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The focus of this article is on international knowledge transfer in religious education as it has
been proposed by a recent Manifesto in Europe. Readers are introduced to this Manifesto
which also is the starting point of the article. The example of Germany and South Africa is
used as a test case for the understanding of international knowledge transfer. The author
analyses this understanding on the background of general considerations, among others,
concerning unilateral and bilateral forms of transfer, but also the meaning of empirical research
in this context before he discusses three examples for German religious education learning
from South Africa: human dignity, justice and reconciliation. In the final section of this article,
the results of these discussions are connected with the question of what they imply for the
understanding of international knowledge transfer in religious education. The author argues
for a complex approach which entails a careful balance between the idea of sharing knowledge
and doing justice to the contextual nature of research results in the field of religious education.

Keywords: Knowledge transfer; Religious education; Internationalisation; Research;
International cooperation.

Introduction

This article makes the new European discussion on international knowledge transfer in religious
education its starting point. This discussion has recently led to a Manifesto to which readers will
be introduced in the following (cf. Manifesto 2019). The key idea behind this Manifesto is to
strengthen international cooperation in religious education by focusing on the aspect of sharing
knowledge. The special emphasis of the present article is the attempt to test and further elaborate
the understanding of international knowledge transfer in religious education presented in the
Manifesto by applying it to the example of Germany and South Africa. The aim is to find out more
about what international knowledge transfer in religious education may mean when this idea is
connected to concrete countries instead of the abstract idea of internationalisation. Moreover, the
question is raised if international knowledge transfer should be understood as a unilateral or as a
bilateral process.

The concept of international knowledge transfer has become quite popular, at least in academic
contexts in Europe. The European Union, for example, has started several programmes like the
so-called “Erasmus+’ programme, which supports the temporary mobility of academic personnel,
among others, as one way of transferring knowledge from one country to another. Moreover, this
concept is closely connected to general demands for internationalisation in academic work, for
example, by taking account of international literature or, with more emphasis, by international
cooperation in research projects.

In this context, the example of Germany and South Africa seems to be especially promising in a
number of respects. Firstly, the choice of this example involves two countries which are fairly
different in many ways.

Discussing possible processes of transfer, such differences are always of special interest in that they
may entail special challenges which otherwise would remain undetected. Secondly, there has been
a continued relationship between the two countries, among others, in the field of theology, including
practical theology and religious education. Thirdly, there is the hope that new insights can be gained
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by extending the discussion on international knowledge
transfer beyond Europe in order to make it truly international.
Finally, in terms of practical motivation and feasibility of the
attempt, the author of this article who lives and works in
Germany has, at the same time, a continued interest in the
collaboration with colleagues from South Africa.

Therefore, there are a number of reasons for considering the
relationship between German and South African religious
education as a suitable and attractive test case. But before
that, the understanding of international knowledge transfer
in religious education must be explained in more detail.

A new idea and discussion:
International knowledge transfer in
the field of religious education

In fall 2018, a group of colleagues from five different European
countries under the leadership of Prof. Dr Friedrich
Schweitzer (University of Tiibingen) and Dr Peter Schreiner
(Comenius Institute, Miinster, Germany) came together to
discuss the idea of international knowledge transfer in the
field of religious education. Members of the group were
Benjamin Ahme (University of Tiibingen), Prof. Dr Jenny
Berglund (Stockholm University), Dr Yauheniya Danilovich
(University of Miinster), Dr Jonathan Doney (University of
Exeter), Prof. Dr David Kabisch (University of Frankfurt),
Prof. Em Dr Siebren Miedema (VU Amsterdam), Prof. Dr
Hubertus Roebben (University of Bonn) and Asst. Prof.
Dr Athanasios Stogiannidis (Aristotle University of
Thessaloniki). In January 2019, the group published a
‘Manifesto for Discussion’ titled ‘International Knowledge
Transfer in Religious Education’. In the following, I want to
summarise this text and also quote some of its key passages.!

The manifesto begins with a number of challenges:

¢ ‘International knowledge transfer is an ideal which has
come to play an increasingly important role in academia
as well as in politics.

e The observation of increasing internationalization also
applies to the academic discipline of religious education.

* Yet there also is the observation that religious education
has not reached the point at which one could speak of an
integrated field of research’. (Manifesto 2019:1-2)

In other words, religious education is seen here as stuck
between demands for internationalisation on the one hand
and not having achieved understandings of research which
can be shared internationally on the other hand. In the
Manifesto, the challenges quoted above are explained and
discussed in more detail which cannot be rendered here. The
following passages are especially important in the present
context (Manifesto 2019):

It seems to be the rare exception that international groups of
researchers in academic religious education would be working on

Evangelische-Bildungsverantwortung-in-Europa/international-knowledge-transfer-
in-religious-education.php. Page numbers in the text refer to this document.
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certain problems and even more, that the solutions for certain
problems or at least the analysis of such problems offered by
individuals or groups in the field would become part of the
common cumulative knowledge upon which religious education
should build in the future. Can religious education be viewed, at
least in part, as a research discipline producing results which are
of international importance for both, theoretical and empirical
insights and also in terms of their applicability in practices of
religious education? (p. 2)

and:

In many countries, there is a strong tendency towards developing
religious education as a field of research of its own right.
Religious education strives to be more than the application of
research done in other fields. Moreover, there have been
discussions not only onresearch results butalso on methodologies
as well as on criteria for research (although this is probably more
true for European countries than, for example, the United States
of America). At the same time, it certainly is not the rule that
research results on religious education are considered of interest
beyond the given country. Much religious education literature is
not even read outside the national contexts. Many contributions
are published only in the vernacular and there is no
encouragement in religious education to learn or to use foreign
languages, with the exception of English. Yet only a very small
portion of knowledge pertaining to religious education has been
published in English. This is true for many countries, among
them, for example, Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Although
there have been attempts to publish more in English, for example,
in the Scandinavian countries, the general presumption in
religious education still seems to be that research results from
one country are not of interest or importance in other countries
or that they are not transferable due to their context-dependency.
For the advancement of religious education as an academic
discipline but, ultimately, also for the practice of religious
education, this is a serious obstacle which should no longer go
unaddressed. (pp. 2-3)

In these passages, obviously the idea of ‘common cumulative
knowledge’ is pivotal. In other words, the question is if the
knowledge — or the research results — produced by religious
education research can be understood to consist of insights
which have proven to be correct and can therefore be taken
for granted in the future independently of their origins. This
understanding and expectation which appears to have
guided the natural sciences as well as, to a lesser extent, the
social sciences would stand in stark contrast to a wide-spread
lack of interest in research results from other countries, which
can be observed in the field of religious education.

As a consequence of such critical observations, a number of
suggestions are advanced in the Manifesto. In the present
context, the following questions raised for further discussion
are especially relevant:

e ‘Should the validity of knowledge in religious education
be considered general/universal or should it be seen as
particular and regionally bound?

¢ Is this knowledge valid only in one country or is it valid
internationally, independently of its national context of
discovery?
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e And what type of knowledge is transferred with what
normative status?
*  Who might possibly benefit from it?” (Manifesto 2019:3)

The Manifesto also describes a number of initiatives (and the
present article can be considered as one way of responding to
these suggestions as well). The most pertinent passage for the
following will be the last quote from the Manifesto (2019):

Initiatives for sharing knowledge: Since some concepts of “transfer’
seem to imply unilateral relationships or even hierarchies
between those who are in possession of a certain knowledge and
those who should receive it, concepts like ‘sharing’ or
‘exchanging’ knowledge appear to be more applicable to the
cooperative spirit characteristic of the field of religious education.
What is decisive, however, is that initiatives are needed which
follow the format of truly sharing knowledge, i.e. of investigating
how different insights concerning a certain task or problem, for
example, of successful teaching fit together. (p. 5)

The critical reference to unilateral understandings of
international knowledge transfer is an important starting
point for my considerations in the following. Has there been
any kind of knowledge transfer in religious education
between Germany and South Africa? And if so, how can it be
characterised? Can the understandings of international
knowledge transfer advanced by the Manifesto be fruitfully
applied in this case?

International knowledge transfer
in religious education between
Germany and South Africa:
General considerations

Any consideration of international knowledge transfer
concerning European and African countries has to be aware
of the wider historical background of the particular
relationship between such countries. In other words, the
background of colonial history and colonialism has to be
included. Although South Africa never was a German colony,
neighbouring South West Africa (today’s Namibia) was
related to Germany as a colony from 1884 to 1919. At that
time, most processes of knowledge transfer were considered
strictly unilateral. Europe was supposed to be the centre of
knowledge, while Africa was viewed at best as a recipient of
knowledge (if, given the general racism of the time, Africans
were even considered capable of successfully acquiring so-
called advanced Western knowledge).

The present article, however, is not about historical times and
will not focus on colonialism. Yet the question of unilateral
or bilateral (or multilateral) processes of international
knowledge transfer must be understood with a constant eye
to the historical legacies and with the new sensitivity that
has come with the critical approach of post-colonialism (for
the German discussion, see Nehring & Tielesch 2013, 2018).
In certain ways, the Manifesto quoted above testifies to such
sensitivities by taking a critical stance towards unilateral
conceptions of knowledge transfer, which still appear to be
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dominant in certain areas. Against this background, the idea
of sharing or exchanging knowledge proposed in the
Manifesto indeed seems much more appropriate than
possible unilateral understandings of knowledge transfer.

Especially in theology, there have been many examples of
international exchange between Germany and South Africa
at a personal level. Concerning practical theology and
religious education (as well as other fields of theology), a
number of South African scholars hold degrees from German
universities or have been part of international research
initiatives which involved researchers from different
countries, for example, in the case of research on human
rights which was one of the most recent initiatives of this
kind (cf. Van der Ven, Dreyer & Pieterse 2005). Moreover,
international associations like the International Academy of
Practical Theology (IAPT), the International Seminar on
Religious Education and Values (ISREV) or the International
Society for Empirical Research in Theology (ISERT) have
operated as meeting grounds for many scholars, among
others, from South Africa and Germany, also with conferences
being held in both countries. These associations are of special
interest in the present context because they have taken a clear
stand against discriminatory views and are demanding and
supporting collegial relationships independently of the
members’ countries of origin. Their guiding idea is encounter
and exchange based on mutuality instead of superiority and
inferiority.

While the international associations mentioned above, which
came into existence 30—40 years back, should indeed be
considered encouraging examples, they still have not reached
the decisive point that the Manifesto is aiming for, that is, the
point at which knowledge gained in one place is taken to be
a valid contribution at another place and when religious
education can be considered an integrated field of research
characterised by the joint effort of researching this field. The
ideas of encounter and exchange often seem to only refer to
meeting new colleagues, gaining new impressions and ideas
or receiving new insights in situations which are different
from one’s own while there is no transfer of knowledge
involved, at least not in the sense this concept seems to imply
in other fields of research. As will be explained in more detail
below, the absence of international knowledge transfer can
create serious obstacles for international cooperation.

Yet is such a knowledge transfer even possible in a field
like religious education? Are practical fields of work just
too contextual and therefore never really open to the
appropriation of knowledge which comes from different
contexts?

This question is of key concern for any kind of international
cooperation in religious education. If the influence of
context is indeed so strong that there can be no really shared
knowledge because contextually bound knowledge can
only be used in certain places, such cooperation would be
deemed to remain very limited from the beginning.
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Cooperation is hardly feasible without relying on some
kind of shared knowledge. Without such a shared basis,
cooperation may mean working side by side but not
working together. Most of all, the aim of contributing to the
advancement of a common field of research would, for the
most part, be in vain.

Consequently, the demand for shared knowledge can hardly
be rejected. Yet such a demand is like a wish in that it cannot
create its own fulfilment. Can empirical research help to
overcome the boundaries arising from the contextual
boundedness of knowledge?

The question of transferability or generalisability of research
results is indeed much discussed in the context of empirical
research. By their very nature, valid empirical results imply
that they can be generalised at least to a certain degree. Yet
there also is the issue of representativity of data and research
results to be considered. Generalisability is premised on
working with samples that are representative for the
population or, in the case of international and comparative
research, for the different populations involved (for an
example concerning religious education, see the
international study on confirmation work, Schweitzer et al.
2015,2017). In the fields of the social sciences and educational
research, results cannot be generalised beyond the
populations from which representative samples have been
drawn. In other words, empirical results which would be
valid for both Germany and South Africa would require a
respective data base and samples as well as an analysis of
the data which shows that the results are in fact the same for
both countries. It is obviously not very likely that this will
be the case, at least not, for example, with religious or value
orientations, which may be expected to vary with the
respective cultural contexts (for a recent example from
Germany referring to religious and values orientations, see
Schweitzer et al. 2018). The contextuality of knowledge
cannot be overcome by just relying on empirical research
approaches, unless these approaches are developed in such
a way that they can fit the specific demands and challenges
of international research.

Yet in religious education as opposed to sociology, other
types of empirical research, which refer more to the
individual than the social or societal level, are also important.
One example could be the use and usefulness of certain
teaching methods which can be tested in different contexts
like German schools and South African schools. For example,
can biblical parables be taught in the same way with German
and with South African children and adolescents? Will the
pupils in the two countries experience similar difficulties
with metaphoric language? And what strategy is most
effective in overcoming such difficulties? To my knowledge,
very little empirical work has been conducted on such
questions so far (cf. the recent overview: Schweitzer &
Boschki 2018). Consequently, it might be worthwhile in the
future to pursue such concrete questions in collaborative
international research.
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This suggestion should also be seen against the background
of recent critical discussions on the school subject of Religious
Education, for example, in the United Kingdom (cf. Conroy
et al. 2013; Commission on Religious Education 2018). One
problematic factor in this respect is the lack of well-founded
research results concerning the effects, among others, of
certain teaching and learning strategies (cf. Schweitzer &
Boschki 2018; concerning non-formal religious education, see
Schweitzer, Ilg & Schreiner 2019). It would be extremely
helpful if teachers would no longer have to exclusively rely
on their personal experiences in designing their lessons (even
if personal experiences will certainly continue to play a
decisive role in education).

In summary, the well-founded and convincing wish for
shared knowledge in religious education appears to find its
limits in the contextual nature of the knowledge which is
used in religious education. At the same time, the general
assumption of contextuality which at least prima facie holds
true for certain kinds of knowledge, for example, religious
orientations of youth, has so far not been tested in any detail
as the example of teaching methods shows. This is one of the
reasons why the Manifesto’s question about the actual kinds
of knowledge which may be transferred could be of crucial
importance. The answer to this question could lead to the
identification of transferable and non-transferable knowledge
and, through this, also to a more specific understanding of
shared knowledge in the field of religious education.

However, such general considerations necessarily remain
abstract. This is why I want to discuss some more concrete
examples in a second step.

German religious education learning
from South Africa: Human dignity —
justice — reconciliation

Looking for examples which might allow for insights into
forms of international knowledge transfer in religious
education beyond the traditionally unilateral relationships
between Europe and Africa, three examples come to mind
from a German perspective, which demonstrate how
experiences and insights from South Africa have actually had
a strong and lasting influence on religious education in
Germany. In this section, these examples will be discussed in
this particular perspective, that is, against the background of
the question concerning their influence on religious education
in Germany and also concerning what this influence implies
for the understanding of international knowledge transfer in
this field. It will not be possible here, however, to demonstrate
such influences or learning effects in any detail, for example,
by evaluating syllabi or textbooks used in German schools.

Human dignity is a classic topic of religious education, at least
in the sense of itsbiblical roots in Genesis 1,26-27 (cf. Schweitzer
2016). Teaching about the human'’s likeness of God as stated in
this passage does not imply, however, that the legal and
political implications of human dignity were addressed in
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religious education. In fact, the inclusion of the political
dimension did not become a new standard before the last
decades of the 20th century. It was, among others, the apartheid
system in South Africa that has put the issue of human dignity
in its political dimensions on the agenda of German religious
education since the 1970s and the 1980s. This is not to say that
this system was the only motive for the new interest in human
dignity — other experiences like National Socialism in Germany
or the Socialist regimes in Eastern Europe and the USSR as
well as the atrocities committed by the US army during the
Vietnam War clearly also worked in this direction. Moreover,
the political climate of that time certainly also contributed to
the shift of focus concerning human dignity. Yet the South
African apartheid system was especially challenging in that it
was both a blatant violation of human dignity and a religious
topic in that this system tried to legitimise itself by referring to
the Christian faith. Through this reference to Christianity it
also offered itself to critical theological analysis, although, of
course, this had not been the effect intended by the supporters
of apartheid.

The negative interest in the apartheid system’s violations of
human dignity explains why, in later years, South African
spokesmen against apartheid, like Nelson Mandela and
Bishop Tutu, also received much attention in German religious
education. Their plea for social justice appeared so plausible
and convincing because it could be interpreted and understood
as overcoming some of the deepest forms of inhumanity. In
this respect, they can be called encouraging and fascinating
models which became important to young people in Germany
who were introduced to them by religious education, at
school as well as in church. In other words, experiences and
insights from South Africa became important as negative
examples — the violation of human rights and human dignity
because of apartheid — as well as in a positive sense as
contemporary interpretations of the meaning of justice.

My third example — reconciliation — is also related to the same
context, but in this case to the post-apartheid situation.
Reconciliation here mainly refers to the work of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) South Africa, which was
established as one of the attempts for overcoming the legacies
of apartheid.

Several publications accompanied this process and gave it
additional impact. This was especially true for Tutu’s ‘No
future without forgiveness’, which soon also became available
in German translation (Tutu 2001). Nelson Mandela’s
publication ‘Long walk to freedom’, also available in German,
had similar effects (Mandela 1994). As it is described by Tutu,
the TRC worked with the idea that the truth especially
concerning the crimes during the apartheid system had to be
brought to light, openly confessed by the perpetrators and
then, as far as possible, not revenged but forgiven. This was
considered the only way for reconciliation to be achieved and
for a new South Africa to find a basis for its future.

For religious education in Germany, this whole process was —
and indeed is — of so much vivid interest because it seems to
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make a biblical concept — reconciliation based on truth — come
alive (for an ethical-theological analysis from a German
perspective, see Wiistenberg 2004). It seems to directly re-enact
Jesus’ saying “The truth will set you free’ (Jh 8:32) and, through
this, to transform it from a distant biblical word or world into
part of today’s reality. At the same time, the understanding of
reconciliation on which the TRC was based is necessarily
controversial — should the perpetrators really go without
punishment? What does this imply for criminal acts in the
future? Yet it is exactly such deep and challenging issues that
make the work of the TRC a very suitable topic for religious
education. If such issues make young people think about the
complexity of questions like justice and punishment, the aims
and effects of punishment, the possibilities for reconciliation,
the role of faith and religion in such contexts, obviously a
major task of religious education has been achieved.

Furthermore, while analysing the German interest in the work
of the TRC one must also be aware that there were certain
parallels between the situation in Germany and South Africa
(see also Wiistenberg 2004). In 1989 and 1990, with the end of
the Socialist state of East Germany and the ensuing German
reunification, there was the question of how to deal with
the injustices committed in the name of this non-democratic
state. Most of all, the so-called State Security Service
(Staatssicherheitsdienst — STASI) had developed an elaborate
system of civilian people spying on other people. What could
be appropriate ways of dealing with what these people had
done? Not surprisingly, there were also questions of how the
situation after 1990 compared to the time after 1945, the end of
German National Socialism, again with many criminal acts
committed during National Socialism and under the umbrella
of an inhumane state and distorted legal system. The famous
Nuremberg trials after 1945, which tried to deal with such
crimes against humanity, as well as their shortcomings also
became a reference point for the TRC (cf. Tutu 2001).

The parallels between the German situation after 1989 and
post-apartheid and the connections between the Nuremberg
trials and the TRC indicate that German views of the situation
in South Africa involve a complex relationship between
German and South African experiences in terms of historical
parallels and connections. While these relationships cannot
be examined here in any detail, another aspect has to be
mentioned, which refers to the ways in which experiences
and insights from South African were received and
understood in Germany. From today’s perspective it seems
clear that German religious education learning from South
Africa was not based simply on how things in South Africa
really were, for example, in the view of South Africans, but
on how things were actually perceived in Germany. To put it
pointedly, one might even wonder if it was South Africa
from which people in Germany tried to learn or if it was
in fact rather their image of South Africa which they took
to be reality. Both, apartheid as well as forgiveness and
reconciliation look different when seen from distant Europe
than for those who had to go through such experiences
themselves and who had to deal with their aftermath close to



http://www.hts.org.za�

home. This does not mean that German religious education
would not have learnt from South Africa. Yet it seems obvious
that such learning processes and transfers are quite complex
and sometimes even contradictory, including special
presuppositions in both countries, which should not be
overlooked. The concept of transfer should consequently not
be used in a naive sense.

Unfortunately, no empirical studies concerning such
questions are available, and concerning the situation of the
1990s and early 2000s, it is now too late to interview, for
example, the adolescents of that period about their personal
feelings and impressions. In terms of sharing knowledge, it
would have been highly interesting to do joint empirical
studies on how the TRC’s work was viewed by young people
in South Africa and Germany. It would also have been
interesting to find out about their views of forgiveness — or
the need for not forgiving — and to compare respective
research results from South Africa and Germany. This could
have also been a good starting point for bringing young
people from the two countries into conversation with each
other. Very likely our understanding of the processes
involved in forgiving could have been strongly advanced by
such research, and religious education in both countries
could have greatly benefitted from this.

What can be learnt for international
knowledge transfer from the
example of Germany and

South Africa?

As described in the Introduction, the idea of this article was
to use the example of Germany and South Africa as a test case
for the understanding of international knowledge transfer
proposed by the Manifesto (cf. Manifesto 2019). In this
concluding section, a number of observations will be
summarised and some questions will be raised, which may
be of interest for future work.

Firstly, the interdependence between cooperation and
international knowledge transfer and shared knowledge in
religious education has been confirmed. Academic
cooperation presupposes that there are research results and
insights based on them which are of importance to all
partners of the cooperation, independently of their countries
of origin. Otherwise only a very limited exchange of
perspectives could be reached which, at best, can stir one’s
imagination or inspire curiosity.

Secondly, in considering the two countries that are not only
far away from each other in terms of geographical location
but also very different in many other respects, it has also
become clear that context plays an important role in all
processes of knowledge transfer in religious education.
Context can be interpreted as a severe limitation to possible
knowledge transfer, in this case practical approaches must
always be highly sensitive to respective contexts and this of
course must also be reflected in research.
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Approaches which are considered highly effective in one
place may not work at all in other places. At the same time,
however, it must also be stated that context cannot be the
only consideration in that knowledge which is exclusively
contextual cannot be shared with others or only in the sense
of information about a foreign situation. Extreme
understandings of contextuality seem to therefore exclude all
possibilities of cooperation in research, which implies that a
balance must be found between contextuality and sharing.

Thirdly, the idea of sharing knowledge makes sense,
especially in trying to overcome traditional or colonial forms
of unilateral knowledge transfer as they have to be called in
the case of the relationship between Germany or Europe and
South Africa. Yet again, colonial ways of thinking are still in
the process of being overcome. It is not enough to state that
bilateralism and fair exchange should take over from
traditional unilateral forms of transfer. Postulates alone will
not move people’s thinking beyond colonial traditions and
limitations. This is why a number of examples of how
German religious education has actually learnt from South
Africa were discussed in order to show that there have, in
fact, been such learning effects. In the end of this discussion,
however, the situation once more turned out to be complex
and to some extent also puzzling. Was it really the South
African situation that German religious education has learnt
from or was it the German image of this situation which gave
shape to all processes of interpretation and reception on the
German side? A simple answer to this question is not possible.
The transfer of ideas, images, interpretations and inspirations
remains a complex and sometimes contradictory process
which deserves to be researched itself.

Fourthly and finally, the question was asked about the role of
empirical research in this context. This kind of research aims
for what is called valid results that can be generalised. Can
this validity be universal? Can it apply to different countries
and to different parts of the world? According to the above
considerations, this is not to be excluded, at least not a priori,
but universally valid results would in fact require an equally
universal data base and respective samples. At least in
religious education, there have been few attempts to work in
this direction, especially concerning practical questions of
teaching and learning. In other words, it seems that not
enough attempts have been made so far in order to really
judge the limits and scope of empirical research in religious
education as a shared international enterprise. Yet existing
examples from other contexts suggest that the benefits of
such research should not only be seen in universally valid
research results but also in fruitful cooperation and in
possibly contrasting results which have to be interpreted
against the background of the particular situations in
different countries. Empirical research will not escape all
contextual limitations, but it should be taken seriously as one
possibility for doing joint research in religious education. To
say it again, contextuality and the demands of sharing
knowledge must be carefully balanced, not only once but
continuously, in order to make international knowledge
transfer in religious education possible.
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