Open Rubric

@ @ @ Pharos Journal of Theology ISSN 2414-3324 online Volume 107 (3) Regular Issue (2026)
BY NC ND

Copyright: ©2026 Open Access/Author/s - Online @ http//: www.pharosjot.com

Christian Religious Education in Divided Societies:
Resisting Polarisation and Reimagining Civic Engagement

Daniel Sudibyo Tjandra
Sekolah Tinggi Teologi IKAT, Jakarta, Indonesia
danieltjandrasudibyo@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-7723-4276

< https://doi.org/10.46222/pharosjot.107.3029

Abstract

Contemporary societies are increasingly marked by political, cultural, and religious
polarisation that undermines social cohesion and democratic life. This condition presents not
only a political crisis but also a pedagogical and theological challenge for Christian Religious
Education (CRE). This article aims to examine how CRE is implicated in polarised social
realities and to explore how it can respond constructively to such conditions. Methodologically,
the study employs a conceptual and interdisciplinary analysis, drawing on political theory,
critical pedagogy, theology, and scholarship in religious education. The analysis demonstrates
that dominant approaches to CRE—characterized by privatization, normative rigidity, or claims
of neutrality—are inadequate in divided societies and may unintentionally reinforce polarising
logics. As a central finding, the article argues that CRE must be reconceptualized as a counter-
formative practice that intentionally resists dynamics of exclusion, moral absolutism, and civic
disengagement. Building on this argument, the study further positions CRE as a form of public
pedagogy that contributes to the formation of moral agency, dialogical capacity, and
responsibility toward the common good in plural contexts. The article contributes a
theologically grounded and pedagogically robust framework for understanding the public role
of Christian Religious Education amid polarisation. It also outlines key pedagogical
implications for curriculum design, teaching methods, assessment, teacher formation, and
institutional posture. Overall, the study offers a normative and educational response to
polarisation that highlights CRE’s potential contribution to democratic resilience in plural
societies. This study is limited by its conceptual nature and does not include empirical data
from specific educational settings. Future research is encouraged to explore how counter-
formative CRE is implemented in concrete contexts such as Indonesia and other plural
societies, particularly through classroom-based studies and curriculum analysis. Empirical
investigation into student outcomes and teacher formation would further strengthen the
practical contribution of this framework.

Keywords: Christian Religious Education; Polarisation; Civic Engagement; Public
Pedagogy; Plural Societies; Democracy; Moral Formation

Introduction: Christian Education amid Polarised Realities

Contemporary societies across the globe are increasingly marked by deepening polarisation
that permeates political, social, and cultural life. Scholars describe this condition as a global
crisis of democracy in which opposing groups no longer merely disagree but actively distrust
and delegitimise one another (McCoy et al., 2018). Polarisation today is not only ideological
but also affective, shaping identities, emotions, and moral judgments in powerful ways
(lyengar et al., 2012). Political affiliations and cultural positions increasingly function as core
identity markers rather than negotiable viewpoints (Mason, 2018). As a result, democratic
practices grounded in dialogue, compromise, and mutual recognition are increasingly strained.

Digital media ecosystems have further intensified these polarising dynamics by amplifying
echo chambers and reinforcing selective exposure to information. Social media platforms
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often reward outrage and simplification, contributing to what Sunstein (2017), Maranatha, and
Tandana (2025) calls a fragmented public sphere. In such environments, complex moral and
social issues are reduced to binary choices, leaving little room for nuance or empathy. These
dynamics erode social trust and weaken the bonds necessary for democratic cohesion.
Consequently, polarisation must be understood not only as a political phenomenon but also
as a cultural and moral crisis.

Religion occupies an ambivalent position within polarised societies, functioning both as a
potential source of reconciliation and a catalyst for division. Appleby (2000), Bulan, and
Simangunsong (2025) highlights how religious traditions can inspire peacebuilding while
simultaneously legitimising exclusion and violence. In many contexts, religious identities are
mobilised to reinforce political boundaries and moral antagonisms. This entanglement of
religion and identity politics complicates the role of faith communities in public life. Christian
education, as a formative practice within these communities, cannot escape the implications
of this ambivalence.

Christian Religious Education (CRE) has historically focused on nurturing personal faith, moral
character, and ecclesial belonging. While these aims remain significant, they often position
education within a largely private or inward-looking framework (Groome, 1980; Ribka & Manik,
2022; Fatu etal., 2023). Such approaches risk disconnecting faith formation from broader
social and political realities. In polarised contexts, this separation can render Christian
education socially irrelevant or ethically insufficient. The challenge, therefore, is not whether
CRE should engage public life, but how it ought to do so responsibly.

Attempts to preserve neutrality within Christian education frequently result in unintended
complicity with polarising structures. Claims of value-neutral education obscure the fact that
all pedagogical practices shape moral imagination and civic dispositions (Biesta, 2011). By
avoiding controversial public issues, Christian education may tacitly affirm dominant narratives
or injustices. This posture limits the capacity of learners to critically engage difference and
conflict. Consequently, neutrality becomes a form of silence that undermines the
transformative potential of education.

From a democratic perspective, education plays a crucial role in sustaining civic life and public
responsibility. Deweyan traditions emphasise education as a social practice that cultivates
participation, deliberation, and shared meaning. In polarised societies, this formative function
becomes even more urgent, as citizens struggle to engage across deep differences. Christian
education, situated at the intersection of faith and public life, holds unique resources for
addressing these challenges. Yet these resources remain underutilised when education is
confined to doctrinal transmission or moral individualism.

In the Indonesian context, for example, polarisation often emerges along religious and political
lines, particularly during electoral periods where identity-based narratives are mobilised to
shape public opinion. Christian Religious Education in such settings faces the challenge of
forming students who can navigate interreligious diversity without reinforcing exclusivism
(Tangdilintin & Pamantung, 2025; Ratu etal., 2023). Similar dynamics are observed in
Afghanistan contexts where ethnic and religious identities intersect with political competition.
These global examples illustrate that religious education operates within complex public
realities that require intentional pedagogical responses rather than neutral disengagement
(Tanasyah & Betaubun, 2025).

This article advances the concept of CRE as a counter-formative public pedagogy and it
argues that Christian Religious Education must be reimagined as a critical and public
pedagogical practice capable of resisting polarisation. Drawing on insights from critical
pedagogy, Freire (1970) reminds us that education is never neutral but always oriented toward
liberation or domination. The central research question guiding this study is therefore clear:
how can Christian Religious Education resist the logic of polarisation and reimagine civic
engagement in divided societies? By engaging social analysis, theological reflection, and
pedagogical theory, this article proposes a vision of Christian education that forms citizens
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committed to dialogue, justice, and the common good. Such a reorientation positions Christian
education not as a retreat from conflict, but as a faithful response to the realities of a fractured
world.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative conceptual and interdisciplinary research design. Rather than
collecting empirical data, the study engages in critical analysis of existing literature across
multiple disciplines, including political theory, theology, religious education, and critical
pedagogy. The aim is to construct a normative and theoretical framework for understanding
the role of Christian Religious Education (CRE) in polarised societies (Lumbangaol &
Aritonang, 2025; Manalu etal., 2023; Ratu etal., 2023).

The method involves three main steps. First, the study analyses contemporary scholarship on
polarisation to identify its key characteristics, including affective division, identity formation,
and moral antagonism. Second, it critically examines dominant paradigms within Christian
Religious Education—such as privatisation, neutrality, and doctrinal rigidity—to evaluate their
formative implications in divided contexts. Third, the study develops a constructive theological-
pedagogical framework by synthesising insights from critical pedagogy (Freire), public
theology (Habermas, Volf), and practical theology.

The interdisciplinary approach allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how
educational practices intersect with broader socio-political dynamics. While the study does not
provide empirical validation, it offers a theoretically grounded model that can guide future
research and practical implementation. This conceptual methodology is appropriate given the
study’s aim to reconceptualise CRE at a normative and theoretical level.

Divided Societies and the Dynamics of Polarisation

Contemporary analyses increasingly conceptualize polarisation not merely as ideological
distance but as an affective and identity-based process in which political and moral alignments
become emotionally charged and socially entrenched (lyengar et al., 2012). Understood in
this way, polarisation extends beyond partisan disagreement to constitute a broader crisis of
democratic life, reshaping institutions, public discourse, and patterns of civic trust across
diverse social and cultural contexts (McCoy et al., 2018; Gulo & Sugiri, 2020).

Against this backdrop, polarisation has emerged as a defining characteristic of many
contemporary societies, reshaping political processes, social relationships, and cultural
narratives. Rather than functioning as ordinary disagreement within democratic pluralism, it
denotes a structural condition in which social groups are increasingly organized into
antagonistic camps (McCoy et al., 2018; Ratu etal., 2023). These divisions are sustained
through emotional attachment, moral judgment, and identity formation. As Fukuyama (2018)
notes, polarisation is deeply connected to struggles over dignity and recognition.
Consequently, divided societies are not merely fragmented but morally charged and affectively
intense.

Scholars distinguish between several interrelated forms of polarisation, including ideological,
affective, and identity-based polarisation. ldeological polarisation concerns growing distance
in policy preferences and normative beliefs (Sunstein, 2017). Affective polarisation, by
contrast, involves negative emotions, distrust, and hostility toward opposing groups regardless
of substantive disagreement (lyengar et al., 2012). Identity-based polarisation occurs when
political, religious, or cultural affiliations become central to one’s sense of self (Mason, 2018).
These dimensions reinforce one another, making polarisation resilient and difficult to reverse.

In plural and democratic societies, polarisation poses a significant challenge to social cohesion
and democratic deliberation. Democratic systems rely on shared norms of trust, dialogue, and
willingness to compromise, all of which are undermined by polarised dynamics (Putnam,
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2000). When difference is perceived as threat, public discourse becomes adversarial rather
than deliberative. Citizens increasingly view political opponents as moral enemies rather than
legitimate interlocutors. This erosion of civic trust weakens the foundations of democratic life.

The consequences of such polarisation are far-reaching. Social trust declines as individuals
become increasingly suspicious of those outside their group, weakening the relational fabric
necessary for democratic life. Public discourse deteriorates into antagonism, reducing
opportunities for meaningful dialogue and collective problem-solving. Moreover, institutions—
including educational and religious institutions—risk losing credibility when they are perceived
as aligned with particular ideological camps. In the long term, polarisation undermines
democratic resilience by eroding shared norms, mutual recognition, and the capacity for
cooperative action.

Media and communication technologies play a crucial role in intensifying polarisation in divided
societies. Digital platforms encourage selective exposure and reinforce ideological echo
chambers, limiting encounters with alternative perspectives (Sunstein, 2017; Sugiri, 2025).
Algorithms privilege emotionally charged content, often amplifying fear, resentment, and
outrage. These dynamics reshape how individuals interpret social reality and moral
responsibility. As a result, polarisation becomes embedded not only in institutions but also in
everyday patterns of communication.

Religion occupies a complex and ambivalent position within polarised contexts. On the one
hand, religious communities are often victims of polarisation when faith identities are
politicised or marginalised (Appleby, 2000). Religious groups may be targeted, stereotyped,
or instrumentalised within broader ideological conflicts. In such cases, religion becomes a
marker of exclusion rather than solidarity. This vulnerability places religious education under
particular pressure in divided societies.

On the other hand, religion can function as a passive actor that unintentionally reinforces
polarisation. When religious traditions retreat into privatized spirituality, they may fail to
challenge unjust social structures or divisive narratives (Cavanaugh, 2009; see Putrawan et
al., 2022). Claims that religion should remain separate from public life often mask underlying
power dynamics. Habermas (2006) argues that excluding religious voices from the public
sphere impoverishes democratic discourse. Thus, religious silence can indirectly sustain
polarised conditions.

More problematically, religion can also become an active agent in deepening polarisation.
Religious symbols, narratives, and moral claims are sometimes mobilised to legitimise political
antagonism and moral absolutism (Haidt, 2012; Bulan & Simangunsong, 2025). Such
dynamics transform theological differences into hardened identity boundaries. Taylor (2007)
and Bahabol (2019) observes that modern pluralism intensifies these tensions by placing
competing moral visions in close proximity. In these contexts, religious education risks
becoming a vehicle for exclusion rather than reconciliation.

Education plays a central role in shaping how societies respond to polarisation. Dewey (1916)
understood education as a social practice that forms habits of participation, reflection, and
cooperation. When education fails to address conflict and difference, it leaves learners ill-
equipped for democratic life. Biesta (2011) similarly emphasizes that education always
involves questions of subject formation and citizenship. In divided societies, these formative
dimensions become especially significant.

Religious education, including Christian Religious Education, faces distinct challenges within
polarised environments. Traditional models often emphasize doctrinal transmission, moral
conformity, or personal piety while neglecting social analysis (Groome, 1980). Such
approaches may unintentionally reinforce in-group identities and boundary-making.
Schweitzer (2014) and Barus, et al., (2023) notes that religious education in globalized and
plural contexts must grapple with difference rather than avoid it. Without critical engagement,
CRE risks becoming socially insular.
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Claims of neutrality within religious education are increasingly untenable in polarised societies.
This is because neutrality, in practice, often reflects dominant cultural and political
assumptions rather than genuine impartiality. In polarised contexts, silence on contested
issues may be interpreted as endorsement of existing power structures. Therefore, what
appears as neutrality is frequently a form of passive alignment that shapes learners’ moral
imagination without critical awareness. Freire (1970) argues that all education is inherently
political, shaping how learners perceive reality and agency. When Christian education avoids
public issues, it implicitly affirms dominant narratives and power structures. This avoidance
limits the capacity of learners to develop critical consciousness and civic responsibility
(Brookfield, 2017). Therefore, understanding the dynamics of polarisation is essential for
rethinking the aims and practices of Christian Religious Education.

Christian Religious Education under Scrutiny: Between Neutrality and Complicity

Understanding polarisation as a formative social process clarifies why Christian Religious
Education cannot be approached as a neutral or merely confessional practice. If polarisation
actively shapes identities, emotions, and moral judgments, then educational practices that
form Christian faith inevitably participate in these dynamics. The critical question, therefore, is
not whether Christian Religious Education is implicated in polarised realities, but how it is
implicated and to what ends. This section places prevailing models of Christian Religious
Education under critical scrutiny to assess their formative consequences within divided
societies.

Christian Religious Education (CRE) has long been shaped by pedagogical paradigms that
prioritize personal faith development, moral formation, and ecclesial continuity. This is
necessary because educational practices are inherently formative: they shape how learners
perceive others, interpret difference, and respond to conflict. In polarised societies, dominant
social formations tend to produce exclusion, moral absolutism, and identity-based hostility.
Without intentional resistance, CRE risks reproducing these patterns within religious
frameworks. Counter-formative pedagogy is therefore required to interrupt these dynamics
and cultivate alternative dispositions such as empathy, critical reflection, and openness to
dialogue. These emphases have often framed education as an inward-looking process
concerned primarily with individual belief and character (Groome, 1980; Westerhoff, 1976;
Fatu etal., 2023). While such aims are not inherently problematic, they tend to locate faith
formation largely within the private sphere. In polarised societies, this orientation risks
insulating Christian education from pressing social and political realities. As a result, CRE may
fail to address the very conditions that shape learners’ public identities and civic dispositions
and it needs to be reimagined as a counter-formative, public pedagogical practice. Counter-
formative pedagogy refers to educational practices that intentionally resist dominant social
formations that produce exclusion, polarisation, and moral closure.

One dominant assumption within many CRE models is the belief that faith education can
remain value-neutral with respect to contested public issues. This assumption is often justified
as a means of preserving unity, avoiding conflict, or maintaining theological purity. However,
educational theorists have consistently argued that neutrality in education is an illusion rather
than a reality (Dewey, 1916; Biesta, 2011). Every pedagogical choice communicates implicit
values, priorities, and visions of the good life. In contexts of polarisation, claims of neutrality
may therefore conceal unexamined alignments with dominant social narratives.

The privatization of Christian education further compounds this problem by detaching faith
from public responsibility. When Christian education focuses exclusively on personal piety or
spiritual well-being, it risks reinforcing a dualism between faith and civic life. Such dualism
limits the capacity of learners to interpret social conflict through theological lenses of justice,
reconciliation, and solidarity (Volf, 2015; Putrawan etal., 2022). Moreover, it leaves
unchallenged the moral frameworks promoted by polarised political cultures. In this sense,
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privatized CRE may unintentionally contribute to moral fragmentation rather than public
discernment.

Normative and doctrinal approaches within CRE also warrant critical examination. While
doctrinal clarity plays an important role in religious identity formation, an uncritical emphasis
on correct belief can foster rigid boundary-making. In polarised societies, such rigidity may
translate into exclusionary attitudes toward those who differ religiously, politically, or culturally.
Haidt (2012) demonstrates how moral absolutism intensifies group antagonism by framing
disagreement as moral failure. Without pedagogical strategies that cultivate humility and
empathy, CRE risks reinforcing binary moral imaginaries.

Critical pedagogues argue that education either reproduces existing power relations or
enables transformative agency (Freire, 1970). Applied to Christian education, this insight
exposes the risk of complicity when CRE avoids critical engagement with injustice, inequality,
and conflict. Silence in the face of polarisation is not a neutral stance but a formative one.
Brookfield (2017) notes that unexamined assumptions in teaching often sustain oppressive
structures. Consequently, CRE that neglects critical reflection may tacitly affirm polarised
worldviews.

Global and plural contexts further intensify the limitations of conventional CRE models.
Schweitzer (2014) and Dwiraharjo et al (2023) emphasizes that religious education in a
globalized world must grapple with diversity, contestation, and intercultural encounter.
Approaches that presume homogenous Christian communities are increasingly disconnected
from social reality. In divided societies, learners encounter difference daily through media,
politics, and interpersonal relationships. CRE that fails to engage these encounters risks
irrelevance and ethical inadequacy.

Moreover, the ambivalent public role of religion amplifies the stakes of Christian education. As
Appleby (2000) observes, religious traditions can serve as sources of peace or engines of
conflict depending on how they are interpreted and enacted. CRE functions as a primary site
where these interpretations are shaped and transmitted. When education emphasizes
certainty over discernment, it may legitimize polarised moral reasoning. Conversely, when it
cultivates critical theological reflection, it can disrupt divisive narratives.

These challenges suggest that Christian Religious Education stands at a crossroads in
polarised societies. For example, in classroom settings, counter-formative CRE may include
structured dialogue on controversial social issues, where students are guided to engage
differing perspectives through theological reflection rather than defensive argumentation. In
Indonesia, this could involve discussions on interreligious relations framed through biblical
themes of neighbour-love and reconciliation. In African contexts, it may include addressing
ethnic conflict through theological narratives of justice and peacebuilding. Such practices
demonstrate how CRE can actively resist polarising tendencies in concrete educational
contexts. Persisting with privatized, doctrinally rigid, or neutrality-oriented models risks
deepening social fragmentation. At the same time, abandoning theological distinctiveness
would undermine the integrity of faith formation. The task, therefore, is not to dilute Christian
education, but to reorient it toward public responsibility and critical engagement.

This critical scrutiny prepares the ground for a constructive reimagining of Christian Religious
Education. If CRE is inherently formative and publicly consequential, then it must intentionally
resist the logics of polarisation. Such resistance requires pedagogical practices that cultivate
dialogue, moral discernment, and civic imagination. The following sections will explore how
Christian Religious Education can function as a counter-formative and public pedagogical
practice capable of fostering civic engagement in divided societies.

If Christian Religious Education is understood as a practice of faith formation oriented toward
love of neighbour, justice, and reconciliation, then its silence in the face of polarisation
constitutes a theological failure. Polarisation undermines the very conditions of mutual
recognition and shared responsibility that Christian faith seeks to cultivate. For this reason,
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resisting polarisation is not an optional pedagogical strategy but a theological obligation. The
question that follows is how Christian Religious Education can enact such resistance in
concrete pedagogical terms. Addressing this question requires reimagining Christian
education as a counter-formative practice.

Resisting Polarisation: Christian Religious Education as Counter-Formative Practice

Resisting polarisation requires first acknowledging that Christian Religious Education (CRE)
operates within the same public and cultural spaces shaped by democratic crisis and identity
conflict. As McCoy et al. (2018) argue, polarisation functions as a systemic condition that
reshapes social norms and moral expectations rather than merely intensifying disagreement.
CRE, therefore, cannot position itself outside these dynamics without becoming socially
irrelevant. Instead, it must intentionally form learners to recognize and resist polarising logics
embedded in contemporary public life.

At a theological level, counter-formative Christian education is grounded in commitments to
human dignity, justice, and reconciliation. Wolterstorff (2011) emphasizes that justice is
inseparable from love, challenging moral frameworks that legitimate exclusion or moral
hierarchy. Such commitments stand in direct tension with polarised moral imaginaries that
divide the world into righteous insiders and illegitimate outsiders (Haidt, 2012). CRE must
therefore cultivate moral discernment that resists absolutism while remaining normatively
grounded. This theological orientation frames resistance to polarisation as an expression of
faithful discipleship.

Theologically, this vision is grounded in the biblical call to reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18—
19), where believers are entrusted with the ministry of restoring relationships rather than
deepening divisions. The command to love one’s neighbour (Mark 12:31) challenges
exclusionary moral frameworks that underpin polarisation. Furthermore, the doctrine of the
imago Dei affirms the inherent dignity of all persons, providing a theological basis for resisting
dehumanisation and moral antagonism. These theological commitments position counter-
formative CRE not merely as a pedagogical strategy, but as a faithful expression of Christian
discipleship.

Pedagogically, resisting polarisation requires moving beyond content transmission toward
critical and dialogical engagement. Freire (1970) reminds us that education either reinforces
dominant ideologies or enables critical consciousness. In polarised societies, dominant
narratives often frame political and cultural opponents as existential threats. CRE that fails to
interrogate these narratives risks reproducing them within religious language. Counter-
formative pedagogy instead equips learners to critically examine how power, fear, and identity
operate within social conflicts.

Public discourse in polarised societies is further shaped by fragmented communication
environments. Sunstein (2017), Bulan, and Simangunsong (2025) demonstrates how digital
media ecosystems intensify group polarisation by limiting exposure to diverse perspectives.
Habermas (2006) warns that such fragmentation undermines the deliberative foundations of
democratic public life. CRE can function as a formative counter-space where learners practice
sustained moral reasoning and respectful disagreement. In doing so, Christian education
contributes to rebuilding communicative capacities essential for democratic coexistence.

Narrative and lived experience remain crucial pedagogical resources for resisting polarisation.
Astley’s (2002) concept of “ordinary theology” highlights how everyday beliefs shape moral
interpretation long before formal doctrine is articulated. By engaging learners’ personal stories
and social experiences, CRE can surface unexamined assumptions that sustain division.
Palmer (2007) emphasizes that teaching from authenticity fosters relational trust and moral
courage. Such practices humanize difference and disrupt abstract moral antagonism.

Resisting polarisation also entails addressing the erosion of social trust and civic bonds.
Putnam (2000) documents how declining civic engagement weakens democratic life and
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communal responsibility. CRE can contribute to rebuilding social capital by forming habits of
cooperation, empathy, and shared moral responsibility. This civic dimension does not dilute
theological identity but extends it into public practice. Faith formation thus becomes
inseparable from the cultivation of responsible citizenship.

In plural and global contexts, counter-formative CRE must explicitly engage religious and
cultural diversity. Schweitzer (2014) argues that religious education today must prepare
learners to navigate difference constructively rather than defensively. Taylor (2007) and
Bahabol (2019) similarly notes that modern pluralism intensifies moral contestation by placing
competing worldviews in constant interaction. CRE that ignores this reality risks fostering
fragile or exclusionary identities. Counter-formative education instead equips learners to
inhabit their faith with openness and humility.

The risk of moral rigidity is particularly acute when religious education emphasizes doctrinal
certainty without critical reflection. Mason (2018) shows how identity-based polarisation
transforms beliefs into hardened markers of belonging. Within CRE, such dynamics may
reinforce in-group loyalty at the expense of ethical responsibility toward others. Miller-
McLemore (2012) cautions that practical theology must attend to lived realities rather than
abstract norms. Counter-formative CRE thus integrates doctrine with contextual discernment.

Importantly, resisting polarisation does not mean erasing conflict or pursuing superficial
harmony. Lederach (1997) and also Lekatompessy and Sopacua, (2024) emphasizes that
sustainable peace emerges through engaging conflict with moral imagination rather than
denying it. CRE should therefore prepare learners to encounter disagreement as a site of
ethical formation. This involves cultivating patience, listening, and accountability within
contested spaces. Such formation resists the moral shortcuts that polarisation encourages.

Christian Religious Education as counter-formative practice challenges the illusion of
neutrality and the comfort of privatization. Drawing on Dewey’s (1916) insight that education
is always socially consequential, CRE must be understood as a public moral practice. By
intentionally resisting polarising logics, Christian education forms subjects capable of
democratic participation and theological discernment. This reorientation prepares the ground
for reimagining civic engagement not as mere participation, but as a faith-informed public
responsibility. The following section will explore how CRE can function as public pedagogy in
plural and polarised societies.

Reimagining Civic Engagement: Christian Religious Education as Public Pedagogy

Reimagining civic engagement begins with rejecting narrow conceptions that reduce
citizenship to formal political participation or partisan alignment. In polarised societies, civic
engagement is increasingly shaped by affective loyalties and identity-based antagonisms
rather than shared democratic responsibility (lyengar et al., 2012). Christian Religious
Education (CRE), understood as public pedagogy, offers a broader vision of civic formation
rooted in moral agency, relational accountability, and the common good. This vision reframes
civic engagement as a formative practice rather than a technical skill. CRE thus contributes to
democracy not by endorsing specific policies but by shaping the kind of citizens democracy
requires.

Public pedagogy refers to educational processes that occur beyond formal political institutions
and shape public consciousness. Giroux (2004) argues that pedagogy is always political
insofar as it produces meanings, values, and social imaginaries. CRE functions as public
pedagogy when it acknowledges its role in shaping learners’ orientations toward power,
difference, and responsibility. This challenges models of religious education that confine faith
formation to private belief or ecclesial spaces. As public pedagogy, CRE participates in the
ongoing moral formation of democratic life.

Habermas (2006) emphasizes that democratic societies depend on communicative practices
that enable mutual understanding across difference. Polarisation undermines these practices
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by replacing deliberation with moral denunciation and strategic silence. CRE can serve as a
pedagogical counter-space where learners practice dialogical reasoning grounded in ethical
and theological reflection. Such formation equips learners to participate in public discourse
without reducing disagreement to enmity. Civic engagement thus becomes an exercise in
moral communication rather than ideological combat.

Reimagined civic engagement also requires attention to identity formation. Fukuyama (2018)
and Mason (2018) show how contemporary politics increasingly mobilize resentment and
recognition claims, intensifying social fragmentation. CRE cannot ignore these dynamics, as
religious identities are often entangled with political ones. As public pedagogy, CRE helps
learners critically examine how identities are formed, defended, and weaponized in public life.
This critical engagement enables learners to inhabit their identities without absolutizing them.

The contribution of CRE to civic life lies not in producing consensus but in cultivating civic
virtues necessary for pluralism. Biesta (2011) argues that democratic education should focus
on subjectification—forming individuals capable of responsible action amid disagreement.
CRE aligns with this aim by fostering moral courage, humility, and responsibility toward others.
Such virtues are indispensable in societies where democratic norms are strained by
polarisation. Civic engagement is thus reimagined as ethical participation rather than
ideological victory.

Christian theological resources further deepen this reimagining of civic engagement. Volf
(2015) emphasizes that public faith involves discerning how convictions are expressed
responsibly within shared civic spaces. This perspective resists both withdrawal from public
life and coercive moralism. CRE as public pedagogy forms learners to engage civic life with
integrity, restraint, and attentiveness to the common good. Faith-informed civic engagement
thus becomes dialogical and accountable rather than triumphalist.

Importantly, CRE as public pedagogy must remain attentive to its own limits and risks. Appleby
(2000) reminds us of the ambivalence of religion, which can either foster reconciliation or
intensify conflict. Without critical reflection, CRE may unintentionally reinforce polarising
narratives under the guise of moral certainty. Public pedagogy therefore requires ongoing self-
critique and openness to correction. Such reflexivity strengthens rather than weakens CRE’s
public contribution.

Reimagining civic engagement through Christian Religious Education entails a shift from
outcome-oriented participation to formative presence. Dewey (1916) insists that democracy is
not merely a system of governance but a mode of associated living learned through practice.
CRE, as public pedagogy, contributes to this democratic way of life by forming dispositions of
engagement, care, and responsibility. In doing so, it resists polarisation not only through
critique but through sustained formative work. This reimagining positions Christian education
as a vital, though often overlooked, resource for democratic renewal in divided societies.

Pedagogical Implications for Christian Religious Education in Plural Contexts

The preceding analysis suggests that Christian Religious Education (CRE) in plural contexts
must be intentionally designed as a formative response to polarisation rather than as a neutral
transmission of religious knowledge. Pedagogy cannot be separated from its social effects,
since educational practices inevitably shape learners’ civic dispositions and moral orientations
(Dewey, 1916; Biesta, 2011; Setiawan etal., 2024). In plural societies, this implies that CRE
should explicitly prepare learners to engage difference, disagreement, and conflict as ordinary
features of public life. Pedagogical intentionality thus emerges as a core ethical responsibility
of Christian educators.

One key implication concerns curriculum orientation. CRE curricula should move beyond
inward-looking faith formation toward integrative frameworks that connect theological
reflection with social realities. Groome’s (1980) shared praxis model provides a robust
foundation for linking Christian narratives with lived experience and public concerns. Such
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integration enables learners to interpret social issues theologically without collapsing faith into
ideology. Curriculum design therefore becomes a crucial site for cultivating civic imagination
alongside religious identity.

A second implication relates to pedagogical method. Dialogical, participatory, and reflective
approaches are essential for forming learners capable of resisting polarising logics. Brookfield
(2017), Lumbangaol, and Aritonang (2025) emphasizes that critical reflection enables learners
to uncover hidden assumptions that shape beliefs and actions. Within CRE, this involves
interrogating how religious language, symbols, and narratives may unintentionally reinforce
exclusion or moral superiority. Pedagogical practices that encourage questioning and self-
examination ultimately strengthen, rather than weaken, faith formation.

Teacher formation represents another crucial pedagogical implication. Palmer (2007) argues
that teaching emerges from the identity and integrity of the teacher, not merely from technique.
In polarised contexts, Christian educators must cultivate moral courage, reflexivity, and
relational openness. This requires ongoing formation that integrates theological depth with
pedagogical discernment. Teachers thus become embodied witnesses to non-polarising
modes of engagement.

In practice, this means that assessment in CRE should move beyond testing doctrinal recall
toward evaluating students’ ability to engage in ethical reasoning, dialogue, and self-reflection.
For example, students may be assessed through reflective essays on social issues,
participation in structured dialogue, or projects addressing community concerns. Such
assessment practices prioritise growth in moral discernment and civic responsibility rather
than mere cognitive mastery.

In plural societies, CRE must also cultivate competencies for interreligious and intercultural
engagement. Schweitzer (2014) notes that religious education today must prepare learners
for global and multifaith realities. Pedagogical practices should therefore include encounters
with other traditions that emphasize mutual understanding rather than comparative
dominance. This orientation does not require theological relativism but instead demands
epistemic humility and ethical openness. CRE thus supports learners in inhabiting their faith
responsibly amid diversity.

Finally, pedagogical implications extend beyond classroom practices to institutional posture.
Christian educational institutions must critically examine whether their policies, cultures, and
public stances reinforce polarisation or model constructive engagement. Appleby’s (2000)
insight into the ambivalence of religion underscores the importance of institutional self-
awareness. CRE that aspires to public relevance must embody the virtues it seeks to cultivate.
Collectively, these pedagogical implications prepare the ground for articulating the article’s
concluding normative contribution.

Conclusion: Toward Faithful and Responsible Citizenship

This article has argued that polarisation represents a profound social, political, and moral
challenge that directly implicates Christian Religious Education (CRE). In divided societies,
polarisation reshapes identities, moral judgments, and civic relationships in ways that
educational practices cannot ignore. The analysis demonstrated that conventional models of
CRE—whether privatized, normatively rigid, or ostensibly neutral—are insufficient for
addressing these realities and may unintentionally reproduce exclusionary logics. Reframing
CRE as a counter-formative practice, the article advanced the normative claim that resisting
polarisation is intrinsic to faithful Christian education rather than an optional pedagogical
concern.

By conceptualizing CRE as public pedagogy, this study reimagined civic engagement as the
formation of moral agency, dialogical capacity, and responsibility toward the common good
rather than partisan participation. The article highlighted concrete pedagogical implications for
curriculum design, teaching methods, assessment, teacher formation, and institutional
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posture, while acknowledging the need for further empirical research in diverse contexts.
Christian Religious Education cannot retreat into neutrality or privatization amid deepening
social division. As a formative and publicly consequential practice, CRE is called to cultivate
alternative moral and civic imaginaries grounded in justice, dignity, and relational
responsibility, thereby contributing to the fragile work of sustaining plural democracy in
polarised societies. This study is limited by its conceptual approach and does not include
empirical data from specific educational contexts. As such, its claims remain normative and
theoretical. Future research should investigate how counter-formative CRE is implemented in
practice, particularly in diverse cultural settings such as Indonesia and other plural societies.
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