also a huge moment of growth.
More and more choices crossed my path: which courses would I choose for my final 
exam? Which subjects do I want to study? What do I want to do after graduating 
with these studies? Do I actually want this work? In retrospect, there has always been 
something that led me. The dot on the horizon … a light … I now call it God beckon‑
ing me to do ‘the work’ … to be his hands … to use my talents to bring his light into 
the world.

After completing this step, the written biography is the story of your life as you tell it 
today. It helps you to understand yourself when you use these reflections in the next steps. 
It has similarities with the Pedagogy of Encounter (Catholic Education Melbourne 2018) 
where individual stories are interpreted in the context of the world in which the pupils live.



194 M. van Dijk-Groeneboer 

1 3

2  Meso level

The second level, the meso level, is the professional level, the job one does and the voca‑
tion one has.

In this step, one has to consider the job the educator is doing, the profession one has, 
the religious educator in oneself. Of course, everyone has to start with the biographical 
elements written down in the first step and see how these have influenced what a person 
is doing in their current work. What enables a person to do the job well? Where are the 
challenges?

Now you are invited to look at your biography written in the first step and focus on the 
level of the action; what are you doing in your life? For most readers this concerns the job 
they are in, the professional choices one made in life. Again, a short example might provide 
insight:

After high school, I chose to do ‘something with people’; that’s how I chose my stud‑
ies in sociology and psychology. I was a girl who was good at mathematics, and my 
math teacher was not amused that I went into these ‘soft sciences’.
Finishing my PhD on the social characteristics of technological improvements, I 
became aware that it would lead to a job that could bring me a lot of money, but 
it would not make me happy. I didn’t know how to proceed. I was unemployed for 
two years, then, out of the blue I bought a newspaper that had a section advertising 
employment openings. There was an advertisement for a teacher in the sociology of 
religion, and being very active in my parish, both on the board as well as conducting 
the youth choir, I became immediately interested: here I could combine my education 
with my deepest passions. So, although I did not meet all the required characteristics, 
I applied for the job and I got it.
In my vocation today I want to bring people closer to their own souls and their life 
mission, closer to God, because I have experienced myself that it is a wonderful way 
to live and work. That’s how I chose my work, or almost the way my work chose me.
Now, I want others to learn from what I experienced by describing how this went and 
how I became who I am today. I educate teachers in Religion and Philosophy of Life 
and open them up to find their deepest vocation. I share with them the path I went 
myself. My compass in making choices was my faith and deep inner conviction that 
God has a plan with me, and I ‘just’ had to listen to this. And now writing this article 
as Professor of Religious Education…I think even my math teacher would be proud 
of me!

For the students you teach, this professional meso level of action is quite different. 
When entering this step in the classroom, the educator can ask their students what talents 
they discovered in their biography. What are their strengths? What are their weak spots? 
A digital questionnaire on strengths (such as www.stren gthfi nders .com) may assist young 
people who are less familiar with asking themselves these questions.

It is important here to give attention to the real narrative in their story, not only the 
physical, cognitive and psychological parts that already get quite some attention in the eve‑
ryday life of the young person. They should be encouraged to become more aware of the 
deep roots in their lives and of their talents. The young are often not familiar with these 
spiritual and religious reflections.

In turn, what do educators actually know about the religion or faith of young peo‑
ple? How do young people relate to the transcendent, to that which lies beyond what is 

http://www.strengthfinders.com
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empirically perceptible? What do young people base their choices on in everyday life? Is 
there a direction, a horizon, which helps shape their identity? Can they find a source for 
the roots of their core values, so that they are firmly rooted in today’s society? What is 
important to them when they make these moral choices? It might be helpful to engage in 
research focused on these questions, for this will bring about interesting concepts to work 
with in the RE classroom (van Dijk‑Groeneboer 2017). Sharing their favourite music, the 
experience of going into nature, discussing their passion for sports seemed to be wonder‑
ful aspects to enter into their talents and future professional direction. In the Netherlands, 
this research has been conducted for over twenty years (van Dijk‑Groeneboer and Maas 
2001, 2005; van Dijk‑Groeneboer and Van den Bosch 2008; van Dijk‑Groeneboer and Bri‑
jan2013; van Dijk‑Groeneboer and Van Herpen‑de Regt 2019) and helps in developing 
activating exercises (Kienstra et al. 2018) described later in the paper.

It would be great to teach young people in Religious Education to make choices based 
on what is true to them, or rather on what is ‘good’ in life for them, so that they have a 
moral guideline to make responsible and fundamental choices. Religious Education must 
ensure that they acquire a language to reflect on this, to seek and further nurture the deeper 
roots of that knowledge. And it is important that there are people that they can talk to about 
this. People need to be able to spar with others about their ideas, in an open safe space. 
This brings us to the third level.

3  Macro level

The third level, the macro level, is about the context in which a person lives and works. 
After describing which choices are made in their personal life, which transformative 
moments are experienced and what the religious influences were in life, step one; and 
then realizing how one functions professionally as a religious educator, entering a job and 
following their vocation by educating, mentoring, and forming others, step two; then for 
step three, take a closer look at the context in which one does that. The school, university, 
church one works in, the city a person lives and works in, the country one was born in, 
and where one lives now. Moreover, a reflection on how one responds to this context from 
one’s talents and actions is the crucial addition here. This may call to mind ethical issues 
as well: conflicts in one’s personal and professional being, dealing with boundaries from 
the rules and norms in this context. Especially in this layer, the moral compass becomes 
clearer when focused on the lens a person uses. Because the story you describe in light of 
the person you are and the actions you take in this specific situation helps to bring about 
the judgments you make yourself when choosing your actions, and the compass on which 
you base these choices.

An extract from the author is provided here:

I live and work in the Netherlands. I live in a city called The Hague, nearby the sea, 
and I work in Utrecht and Tilburg, two inland middle‑sized cities. In this country, 
religion, in the narrow sense is declining, as the drop in participation in religious 
activities such as church attendance shows. At the same time, however, the insti‑
tutional form of religion is strongly present in society. Religion is in the news on 
a daily basis, especially when anxiety is mounting in society. Churches can expect 
media attention, but only bad news is news, at least in the Netherlands. The churches 
and their leaders are in the spotlight when cases of abuse come to light. The image of 
institutionalized religion is not positive. The images of religion that are used in the 
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public domain are often superficial and at least incomplete. The image of religion 
and faith is not good.
Often I have to defend my position as being religious “even when I am intelligent and 
fully aware of what is happening in the world”. Being a Catholic makes this worse, 
because the Pope and the strict rules on relationships, euthanasia and the value of 
human life are often in the news and very much criticised. Especially being a woman 
in a male‑dominated church makes people ask what I think of women not being able 
to become priests. Being separated makes this more difficult, because many people 
judge from a religious context. I am often afraid to say this out loud.
In the university context, more men are in higher positions. So as a female professor, 
I want to be an example of how to deal with these issues and to be strong and inspir‑
ing as a woman.
These difficulties have not always been easy, and there were times I hardly could 
cope with it. But still I feel deep inside that God guides me through this darkness 
and difficult times. I could sense my roots that kept me standing while feeling swept 
away. God helps me to grow towards the light and to be the light of the world myself.

Educators are invited in this third step to look at the context in which they work. Does 
the environment assist their vocation to express the talents they have? What makes them 
rooted in difficult situations, especially when dealing with difficult ethical and moral 
issues? Here, the choices become clear when problems arise and ethical judgments are to 
be made. When encountering other opinions, you have to choose which road to follow, 
there has to be a guideline on which you base these choices. Making this third step helps to 
bring this essential mechanism to light.

When entering this third step in the classroom, one should invite young people to look 
at their context, to take the distant position of an outsider looking at the world they live in. 
This is not an easy or usual option for young people. It takes effort to allow this to hap‑
pen, but it will help to get the sense of being part of a bigger world, of switching from the 
‘I‑perspective’ to the ‘we‑perspective’. Especially, looking at your life and actions helps 
you to see your world and the choices you make in becoming the person you want to be. 
This is the subjectification step mentioned in the introduction.

4  Parallel process

The three levels each highlight a part of the individual’s moral compass. It is a constant 
encounter between experience, reflection and action (Sharkey 2019, p. 134). This entire 
process is a way from your heart through your head into your hands. First, there is the 
start of getting to know your talent, living from your core, your roots, your heart. This is 
knowing through the heart. It is feeling the eternal light, hearing God’s word in you, being 
receptive and open.

Second, you become aware of these heart‑issues by putting it into words or images if 
you prefer. This is the cognitive part: making connections in your head from your heart so 
you become aware of your deeply rooted values and talents. This second step is connecting 
your heart to your head; revealing your godly core to yourself. Or in other words letting 
God make you feel your own divine Light.

Third, the words or images of that talent and those qualities can be put into action, in 
your hands. By doing this, your talents can be used for the world, for the society, for the 
people around you. Then you are connected with the whole universe, God’s creation, and 
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you feel responsible for it. You start putting your talents through your head into action: 
doing good deeds, making choices for the right life, for the good in life.

Becoming aware of the process of combining the heart, the head and the hands is a ben‑
efit of working with these three steps. If one is able to reflect on this process in addition to 
the three levels, it will make the person a good example for all others; the teacher has the 
potential to open up others to enter this process.

5  Developing a moral compass

In this section, the Dutch situation is provided as an example of how we are trying to inte‑
grate the formation of a moral compass into the school RE class as well as in the education 
of RE  teachers. The situation in Dutch schools, combined with the political pressure of 
 21st century skills and citizenship education, highlights the need for developing strategies 
focused on value‑learning lessons for secondary schools. The different types of young peo‑
ple in contemporary classrooms requires a new way of looking at religion (van Dijk‑Groen‑
eboer 2015). Opening up a dialogue in order to enter sacral experiences in everyday life as 
well as engaging with religions and worldviews is essential in developing a moral compass.

In this respect, we highlight the importance of ‘theologizing’ (Dillen and De Kock 
2015) as an elaboration on philosophy for children (“P4C”). A term often used in German‑
speaking countries (Schambeck 2014; Schwarz 2006) in the empirical sense of ‘religious 
thinking through’ (Baumfield 2015), which is about eliciting theological statements based 
on human experiences and linked to traditions. Real dialogue will only be achieved when 
theologizing and the three steps provided above are combined (Roebben 2015). A moral 
compass is the inner core values one uses when looking at the world and reflecting on the 
experiences in the world. It resembles the framework Julie Mitchell described when exam‑
ining reality, human nature, death and knowing (consciousness, MvD) (Mitchell 2004, p. 
8). It is the glasses through which one looks at the world and judges and the way in which a 
person judges right and wrong.

Teachers could theologize by connecting each pupil’s story to the great stories (Duffy 
and Cunningham 1996). This constructive way of teaching begins with the pupil and medi‑
ates her or his experience and life story through larger stories from religious traditions. 
Together, all encountering actors in the learning process search for religious core values. 
Such a process allows all participants to anchor themselves in traditional roots and respect 
each other more.

New frameworks for methods of religious teaching are developed by engaging in such 
practices (Pol et al. 2011). However, when engaging in the narrative dialogue about your 
roots, people become aware of what the word “together” means. In this way, RE is no 
longer merely a matter of ’looking at life’ but is really about connecting to that which is 
meaningful, that which goes beyond what can be perceived empirically. It is also about 
connecting to life itself, about having values to base your actions on and being conscious 
of them. Moreover, it is about connecting with the people you live with and context in 
which you live; seeing them, understanding and respecting them in all their diversity and 
individuality.

An essential aspect for a teacher who is being trained at a teacher’s academy is that 
she or he should do what they tell others to do: they should practice what they preach. 
To this end we developed inspirational days held at the start of our Master’s program, in 
which teachers from our school and students who are training to become teachers formed 
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a professional learning community. This is done using our colleagues’ expertise and our 
students’ input. In this way, together we develop new teaching methods for secondary edu‑
cation; we theologize together. These new methods are used by the internship students in 
school classes, and then faculty members research their effectiveness. A first pilot study 
of these new, self‑designed forms of work was carried out in 2016 (Kienstra et al. 2018). 
For instance, Bibliodrama was introduced and students and teachers worked with it shar‑
ing their own encounters and dialogues. Following this new educational assignments were 
developed to bring this method into the classroom at secondary schools for six lessons. 
The results were examined via student questionnaires, teacher logs and classroom teach‑
ing materials. Scaffolds such as hinting, instructing, explaining, modelling and questioning 
were indicated by the students (p.208). New scaffolds were found that directed our atten‑
tion towards higher order thinking skills such as listening, giving space and showing under‑
standing. These scaffolds enabled the pupils to engage in a new way by thinking through 
religious education or theologizing. The above is an example of evidence‑based lessons in 
Religious Education (van Dijk‑Groeneboer et al. 2017) which helps pupils form their moral 
compass. Religious‑thinking‑through lessons assist pupils to become aware of their inner 
set of values and give them space to reflect on their judgments in exercises, and also in life.

First, Religious Education is necessary to fill the gap in pupils’ knowledge about reli‑
gious traditions, and to enable pupils to get to know ‘lived religion’, from the inside, peo‑
ple’s soul and heart, and the function religion, tradition, play in people’s lives. The tradi‑
tions that are rooted in the past have to be openly discussed in a genuine dialogue in the 
classroom. This makes it easier for young people to better understand the concept of ‘reli‑
gion’ in its broad sense.

Moreover, RE classes should invite young people to enter a narrative dialogue: to really 
look into their own biograph, to see when they had important decisions to make in their 
lives, and to determine how they came to make their decisions. How did these work out? 
Which values are core values for them? And how reliable are these values? Where could 
they obtain more information and sources to strengthen these values, examples of ‘big sto‑
ries’ that can become examples for their own life’s story…? There is an important role here 
for teachers and religious educators to open the minds of these young people to these issues 
and to allow them to grow and become strong. Young people need to develop a moral 
compass to be able to do so. Using the three levels described in this article proves to be a 
helpful way in constructing this compass. As the mentioned educational assignments show, 
when the teacher uses listening, showing understanding and giving space she or he opens 
up this sacred space for sharing ethical issues in the third, macro level of the three steps 
described.

However, it is difficult to work out the precise process of forming a personal moral 
compass. Pupils are encouraged to become self‑aware of their set of values, by com‑
municating with others and the teacher about them (micro level). Then they have to 
realise their set of values might be different from others, and they are to be critical on 
these values, explore possible alternatives and share experiences. In doing so, they real‑
ize the actions they perform emerge from their talents and internalized values (meso 
level). Then they also have to relate to the society and context close to them (macro 
level). This entire process is to take place without instructing the pupils how to build 
the compass. We have to avoid telling them how to think and feel, and yet we have to 
make them aware and communicate over highly abstract matters. Giving space, listen‑
ing and showing understanding are higher order thinking skills and demand much more 
from the teacher. This takes time to develop and is a lifelong learning for teachers. They 
have to know their values themselves, also in relation to other people and their values, 
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and they have to be able to communicate this. Moreover, they have to be willing to open 
up themselves towards their students, which makes them vulnerable. There has to be a 
safe space in the classroom, to start with. Religious traditions and worldviews are to be 
offered at right times in the dialogue and hermeneutics are necessary to deal with these 
rich traditions containing texts and rituals.

The moral compass that a person develops will be re‑shaped continuously throughout 
their life, as they come in contact with others they clarify and refine their own values. It 
is a great opportunity to let young people develop this compass, reflect on it, and teach 
them tools to keep thinking about this compass throughout their lives. It will make them 
stronger and happier, and the world as a whole will benefit.

6  Conclusion

In this article, a path of three steps has been followed to describe the way a moral com‑
pass comes about and is shaped by connecting it to others. At the micro level a bio‑
graphical reflection on life issues focuses on a person’s narrative; who am I? At the 
meso level, their talents are depicted, what are a person’s unique qualities, strengths, 
and what does this tempt the person to do in his or her life? At the macro level, one 
relates to the context one lives in; how to put the strengths and the personal experiences 
in connection with the people you encounter and add to the world you live in? And how 
do you feel and think about doing so? In Dutch secondary schools and teacher academy 
this process of formatting a moral compass seems to work.

Moreover, you often only see something like this when you review your life. If you 
reflect on your own life story, you see where you make choices and how your compass 
steered at that moment as well as to which dot on the horizon you are heading. If we 
develop that compass consciously and openly, pupils and students can in turn do the 
same. You develop that compass by really listening to the stories of others. The story 
of the other helps a person to view one’s own story, as we have practised in the steps 
provided. Looking through the eyes of the other provides a clear view on one’s own per‑
spective, of the glasses one wears when one looks at one’s life, one’s profession and the 
context in which one lives and works. It is also helpful to engage with the stories of the 
old traditions because people have been making choices for as long as we know there 
were people. We can learn about our own compass and choices to be made through lis‑
tening to the stories of others, in the here and now as well as in the past.

Thereby, we now have arrived at a time where we can consciously do that. For we 
are aware that human beings are making choices in a moral way, based on what is in 
the heart and led by the spirit. And the world of today is in need of such transformation. 
The young people who are growing up now are in someway prepared to connect to that 
spirit, make those choices, to sail on that deep course, to focus on the light.

It is our job as religious educators to help our pupils and students to travel from the 
heart through the head into their hands, to make them open for the call God has for 
them, to hear that voice and act on it. Hopefully the reader experienced it in this article 
by connecting to the three levels in the steps provided.
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