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The Role of Religious Education in

Curriculum Designing
Syed Ali Ashraf”

'Religious education' means for many teachers and schools in the United
Kingdom the imparting of knowledge about different religions of the
world, That is why it is often said by some educationists that even an
atheist can be a very good teacher of religious education [1], If, on the
other hand, by religious education we mean-what 1 claim that it should
mean-the training of the 'religious sensibility' [2] of students, then only a
person who is aware of that sensibility and knows the technique of
making others aware of i\ educationally can be a teacher of religious
education, It is only when we define 'religious sensibility' properly that
we can understand how it has both a material and a spiritual and ethical
dimension, a specific and a universal connotation, and how it is both
local and global in perspective, Only then will it be possible for us to
assess the central and basic role of religious education in curriculum
designing and teaching methodology.

At present it is a highly marginalised subject. The long prevailing
mechanistic paradigm has divorced the material from the spiritual and
the ethical, and reason from emotion, intuition and imagination. 11 has
divided knowledge into separate subjects and disciplines and established
a hierarchy. Knowledge is only considered as trustworthy and reliable if
it can be presented in cause and effect, and problem/solution terms. As
recent scientific investigations have proved the inability of scientific
rationalism and the reductionist paradigm to discover ‘truth' and have
therefore reduced life into a godless, meaningless existence, new
attempts are being made by Bohm, Capra and other scientists to give a
holistic explanation of human life on earth [3]. Thus a ‘global
perspective' has been proposed and developed so that a human being is
kept constantly busy. But however busy human beings may be they
cannot by that find an answer to the 'why' and 'how' and 'for what' of
their existence on this earth. Religion alone has given answers to those
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guestions. When we investigate the 'religious tradition' of the world we
find some basic commonality and universality in those answers even
though we notice doctrinal differences [4J. All the major religions of the
world believe in a 'transcendental reality'. which in the Judaeo-Christian
and Islamic tradition is God who alone is worthy of worship. They also
believe in a spiritual dimension of the human personality (man does not
live by bread alone) and in the Judaeo-Christian and Islamic tradition it is
that spirit which is endowed by God with innate consciousness of the
Absolutes of truth, Justice, mercy, love, which arc in reality God's own
qualities which ultimately provide

the spiritual self of the human being with the norm of what we call
‘humanity’. Humanity, thus, is not an input from outside. It is something
innate but needs awakening and nurture. Once this is awakened it gives
'immense pleasure to be human'. But there are forces of selfishness that
lead to cruelty and the breakdown of the Absolute norm and hence an
attempt to ignore them or flout them or disobey them or twist them. But a
person whose innate sense of righteousness, truth, justice and love has
already been trained and cultivated can be patient and can also fight all
‘evil' forces. That force alone is evil which does not allow these Absolute
norms to be followed so that the individual may have a balanced growth
of his or her personality.

I have described this sensibility elsewhere, and stated that it is intrinsic
virtue, transcendent and universal. It requires the uplifting of the heart
beyond the narrow confines of the material worldly self, an expansion of
the heart beyond all calculations, a transcendence which for Muslims,
Christians, Hindus and Jews cannot occur without the presence of the
Supreme Being, God, so there is a direct relationship between the
transcendent and the human being [5]. Thus this sensibility is central to
the whole being of a person. It is a sensibility that inspires an individual
to keep the image of perfection and the Absolute in mind. While
discerning the meaning of the 99 'Names' of God, Ghazali said that "The
perfection and happiness of man consists in conforming to the
perfections of God most high, and in adorning himself with the meaning
of His attributes and names insofar as this is conceivable for man" [6].
That this sentiment is shared by the Christians as well is testified by the
following statement of Jacques Maritain. While discussing the
development of what he terms 'Christian intelligence' which, he says,
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must be one of the jobs of Christian education, he advises Christians,
"Christianity says, Be perfect as your heavenly father is perfect” [7]. The
same sentiment is found in Jadaism and Hinduism, and in a different
language and with a difference in meaning, in Buddhism, in which
Buddha provides an image of perfection.

Thus the religious sensibility is not partial and exclusive and meant for a
few individuals. It is a universal phenomenon. It is also not like aesthetic
sensibility which is said to cultivate a person's sense of beauty only. A
person with refined aesthetic sensibility may grow up to be dishonest and
cruel if the cultivation of the aesthetic sensibility is not accompanied by
the cultivation of an individual's sense of justice, truth and righteousness.
From religious metaphysics, it can be explained by saying that 'All
Beautiful' is a 'Name' of God. Concentration on this Name only does not
help a person to keep within his/her mind the total norm that all the
different Names of God help an individual to be conscious of. By
religious sensibility therefore is meant the balanced awareness of all the
different norms of perfection. A person may be just but he/she is not
'human' if the individual has no sense of 'mercy’. God's quality of ‘justice’
is always tempered with the quality of 'mercy’. By making children
cultivate both the norms of justice and mercy, the individual becomes
aware of when and how far one can go in order to apply the principle of
justice and when this principle has to be tempered with mercy in the
context of the human situation.

Thus by the eultivation of religious sensibility I mean the cultivation
both externally and internally of that all-comprehensive culture which is
a balanced manifestation of spiritual discipline, moral discrimination,
intellectual honesty and freedom, emotional depth and sincerity and
active participation in all that is 'good’. The cultivation of this ‘culture’ is
what Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) meant when he said that
he was taught adad (culture). That is why one of the terms for education
in Arabic is 7adib, which means 'That which teaches adad’ [8]. This
means not only the goal of religious education has to be redefined, the
relationship between religious education and the rest of knowledge
imparted in schools has to be re-examined and the curriculum
remodelled.

It is here that there is a meeting point for the Islamic system of education
and the Western system of education. Unfortunately in the Western
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system (including the holistic scheme of education) there is at present a
divorce between the two roots of this system-the religious (Judaeo-
Christian) root and the liberal root, and it is this secularist form of
liberalism that is dominating the minds of those who are producing
curriculum and teaching methodology for all subjects and determining
even the aims and the objectives of education. The attempt has gone so
far that 'spirituality’ is now being explained as something amoral [91, as
if the spirit of a human being is like electricity, completely unconscious
of morality, as if that spirit has to be taught morality. How do you teach
morality? Where does the moral norm come from? Either that norm is
innate or that norm has been produced by society. Unless that norm is
absolute and transcendent, that is, transcending time and space and hence
basically unchanging and universal. it is to be regarded as a continuously
changing social product and hence not at all absolute and transcendent. It
is this latter idea that the evolutionists have imposed on educationists. |
have elsewhere [10] contested that this idea is completely untenable if
we analyse the growth of a child's psyche in so far as his or her response
to moral situations is concerned. Does a 2 year-old child trust a person
whom s/he comes to know to have told him or her lies? If you slap a
child unjustly does s/he react against it or not? From all the mothers |
have asked the invariable reply is that the child trusts a truthful person
and reacts against injustice. It is the human spirit within the child which
has been endowed by God with this innate consciousness. Education
should help the child to be intellectually conscious of those innate norms
so that the child can realise how these norms have to be applied in life.
That is why it seems proper to say that the 'spirit' of a human being is
that particular element in human nature which has been endowed by God
with this innate consciousness of the Absolute Norms that provide
human intelligence with the opportunity to produce in society the moral
framework for human conduct. Spirituality cannot therefore be ‘amoral'.
The source of moral consciousness lies in the spiritual cognition of the
innate norm of values.

The main job of 'religious education’, therefore, is to help children attain
that spiritual cognition of that innate norm. As this norm is both
universal and perpetual, it is this norm that should help scholars
formulate basic concepts for all branches of knowledge. Only then will
we realise that lessons in history, geography, sociology and natural
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sciences can never be neutral. Nor can they be completely segregated
into separate hierarchical units. By despising or ignoring sense and
sensation as an insecure means of learning truth, by punishing
imagination as a mere power of deception or at best as a power to
remodel sensations into new wholes, by disregarding the ‘'unconscious' of
the instinct and the 'unconscious' of the spirit the secularist education
system has unnecessarily and unjustifiable laid sole emphasis on the
growth and development of logical thinking as the sole means of
realising truth [11]. Religious education should be the means of restoring
the balance lost in the present education system by compelling
educationists to see a human being not as a logical thinking unit or as a
natural being but as a natural and supernatural being whose sense-
perception, intellectual life, the deep living power of imagination and
feeling and the spiritual power of reason and intuitive cognition are
integrated through that spiritual instrument in the human being termed as
'the heart'. Il is the heart through which supernatural or divine grace
descends on the human soul. That makes the 'good' appealing to the
child's will and understanding. It is in this heart that the struggle takes
place between the pleasures of earthly and selfish

carnal desires and the joy of actively participating in the 'good'. Through
this participation the child enjoys the greater overwhelming pleasure of
participating in divine life itself. Thus it gains intellectual understanding
about eternal life that begins here on this earth.

This means 'religious education' does not remain just a subject dealing
with information about religions. It becomes a central feature of the
curriculum providing the curriculum planners with an integrated world
view and a basic concept of human nature which includes its relationship
to God and external nature. Once the planners start with this approach, it
will be possible for them to do what Sankey e/ at. have tried to show as
how to “organise knowledge into a cohesive framework" and thus realise
the limits and truths of each branch of knowledge including modem
science and psychology (12]. It will also make students realise how to
think about science and humanities and social sciences. At the same time
the course planning, lesson preparation and teaching methodology will
contribute to the realisation that though this earth is a temporary
residence, it is our duty to know it in order to beautify it and make it
more and more habitable for the coming generations.
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Meltdown in American Markets:
An Islamic Perspective

Liaquat Ali Khan”

Call it the consequences of irresponsible American invasions, call it the
irrational exuberance of short sellers, call it the catastrophe of subprime
lending, call it the mismanagement of leveraged products, blame it as
you may, American markets are facing unprecedented meltdown and
doomsayers see little promise in the federal bailout package. Ironically,
the Wall Street has noticed that Shariah-compliant investments- -which
avoid speculative risk and debt-ridden greed--have fared much better in
these troubled markets. In the past few years, Shariah-compliant
investments in Western markets have grown to more than half a trillion
dollars.

Islamic financing is attracting huge academic curiosity. Many experts
participating in the 8th Harvard University Forum on Islamic Finance
held this past April wondered if Islamic financing could have prevented
the meltdown that American markets are facing primarily due to
mortgage debt and mortgage-backed securities—now known as "toxic
investments. " This legal commentary highlights the two fundamental
principles of Islamic financing that | presented at the Forum.

High Risk Investments

The Quran prohibits a/-Maysir or speculative risk, warning the faithful to
avoid games of chance in which the probability of loss in is much higher
than the probability of gain (2:219). Shariah-compliant investments,
therefore, avoid speculative risk, including interest rate options, naked
equity options, futures, derivative and numerous leveraged products
purportedly designed to hedge investments. Many of these financial
products attract speculators in hopes of making quick money. When
trusted fund managers, under institutional pressures to show profit, resort
to speculative risk, hedge investments turn into suicidal strategies for
financial destruction.

In pursuit of greed and thrill, straightforward investments in companies
engaged in socially useful activity has become unattractive, even boring,
because of their presumably lower rate of return—frequently a self-

* Professor of Law at Washburn University in Topeka, Kansas
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fulfilling prophecy. Billions of dollars are dumped into companies that
promise huge profits but produce nothing. While Islam would allow
risking investments in socially beneficial research projects, it prohibits
investments in companies peddling alcohol, tobacco, pornography, debt,
and weapons—products that undermine our health and safety.

Some investment strategies rampant in the markets are not only morally
corrupt but socially harmful. Short sellers, for example, make money
when companies collapse and close. Turning the conventional logic of
investment on its head, short sellers wish companies to crash rather than
prosper for they make most money when companies go bankrupt,
workers and employees lose jobs, and pension funds evaporate through
declining company stock. Such cynical investments, touted as useful
forces that balance the market, are contrary to Islamic law.

Interest-Bearing Debt

In addition to prohibiting high risk investments, the Quran also prohibits
no risk investments. The prohibition against riba, interest on loans, is
strictly forbidden. Islam does not prohibit passive investments. Nor does
it prohibit giving interest-free loans. Debt is not contrary to Islamic law.
Charging interest is. Although some experts argue that usury, and not
interest, is prohibited under Islamic law. Most Muslim scholars agree,
however, that interest on loans is contrary to the Shariah.

Refuting arguments that money has time value or that interest is
analogous to profit, the Quran offers a categorical principle that "trade is
permitted but interest is not." (2:275). The prohibition against interest
was revealed not only to save the poor from unscrupulous lenders but
also to deter investors who demand a set return on their investments and
decline to take the risk of engaging in useful trade.

Contrary to Islamic principles, lending in general and subprime lending
in particular was predestined to harm American financial markets for two
distinct reasons. First, debt braced with high interest was being extended
to persons who simply could not afford to pay back loans. This was
usury. Second, the real estate mortgage was no longer a prudent
investment decision, since numerous investors were trading in real estate
with inflated prices. Investment bankers and other geniuses on Wall
Street were securitizing mortgage debts, turning them into interest-
bearing securities. These fancy securities began to fail when their
underlying assets were foreclosed or deflated. The debt turned deadly
and its holders bankrupt.
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Shared Destruction

Between the prohibited limits of maysir (speculative risk) and r7iba (no
risk), however, Islamic Law permits creativity in financial markets where
investors mobilize surplus monies for the production and distribution of
halal (Kosher) goods and services. These permissible markets are
neither risk-free nor prone to irresponsible risk. Though innovative and
authentic, the markets are infused with the values of fairness,
transparency, and reasonable profits. They are free of predatory
practices that corrupt transactions with greed and inflict hardship on the
poor, the elderly, and the novice.

The federal bailout package that the Bush Administration is selling as a
quick cure of all problems will only aggravate the underlying cancer of
interest-bearing debt. It is unlikely that the infusion of more money will
reform institutions and companies built on layers of interest-bearing debt.
When the best and the brightest are engrossed in finding ways to make
money with money, and no more, the system may look creative and
intelligent but it is geared toward shared destruction 0
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