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Siba Balázs:1

Christian Education for a Generation
of Amusement
Abstract.
The expectations of the children of our “amusement society” are different to what they
used to be a generation or two ago. I highlight a few aspects, which might be relevant
(albeit not new) to how we address contemporary young people. I would like to raise
awareness of aspects which are still indispensable and which have probably gained importance for the process of Christian Education, not because they are novel, but because
they are fundamental. What has not changed, is the need for real human relationships,
the importance of personal involvement, and the delight of performing meaningful
tasks. At Christain Education, pupils not only learn about something, but they are also
invited into the in-between space of a dialogue with God. This involves learning by doing, experimenting with practices, which are in line with our spiritual heritage, and
which offer our pupils a chance to engage in dialogue with God (prayer, meditation,
silence, fasting, journaling, singing etc.).
Keywords: Christian Education, amusement society, boredom, play, dialogue,
meta-narrative

My students have recently carried out a non-representative survey in schools in Budapest and other parts of Hungary: they inquired about which methods of teaching the youth
prefer in religious education classes. Independent of age or region, they invariably would want
more games and conversations. Even though this research does not indicate national trends,
it does flag up something that we as teachers experience at classes. The expectations of the
children of our “amusement society” are different to what they used to be a generation or two
ago. And with this cultural shift, the expectations of teachers and parents have probably
changed as well, when it comes to education. It is difficult for a Religious Education (RE) class
to compete with digital technology and its spectacular potentials, or with million-dollar block-
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busters. This poses several questions: Does it really have to compete with entertainment factories? To what extent is education part of entertainment industry anyway? Is it really necessary to follow the expectations of schoolchildren (whether justified or not) in order to get and
keep their attention? Are we not as teachers putting the cart before the horse by concentrating
on games and amusement at a class? What is imperative to focus on, in order not to lose sight
of the core message we have been called to pass on to our listeners?
In the following section, I would like to highlight a few aspects, which might be relevant
(albeit not new) to how we address contemporary young people. Therefore, they are worth
thinking through in light of the latest social shifts.2 I would like to raise awareness of aspects
which are still indispensable and which have probably gained importance for the process of
Christian Education, not because they are novel, but because they are fundamental.

1. Social Context
The social context around churches has changed, and the demands of a consumer
society influence those within the church, too.3 The media’s message (“it’s all for you”,
“have fun”) also contributes to it, as Schulze points out while discussing sensation-oriented
action:
“it is in opposition to the pattern of delayed gratification, which is characterised by saving
money, dating long, resilient political fight, every form of preventive behaviour, training hard,
leading a hard-working life, renunciation, and asceticism. In this pattern of actions, the hope
of happiness is envisioned in the distant future, whereas, in the case of a pattern of sensationoriented action, desires seek gratification in the immediate situation, without delay.”4
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The following needs are prevalent in this culture: captivating the senses, seeking
immediate effects, and the pursuit of sensation. These have a great effect on the daily lives
and feasts of the church.5 Be they mainstream or counter-culture, churches strive to give
some kind of answer to our contemporary challenges.
Ever since one’s religion and denomination has become a decision of personal preference, taste, and style, they have been considered to be a matter of free choice. This has
made the process of joining a community also very diverse.6 In the past, people were born
into a community, they were connected to the church through marriage, relocation, or
religious education. On the other hand, nowadays, there seem to be numerous points of
contact from baptism, through RE, to a choosing a church community consciously.
It is almost impossible to evaluate our own social context, as we live in it, so to
every statement about it, a counterstatement could be found. Still, there are certain
trends, which are less typical for previous generations than they are for today’s society.
The values, or crises of value, the givens, and the lack of givens in a social and cultural
context, all have an effect on the world-views and value systems of church members, too.
Even though God’s Word is a point of reference for believers, the surrounding culture
does shape the way they practice their faith. 7

2. Flight from Boredom
While boredom was a privilege of the aristocracy up until the Middle Ages, today
it has grown into a phenomenon threatening the masses.8 As boredom is frightening,
something always has to happen that has an effect on us. It is the nature of consumer
society that it enhances narcissistic traits by the illusion that “it’s all about” us consumers,
that our satisfaction is the number one priority for tradesmen, marketing experts, media
workers, public institutions, and politicians alike. This attitude has spread to other areas
of life (family, school, church etc.). Gerhard Schulze has used the expression “sensation”
to express an essential element of our society and culture, i.e. the need to captivate the
senses. In a sensation society “aspiring to live a beautiful life means aspiring to live a sensational
5
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life.”9 Sensational experiences have become the fetish of a life that is meaningful and worth
living.10
As teachers, we would like our classes to be exciting and useful for our pupils. But
school life is not always sensational: by definition, there will be boring events. Boredom, however, is a natural part of daily life (even a Christian life): sometimes you have to wait, do your
well-know, tiresome routine, and repetitive actions. Naturally, new and fascinating impulses
will not come from one minute to the next.11 Contrary to reality, though, smart phones or
other digital devices can create artificial stimuli at will, any given time.
Quick stimuli with instant response, several impulses with shorter reaction time,
input with immediate output: these traits have reduced the space for personal reflection, for
filtering and assessing information, or for a substantial interput. In a world of blurred, “fluid”
knowledge, there is less energy to store and process information. This cognitive overload
causes a kind of “hovering” attention (surfing), which enables contemporary people to have
broad knowledge in a wide range of areas. However, in order to navigate well on the seas of
information, absorbed reading and reflection (scuba diving) is also vital.12 Yet, there is
less and less energy for this, as the digital world gives us virtual sensations (with a rush of
dopamine) much more quickly than actions that require greater effort.13
What has not changed though, compared to past times, even in a sensation-society, is
the need for real human relationships, the importance of personal involvement, and the delight of performing meaningful tasks. Earlier, people used to know about each other, they
were familiar with each other’s lives, past and present; today, relationships have transformed
dramatically. The high demand for online communities also proves that humans cannot
live without continuously sharing themselves, and being involved in others’ lives. These
are the areas where teaching activities in schools/churches could and should be synchronised
with the needs of this generation.

3. The Function of Dialogue in the Learning Process
In the world of business coaching, we encounter ever new methods. These spring
from the very same main concept, only they are being sold in different packaging. The essence
of various therapies, coaching, mentoring, or supervision is that there is someone who dedicates their time and attention to another person. And by listening to their problems and
9
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engaging in dialogue, they strive to find a common path. Evidently, there are certain
trends in teaching as well, the basic concept of which is as old as Antiquity, namely: dialogue
between teacher and pupil, alongside the pupils’ questions. Just as Socrates or Jesus were
conversing with their disciples, this kind of human need has not changed in millenia. We need
conversational spaces (be they real or virtual), where our thoughts are being listened to, where
we are important, where we can ask questions, and where we can receive guidance for our
lives.14
Through the centuries, as it has become necessary to educate the masses, teaching
has shifted from being personal dialogue. Take the first universities: they were complemented with monastic communities. Or in case of village schools, the local community
topped knowledge at schools with its capacity to guide and hold cohere.15 This kind of
social network is not a given for the current generations any more. In an age of disintegrating families, it is a unique opportunity for the church to offer a familial experience in
the local community, at schools or RE.16 The Christian community can fulfil its vocation
primarily as a community of dialogue. During an RE class, not only is the teacher’s message
about community and their personal story present, but the inner “movies” of all pupils are
also being played.17
It is a vital part of the connection matrix, as pupils in the learning process compare
their own lives with that of other people or their narrations.18
“Any kind of verbal narration is by definition a dialogue, even if the audience is silent.
Only the present is able to unfold the story – it can even alter its course. The audience is the
co-creator of the story.”19

Only then will the message fully unravel, if it encounters an active listener. Individual perceptions and interpretations will influence each other during the interaction of
those involved. As Miklós Kocsev puts it: “religious communication happens in our words, deeds,
14
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and lives.”20 The church lives through its human communities which constantly interact.
So, the broader Christian community, the church’s interpretation of reality, its symbols,
ethics, and perspectives will always manifest their concrete meaning in the historical-cultural context of an actual local community. A common horizon of meaning emerges and
comes to life during dialogue.21 In each and every interaction, the main traits of a common
interpretation are present, and so with each and every interaction, the elements of a common interpretation are also revised, therefore, the community lives on. In order for Christian faith to become a community experience, the group needs to breathe together, where
the individual impacts the community and the community impacts the individual. The
knowledge of what following Christ means, based on practice and experience, will be accumulated in the whole of the community, and, therefore, it will be neither possessed, nor
embodied by individual members. In other words, the church consists of a network of practice-communities. Consequently, we are justified to view the whole of the church as the community of communities that are in dialogue with God and each other.22

4. Learning (Faith) by Doing
Theology has two languages: one is informative, the other is addressing. The purpose of the former is typically to tell stories of the Faith; the latter is doxological, i.e. it
intends to praise God.23 At an RE class, both kinds will manifest themselves: on one hand,
we learn about the Bible and the acts of God. On the other hand, it is not only the experiences of others that we aim to understand, but also to reflect and thereby ripen our own
experiences of faith. Compared to other classes, a large proportion of time is devoted to
addressing God Godself, namely, in songs praising God, in prayers dedicated to God, and
moments of silent reflection. At RE, pupils not only learn about something, but they are
also invited into the in-between space of a dialogue with God. This involves learning by
doing, experimenting with practices which are in line with our spiritual heritage, and
which offer our pupils a chance to engage in dialogue with God (prayer, meditation, silence, fasting, journaling, singing etc.)

20
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There is a vital aspect in the lives of human communities, which has the potential
to connect us to God, and is available in an RE class: namely, the power of rites. In spiritual life, rites and action precede stories.24 Non-verbal communication will always be an
indispensable agent of the flow of information between people. A child first sees and experiences routine actions at home; only later do they start to understand and practice
them. In Protestant Puritan tradition, there are fears of extremities around rites. However, in the fuzziness and blurred lines of the current age, there is a great need to rediscover them, and rely on them. Rites have always assisted us at transitions: they represented exiting or transferring.25 Even though there is some space at an RE class to practice
rites through the feasts of the liturgical year, I still think it is worthwhile being mindful
of them today.26 One instrument to enhance experience, which is utilised more and more
at RE as well, is drama: e.g. Godly Play, or the KETT-method. On top of these, however,
it would be beneficial to attend more to the transitions of the feasts, or to help pupils live
through different phases in their lives with the aid of rites. In one of the men’s groups in
our church, we were discussing the fact that there were no transitions into manhood, so
that there is no-one who could affirm when a boy becomes a man, or what makes him
one. Confirmation can be such an occasion for young people to experience transition, and
a superb one for that. But rites connected to starting or finishing school, holidays, joyful
and tragic family events, could also bolster the sense of belonging to the community and
God.

5. The Role of Games/Playing in Enhancing
the Experience of Learning
“Many consider playing superficial or even trivial. But I think it is a life-giving activity.
It makes us younger if we are already old; it matures us if we are still young.”

– professes Jermone Berryman when asked about the significance of playing.27 A
well-chosen game will add value to the class for a young person, because, apart from a
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sense of liberation and fun, it has several benefits. Playing is a vital framework for experiencing joy, as it involves the wonder of exploration, a challenge, and a meaningful task.
Moreover, the group as a whole will also be engaged, which will further motivate pupils to
connect emotionally. It is the synergy of these factors that can contribute to a more joyful
learning process, therefore, if the game is good, these will appear more or less simultaneously.
The experience of a good game offers more than just fun, since it also means practicing community, exploration, and reflection for the individual and the group alike. Playing gives the
group an opportunity to socially interact with one another, in a structured framework,
but with less supervision from the teacher. Therefore, a game poses risks for the teacher,
as it intrinsically entails the possibility that events do not go exactly in the pre-planned direction or as deemed best by the instructor. It has the potential of being a joyful, but meaningless
activity for the pupils. Even then, though, giving them a choice, and at points letting them
steer the class where they please, increases their engagement. Just as each activity they are
exposed to, will ripen to experience through personal reflection, most class games will also
eventually fall into place, if the pupils reflect on them.

6. Finding Meaning and Significance in the
Meta-narrative of Christianity
Why do we do things in life that are less, or not at all, sensational? We do them if
they are, for some reason, important to us: if it is meaningful to invest our work and time in
them. School is a system of coercion; therefore, children must do and learn a number of things
there that are more burdensome than joyful for them. There are few students for whom RE
(religious education) ranks high in the hierarchy of subjects. However, even if it has not much
to offer when it comes to going to college, it is the place where pupils usually like their teachers
more, and where they report about a familial atmosphere. But there is more: namely, the opportunity to reflect on the meaning and the significance of personal life, not with a consumerist approach, but with a Christian one.28
There is great emphasis on stories in our RE textbooks, which has a huge significance. Besides the biblical stories, another vital factor is the encounter between the lives
of teacher and pupils. A schoolchild once explained to me that the biggest reason why he
liked attending RE was that the elderly pastor doing it regularly told stories about his
own life and childhood. Personal stories help connect life with faith. Through them, one can

28
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receive guidance for one’s own life. The reason people are by definition intrigued by stories is that they help us understand our own lives, since: “a good story is built up in such a way
that it carries the listener away, who can, inconspicuously, rediscover her/himself in them. Among
other things, it happens through the identification with the protagonist’s search, fears, questions, and
conflicts, by which s/he has the impression that the tale is actually about her/him.”29
Stories have an effect on us, even when they are not really about us. We find examples
of which way to develop, and patterns to interpret our paths behind us. We need shared narratives.30 However, only then will it become a collective story, if the group becomes aware
of it, and also finds it relevant: “it is critical that we find the points of contact in the individual
story that link it to the collective one. In other words, our story can only be understood when it is
embedded into the collective narrative.”31 Not all sensational experiences become experiences
of faith. Only those in which emotions are paired with such cognitive explanations that
support integration into their worldviews.32 Our robust Christian meta-narrative can
serve both teacher and pupil to find the meaning and personal significance of their lives,
in the perspective of the Whole. For this to happen, pupils have to find our message relevant to their daily lives. As Gerkin puts it:
“The aim of our ministry is first and foremost to help individuals, families and communities change their lives. We do this by shaping, and re-interpreting their stories in such
a way that they engage in dialogue with the central metaphors and themes of the Christian narrative.”33

Perhaps the most important aspect of teaching/educating is still what it has always
been: our presence and attention. As a high-school teacher once said: “the point is to love
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them.” Using the latest ICT and modern methodology is indispensable, even if of secondary
importance compared to our message, when it comes to connecting to the new generations. We, therefore, need a balance between the “why” and the “how” in teaching, in
order to avoid making our RE classes fun without meaning, or a bore without fun.
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