Religion in the classroom: the implications of comparing the How, Why, and What of Belief in Christianity and Buddhism.

As an academic subject offered in the senior years of schooling in Queensland, Study of Religion expects students to examine cultures and belief systems both foreign and familiar to them. Central to the aims of Study of Religion is to make that which is foreign or misunderstood more familiar, while that which students may think is more familiar is challenged and explored. It is here that the opportunities for educators are many and various, for what is familiar can be used by teachers as a base and framework for students to open their eyes to the greater complexities inherent to the how, why and what of belief systems around the world. In this essay a comparison of Christianity and Buddhism will be used to discuss the implications of teaching the familiar and the unfamiliar, through the senior subject of Study of Religion, in the context of the Queensland Education system (QSA-Study of Religion). The intimate relationship between religion and faith (or belief) suggests that teachers of an academic study of religion should consider the place of questions and questioning obtained through dialogue with practitioners of a particular religion. Therefore the primary sources of information used for comparing Christianity and Buddhism in this essay are the actual practitioners of these two world religions. Questions asked of interviewees were based on Ninian Smart’s theory of 7 dimensions of religion (Smart, pp.9-21), and for this reason there is much in this essay that covers and considers the central elements of their religion (as well as the way that personal experiences of religion involve doubts and questions), how different world religions respond to intellectual inquiry and opposition to faith, how communities deal with misunderstandings of their faith and how the exegesis of spiritual and sacred texts is usually undertaken within a faith-tradition. 
In many Queensland schools, it is typical to find that aspects of the Christian religion are the most familiar to students (this reflects many of the basic Christian values and traditions that have helped form traditional Anglo-Australian culture), even while the complexities and history of it tend to be little understood (Centre For Policy And Development Systems). This is demonstrated, for example, by a lack of awareness in Australian society, even amongst practicing Australian Christians, of the ancient branches of Christianity that originated (and continue to survive) in the Middle East – the very birthplace of Christianity itself. An examination of one of these branches of Christianity (the Coptic Christian community of Brisbane) in this essay provides a construct for examining the potential ways that lack of knowledge and understanding, even on a religion that may be seen as familiar by senior students, can be addressed in the Study of Religion classroom. In contrast to this, this essay will examine Buddhism - the fastest growing emergent religion in Australia (Ministry For Immigration); represented in this essay by the Thai Buddhist community of Brisbane. This essay will consider how the Buddhist religion, foreign to the majority of students and teachers alike in its worldviews and practices, can be introduced and taught effectively in the classroom – in other words how can it be made more familiar? 

Christianity has a long and complex history, a myriad of branches and forms of Christianity have emerged over a period of some 2000 years. Councils have been held, divisions have formed, and orthodox and heterodox churches have vied for converts or for survival. Students may be generally familiar with some of these divisions – Catholic, Anglican, Lutheran, Baptist, and Uniting and other major Western Churches. Other more ancient traditions and divisions of Christianity are more likely harder for students to identify, to a lesser extent this applies to the Eastern Orthodox Churches (usually Greek or Russian), but particularly to the Oriental Orthodox Churches (Armenian, Coptic, Ethiopian, & Syrian), the Eastern Catholic Churches (Maronite, Byzantine & Chaldean) and the once mighty Assyrian Church of the East (centred in the Parthian and Sassanian empires of Persia). (Palmer, The Jesus Sutras, pp.1-20) The study of more familiar Christian denominations in itself offers up great complexities for students to consider, but when dealing with denominations students are unlikely to have heard of, how can these denominations be made relevant and interesting to students?
Of the earliest branches of the Christian Church, one of the oldest is the Coptic or Egyptian Church. By tradition the Egyptian or Coptic Church was founded by St Mark the Apostle in the AD 50’s, (Wikipedia: Coptic Christianity) and remained unified with the rest of the Church until the Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD (with the exception of the Church of the East, centred in Persia, which had previously separated from the rest of the Church, in 431 AD). (The Religious World, p.324 & p.330)  In Egypt the Greek and Egyptian members of the Church became separated by the proclamations of the Council of Chalcedon and only in the 20th century have genuine efforts been made by the Coptic Church and the Greek Orthodox Church to overcome their subsequent differences (Wikipedia: Coptic Christianity). The Coptic Church has also engaged in ecumenical dialogue with Latin rite and Eastern Catholic Churches, but other differences remain strong – particularly relations between the Coptic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East. As with most of the Apostolic, orthodox churches, the doctrinal divergences between Protestant denominations and the Coptic Church are many and variable.       

Similarly Buddhism, as the fastest growing religion in Australia has achieved some basic recognition within Australian society, yet at the same time it is often misunderstood and its followers mischaracterized (Bishop Piper). There are many branches of Buddhism too – Tibetan, Theravada and Mahayana and their many subsets – and the differences between these branches of Buddhism can potentially be confusing for students – as with any major world religion. (The Religious World, p. 182) The oldest surviving form of Buddhism is the Theravaden, conservative by comparison to its offshoots and closest in practice and tradition to the original Buddhist communities that arose in India well before the time of Christ. (Ibid, pp.127-197) Thailand, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Vietnam and other parts of South East Asia are the heartland areas of contemporary Theravaden Buddhism. (Ibid.) In the 20th and 21st centuries Theravaden Buddhist communities have also spread into many Western countries – the United States, Canada, Australia, France and Britain in particular. (Ibid) The Thai Buddhist community of Brisbane is one of these emigrant communities, still tied in culture to Thai practices, but now surrounded by the larger secular Anglo-Celtic culture of Brisbane. As a religion from Asia, with practices and culture so very different to mainstream Australian culture the challenges of teaching students about Buddhism certainly exist, but are certainly not insurmountable. 

Ninian Smart, in his influential and perhaps seminal work, Dimensions of the Sacred: An Anatomy of the World's Beliefs, describes a religion (or an organized worldview) as having seven dimensions – ritual, narrative (mythic), experiential and emotional, social, doctrinal, ethical and material. Each dimension can have more or less importance to those that practice it, depending on the size of a community that is practicing the religion and the social circumstances within which it its practitioners find themselves. (Smart, Dimensions of the Sacred, pp. 9-21)

In the Coptic Christian and Thai Buddhist communities of Brisbane the social element to religion is particularly demonstrated and is of particular importance. For example the Coptic Christian community in Brisbane is still quite small (about 100 families – but growing), and for this reason particularly seeks to encourage the continuation of Coptic practises and faith amongst the community, not only through Church services but through functions and other social gatherings. (Father David Mahrous) Sub-cultural factors thus provide the framework to keeping the Coptic community together, or as Father David Mahrous explains it, “Because the community in Brisbane is an immigrant community the ties within it are very strong – [particularly] due to language and culture factors.” The combination of language (Arabic) and cultural (Egyptian) needs is thus of central importance to an immigrant middle-eastern Christian community surrounded by a larger secular Australian society and locally mainstream Christian denominations (largely Protestant or Catholic), which often have quite different theological emphases and beliefs (particularly Protestant). 

The reality of such a small community in Brisbane and of other smaller communities in Australia can be a frustrating one for Coptic Christians. Father David elaborates on this, “There is a general lack of awareness of what Coptic Christianity is about, who a Coptic Christian even is [in Australia].” This lack of awareness can cause misunderstandings and potential problems for Coptic practitioners in Australia, “The Middle Eastern look to practitioners can cause misunderstandings – many assume we are Muslims. I have had people think that I am a Rabbi, despite the cross I wear…” It is interesting to note that in the wake of the September 11 attacks in New York and Washington, arsonists targeted a number of middle-eastern churches across Australia because they were thought to be Islamic institutions (Southern Cross Online). This can be the price of ignorance and misunderstanding, but as a subject Study of Religion has the capability to help rectify such problems – this requires the diligence of teachers, in consultation with students to identify issues that can be explored and that are relevant. Lack of understanding about Middle-Eastern Churches, such as the Coptic Church, is not just limited to the broader secular society of Australia however. Father David expresses what is the experience for most Coptic practitioners, for from their fellow Christians in Australia they find a, “Lack of awareness about Middle Eastern Christianity, even though it is the heart of Christianity – even though it is bound up in the origin of Christianity.” 

This only further emphasizes the need for teachers of Study of Religion to be aware of the larger landscape of Christianity, and to pass this awareness on to students. For teachers the trap is to speak about Christianity in almost exclusively Western terms, even when dealing with early Church history. This is an easy and perhaps even understandable trap to fall into, but should be avoided in the academic context of teaching about Christianity through Study of Religion. This is not to say that teachers cannot emphasize Western forms of Christianity, but emphasis is very different from exclusivity. Christianity, it must be emphasized, is not just Roman Catholic or Protestant. At the very least the major divisions of Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Eastern Catholic and Church of the East need to be considered – at the very least students should be aware that there is a larger Christian world out there. As students delve into the history of Christianity the need to understand the divisions that have arisen in it becomes only more relevant – for it is at this time in history that many of these divisions are being dealt with by the ancient apostolic churches.  Furthermore many of the more ancient branches of Christianity have established or are establishing communities in Western countries such as Australia – including the Coptic Church. These communities face misunderstandings from the broader cultures they settle into – often from Western Christians. This is where a subject like Study of Religion should come to the forefront; it can help students to understand the diversity and complexity inherent to Christianity and indeed to any religion. Awareness of this basic complexity allows students to grasp the ancient nature of Christianity as a belief system, while asking students to consider how newer Christian movements (particularly Pentecostal) challenge the more ancient traditions of Christianity as the voice of Christianity in a globalised and homogenized world. (Wikipedia, Coptic Christianity)

The Coptic Church has a range of ecclesiastical authorities that oversee the community – deacons, priests and bishops, with the Patriarch of Alexandria (Northern Egypt), Pope Shenouda III as the most important and authoritative of these. While this construct may initially appear similar to that of the Catholic Church for example, there are important differences that teachers of Study of Religion should note for students. The Coptic Pope is not seen as the supreme head of the entire Christian Church, as Father David explains, “Pope, because he is father of the people; [the] ‘father of fathers’. We do not [however] consider him the supreme head of the Christian Church as the Catholics do.” In the classroom context a comparison of the ecclesiastical apostolic churches would make these differences clearer and help to clearly delineate the practices of Protestant based churches from the various forms of Christian Orthodoxy. 

Certainly other important differences from the Roman Catholic model (Catholic Encyclopedia) are apparent and important to note, for example Coptic priests are typically, “Chosen by a congregation or by a bishop”, this allows the lay members of the community to have more involvement and say in those who lead them. As with the majority of the non-Roman Catholic Apostolic Churches, in the Coptic Church, “Priests can be married and [indeed] are encouraged to be married.” While the Coptic Church does not encourage celibacy for the priesthood, it is nonetheless seen as a central characteristic for monastic devotional service to God from within a Coptic community. Monasticism has a particularly deep connection within Coptic Christianity; the monastic movement of the early Church actually began in Egypt in the early fourth century AD under the guidance and teaching of St Anthony. (Wikipedia) In a Monastery, “Monks are celibate, so as to devote themselves to God.”  Monasteries are a Coptic Christian community’s ultimate expression of devotion to God, a community has after all to support and uphold a monastery’s existence. And indeed as the Coptic community in Brisbane grows, “A monastery will be set up in Brisbane in the near future.” This element of monasticism within the Coptic Church provides an interesting similarity between the Thai Buddhist community and the Coptic Christian community in Brisbane and in communities around the world – both share a belief in the contemplative tradition. Of course this not true of most of the Protestant based Christian communities in Australia and for this reason it would probably be necessary for teachers of Study of Religion to cover the history of monasticism in Church history and perhaps compare this with the rise of monasticism within Buddhism - if comparing the two. 

Buddhism in general, and certainly the Thai Buddhist community in Brisbane also greatly emphasize the importance of monasticism; a monk after all is on the path to Nibbana (Pali for Nirvana) (An Introduction to Buddhism, p.20) and freedom from the karmic cycle of rebirth (samsara) –what all Buddhists ultimately seek for, even if only in a future life. (Ibid. pp. 39-44) Of course Buddhism also very strongly emphasizes the place of family and the community, but supporting a monastery is a sign of faith and goodwill from a community towards those who are undertaking the path towards enlightenment – a basic similarity to Coptic Christianity. Reverend Chonlatish describes the integrated aspect of a Buddhist community, “The community has to be in harmony, everyone must respect each other, for example the community has to teach children to respect each other, parents and older people. This brings harmony and keeps the community together.” To keep this spirit alive the community in Brisbane seeks to share everything. Every Sunday Thai language and culture classes are held with the children of the community to preserve the community’s identity – this is especially important for a religious community surrounded by a dominant Western Anglo-Saxon secular culture and society. For this reason the Brisbane community must emphasize the traditional values of Thai society, such as proscribed roles for its members. There are specific duties for husbands, wives, and students and for children. A husband must honour his wife, be courteous, and be faithful to her. A wife should look after the household in a well-managed way and be skillful and industrious in her duties. Parents should keep a child from evil, educate their child and arrange their marriage or support a boy’s monkly duty (depending on whether a boy chooses to pursue marriage or monkhood). Children are required to be grateful to their parents, to work for them as required, to uphold the family’s honour and traditions, and to support them in their old age if necessary.

As with the Coptic Christian community in Brisbane, relations with those in the larger Australian society and its sub-cultures can be difficult at times. Reverend Chonlatish describes how some people in the wider Australian community mistake them for Hare Krishna’s (who are often viewed negatively because of their missionary behaviour), on some occasions they have had people (especially young people) swear at them and abuse them. To combat this, the community has a harmony day, Reverend Chonlatish describes this as: “A festival we have to help the community understand [who we are].” As with the Coptic Christian community in Brisbane, Study of Religion as an academic examination of world religions is well placed to help bring understanding about Buddhism to the young people of the broader Queensland community and prevent the misunderstandings which can lead to intolerance of sub-cultures such as the Thai-Buddhist community of Brisbane. Buddhism, with its many complexities (the seeming lack of a God for example), will of course be unfamiliar to most students, but this can be used to advantage. For example a teacher could start off a unit on Buddhism by emphasizing the element of mystery – that is, a religion thousands of years old, steeped in lore, traditions and teachings that reflect the wisdom of centuries and the movement of Buddhism into many and various cultures and sub-cultures around the world (which has led to the formation of communities in Australia). 

The social dimension of religion, as put forward by Ninian Smart, allows perhaps the easiest methods for overcoming students’ lack of knowledge about the unfamiliar? That is, the shared values cultures possess, and that are particularly relevant to understanding the nature of Religions as social entities, can be used to connect students to what they are studying. For example, when questioned further about the importance of social bonds, Father David, just as Reverend Chonlatish, emphasised the importance of family as the backbone to a healthy Coptic Christian community, “We place a huge emphasis on the family. We emphasise the love that exists in the family, for from that springs all other bonds within the family.” For students such knowledge should really allow them to emphasize with Coptic Christianity, or indeed with any unfamiliar communities of Christians, and of course also with a Buddhist community such as the Thai one in Brisbane. In this context, within the classroom, students could discuss their ideas of family and how important they think family is to preserving the traditions and beliefs of a social entity. They could also talk about their own family and the role that they and their parents play in it – and how important they think this to the fabric of Australian society. Of course appropriate consideration would have to be given to students from broken homes and perhaps some discussion of the breakdown of family groups would also be relevant. In any case whether students view their family, or any social entity discussed, as religious or not should not matter, instead the concepts of shared values and worldviews between differing communities should come to the fore and open students eyes to how important the social element of a religion is in understanding it. 

With such connections established it should be easier to draw students into such dimensions of a religion as doctrine. Ninian Smart suggests that doctrine usually refers to a structured account of ideas found in an unstructured way in sacred literature. Certainly this is especially true of the Christian religion, as well as Judaism and Islam. In the Coptic Church, as with other Christian denominations the most important doctrines are settled around the belief that Jesus the Christ is the Son of God and that, “Without him there is no salvation and him alone”. The most important texts (unstructured ideas) that form such doctrines are those texts found within the Bible. But! Which Bible? The Coptic Christian community in Brisbane is faced with the difficulty of not being able to access translated versions of the Egyptian Coptic Bible into English. To overcome this difficulty Father David uses a New King James translation in English Church services (Arabic and Coptic language services are also held), which he considers to be a closely accurate rendition of the Coptic Bible, “The New King James is used, we consider this a translation rather than an interpretation as many other versions are…We use Coptic language texts as the basis for judging translations/interpretations – Greek texts as well.” The New King James is of course a Protestant Bible and thus does not contain any of the ‘extra’ passages and books found within the Egyptian Coptic Bible. Protestants typically call these extra books Apocrypha, implying that they are not scripture, in the Coptic Church however, as in the Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and other Oriental churches they are simply called Deutrocanonical books (meaning their canonicity was confirmed at a later point than some other biblical books), and to access these Father David describes how, “We use a Revised Standard Version Deutrocanonical Bible”. This immediately provides material for an interesting research lesson for students, that is, can they find out why there are varying Bibles in different Christian traditions? Such research and any resulting discussion would help students to see the Bible in a new light and provide an excellent precursor to any lessons where students were examining the formation of Bible canons in Jewish and Christian history. Such knowledge could also be used by students to better explain the different doctrines that emerge when varying Bible canons are used amongst different churches – in an assessment students could examine various passages from the Deutrocanonical books to describe what types of doctrines these could inspire, for example, purgatory in the Roman Catholic Church (as compared to those churches which do not accept the Deutrocanonical books as scripture). (Catholic Encyclopedia)

In any case the Coptic Church generally interprets the Bible based on tradition, especially on the interpretation of the early Christian Fathers. General rules of hermeneutics for interpreting the Bible do exist however, of primary importance is to, “Interpret the Bible as a whole, we don’t take a verse out of context, for example, ‘The Father is greater than I’ is complimented by ‘I and the Father are one’.” The Bible is complimented by the centrality of apostolic succession in the Coptic Church, Father David describes this as central to their affirmation of faith, “Our faith has been passed from the Apostles, St Mark in the Coptic Church, and…has remained unchanged.” From bishop to bishop, priest-to-priest, patriarch-to-patriarch, the Coptic Church believes that the authority of the early apostles has been passed down through to the present age and thus that Coptic Christianity, “Contains the idea of original Christianity as taught by Jesus and the Apostles.” In essence this means that the Bible and the apostolic successor (bishop or priest) have co-authority in matters of doctrine. Just as the apostles spoke with authority, without the need to rely on the written word, so too do their successors have that same authority from God. This is something that most Protestant based churches (excluding most Anglican and some Lutheran branches) would not recognize or hold to be necessary – certainly not in the same sense meant within the Coptic or other Orthodox churches. (The Religious World, pp. 301-359) Conversely Coptic Christians, such as Father David, would not recognize any apostolic authority in Protestant pastors or deacons who either do not claim or can trace their authority to a bishopric founded by one of the apostles. In contrast the apostolic succession of other Orthodox churches is usually recognized by the Coptic Church, that is, Roman Catholic, Eastern Catholic, Eastern Orthodox (Russian and Greek), and other Oriental Orthodox churches associated quite strongly with the Coptic Church - due to the controversies of the Council of Chalcedon. (Wikipedia)

As with most creedal churches found within Christianity the doctrinal principles found within the 10 commandments, the Apostles Creed and the Nicean Creed are central to the Coptic Christian faith. Father David describes how, “They have different dimensions, the 10 commandments have a spiritual dimension, and the Apostles Creed has a theological dimension. They compliment each other to give us the faith as a whole.”

Father David emphasizes that in contrast to some non-creedal churches this means that the Coptic faith is, “…Definitely not just about emotional experiences – there is a spiritual, psychological, and physical dimension to our faith or worship.” Examples of this strong physical dimension include such practices as honoring Saints relics and using a range of Prostrations for various circumstances, such as prostrations of forgiveness, worship, glorification, and respect (towards a Bishop or Patriarch). The most central and abiding doctrine of Coptic Christianity is however the Seven Sacraments of faith – found within all Orthodox Christian churches (Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox and Church of the East). (The Religious World, pp.335-336) The sacraments are of fundamental consequence and sacredness, the most significant being the Four Redemptive Sacraments needed for salvation: 1. Baptism; 2 Confirmation or Chrismation; 3 Repentance and Confession; 4 The Eucharist (the true blood and true body of Jesus), but which are complimented by the Three Non-Redemptive Sacraments: 5. Marriage; 6 Anointing of the sick; and 7 Priesthood.” These are doctrines that bind the community together in shared values. Most Protestant churches tend to reject the majority of these sacraments (usually only Baptism and Communion are kept) and for this reason, according to Father David, “The main difference between non-apostolic and Apostolic Churches is the Sacraments and the reliance on tradition.” In a study of Christianity within the classroom context, the teacher would have to explain why such differences exist between Protestant and Orthodox Christians and if such differences can be overcome to any degree. 

It is also worth noting that the Coptic Church does not subscribe to some of the Catholic and Protestant theology which has emerged in the 19th and 20th centuries, teaching of such concepts as Abrahamic Religion and the concept of the spirit of Jesus working through many religions. (The Religious World, pp.353-354) Father David almost emphatically states that while some non-Christian religions “Might promote morally sound principles, any religion that does not acknowledge our Lord and Jesus Christ as God and Saviour is fundamentally flawed.” This reflects the widespread Christian belief that, “You can have all the works in the world, but salvation is through Jesus.” Father David does temper this somewhat however, noting that in regards to “Salvation, God is judge of all; he judges the hearts of all.” Such central doctrines would have to be examined in a study of Christianity, student activities could range from examining the sources of such doctrines, Bible and tradition, to why such doctrines have been challenged by some Christians, and to why some Christians have turned to other religions or integrated the beliefs of other religions into their own Christian based beliefs and doctrines. Such understandings would better enable students to understand how Christians are facing the challenges of old and new religious viewpoints, which have especially found a place in the West. 

One such religion is of course Buddhism; many Buddhist communities from varying traditions have been set up in Western countries around the world. When examining Buddhist doctrines and the scriptures (or sutras) from which they are obtained, there is much within the sutras that is different in inspiration to Christian scriptures, particularly those parts of the Pali Canon, for example, which could be defined as philosophical discussion – that is, containing multifaceted, highly developed theories of reason and language, which do not fit exactly into Smart’s definition of structured ideas from unstructured ideas. (Smart, Dimensions of the Sacred, pp.9-21) Nonetheless Smart’s definition does hold true for many of the central doctrines of Buddhism. The Pali Canon for example, central to Theravaden Buddhism (Mahayana Buddhism uses a Sanskrit canon), (An Introduction to Buddhism, p.4) contains 45 books, the verses of which are applicable to various situations according to Reverend Chonlatish, of the Thai Buddhist community in Brisbane. For example the Buddha says, “Don’t do bad thing, do good thing”, this is a verse that can be applied to many situations in which a Buddhist might find himself/herself. How they interpret this verse to a particular situation will decide how they react to that situation. Depending on the situation of course there may be many verses that are applicable. 

Significant examples of doctrine within Buddhism include the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold path to enlightenment and the Five Precepts – these are in fact central to all forms of Buddhism. The four noble truths represent the central doctrine of Buddhist belief, describing the nature of life and the need for escape or salvation from it. Reverend Chonlatish, , describes the truths as follows, 

The 1st noble truth is that life is Suffering, suffering is like a flu, [if we get a flu we ask], why is the flu happening to us? The answer is, “we didn’t keep the body warm.” [This is the 2nd noble truth], Desire is the cause of suffering. If we want to fix the flu we have to turn to a doctor or medicine to do so, this is the 3rd noble truth, we have to finish suffering – cause its cessation. The 4th noble is the eightfold path – this is the solution to suffering.”

The eightfold path could be likened to the equivalent of salvation in Christianity. It is what achieves release (moksa) for humans, releasing them from the cycle of death and rebirth, which is caused by suffering, which is in turn caused by desire. (An Introduction to Buddhism, p.164) The eight-fold path is about achieving the end of want. To end want one must achieve right understanding; right thought; right speech; right action; right livelihood; right effort; right mindfulness; and right concentration. The achievement of these characteristics is the end of want and the realization of true reality – there are no more delusions in place. In Theravaden Buddhism the attainment of the eightfold path can be an arduous process, achieved through sophisticated methods of meditation and action. Many of the forms of Mahayana Buddhism by contrast seek the aid of Buddha’s and deities to help in the eightfold path towards enlightenment. (An Introduction to Buddhism, pp. 129-138)
The Five Precepts are also somewhat similar to the 10 Commandments used in Judaism and Christianity - certainly in intention. The Five Precepts command Buddhists to not take another life, to not steal, to be honest in family, to not lie and to not lose the mind – either through getting drunk or through taking drugs. Reverend Chonlatish calls these, “Guidelines for people to practice.” Punishment for breaking these precepts of life is inflicted by karma. Reverend Chonlatish defines karma as being, “The most essential form of punishment – inbuilt and indwelling.” In other words any punishment humans could devise would fall short of the consequences someone has brought on themselves by doing wrong, in this life or the next. Explaining the similarities between the 10 Commandments and the Five Precepts would provide an easy way for students to examine how different cultures and religions around the world have had or have some similar concerns about the need for rules that should govern life and behavior. Karma provides more difficulties; it is not a view of existence ingrained into Australian society, as is the case in Thailand or other Asian nations. To enable students to really begin to understand karma as an all-encompassing worldview it would probably be needful for document studies or primary source interviews to be done. Either a class excursion could be arranged to a Buddhist temple, or it could be arranged for a Buddhist monk or Reverend to visit a school. This is certainly something Reverend Chonlatish sees, as positive, “If people want to learn more about Buddhism they can just be taught. When you learn about Buddhism you learn what the mind knows, you learn choices. Buddhism just tells you what you have, then you can make choices.”

One of the most useful dimensions of religion to study for students may well be the ritual dimension of religion. The ritual dimension of religion provides important insight into the everyday methods used to achieve links to the sacred for students. In a ritual sense this refers to various patterned behaviours. Rituals can be very formal or they can be part of normal everyday activities, though normally they share structure. That is, rituals are repeated, structured activity (usually physical and vocal, but sometimes mental). Examples of ritual behaviour include such activities as prostrating to sacred people, places, and things – as is common in Buddhism -, meditation, feast days, scriptural readings, hymn singing and liturgy. (Smart, Dimensions of the Sacred, pp.9-21)

In Thai Buddhism rituals are found expressed in remembrance days (based on the lunar calendar) such as Visakha Bucha day: 22 May - the date on which the Buddha was believed to have been born, achieved enlightenment (Nibbana) and passed away (in different years). (The Religious World, p.146) On such remembrance days, devout Buddhists will gather in their local temple, achieve merit by donating money, listen to a Reverend or Abbot’s sermon; and mediate on the Buddha’s teaching by walking around a Pagoda Chapel three times. (Reverend Chonlatish) Other significant rituals include marriage ceremonies, entry into monkhood, meditating on the Buddha, achieving merit for family and oneself by performing ritual ceremonies for manhood or womanhood or for protecting ones crops or village, studying the Dhamma, and supporting the local monastery or temple. Monks perform daily meditations; daily study, daily prayers and daily tasks designed to support and nourish not only the monastery but also the community it is supported by. (The Religious World, pp.142-143) This connectedness between what Westerners might call Church and State shows the all-encompassing nature of Buddhism. It is a worldview that calls for daily and structured activity that is aimed at achieving good karma and living the middle-way – not too much and not too little - that the Buddha taught. (Reverend Chonlatish) This all-encompassing nature will probably be seen as unusual for many Queensland students growing up in a culture where Church and State are quite purposively separated. This provides excellent opportunities for teachers to challenge their notions of what makes an effective society. Of course the Buddhist communities that live in the West, such as the Thai Buddhist community of Brisbane, conversely live in cultures quite different from their own. Teachers of Study of Religion could thus examine the impact of Australian or Western cultural values on such communities and how this may have changed them.     
In the Coptic Church by contrast ritual behaviour has perhaps a stark centrality, usually based on the importance of the calendar or the specific elements found within the Church service. Rituals range from bowing to a priest or bishop to show respect, praying to God using icons, such as the icon of the Annunciation, or the icon of Mary as Theotakos or Mother of God. (Father David Mahrous) Feast rituals provide an intriguing insight into the ancient nature of Coptic rituals, Father David describes how “At certain feasts we pray on various substances; for example, fragrant oils, holy water (we make water holy by praying on it), and olive oil…To use the substance as a blessing that is anointed with them”. These are practises that not only spring from the early Church, the practises of the Church Fathers and the Saints and their congregations but practises that reflect the importance of oil and water in the ancient near east. An examination of such practises and beliefs in the ancient world would provide an excellent background study for students. Students could do research to discover why such substances were so important in rituals (such as blessing and anointing) and why churches like the Coptic Church still practise and use these substances in a similar context. Similarly if Students were moving on to Buddhism or comparing Buddhism and Christianity they could examine if Buddhists also share a reverence for such substances and if this in any way a reflection of the ancient world that these two religions come from.

Liturgy is the ritual of utmost importance in the Coptic Church. Father David describes liturgy as being the, “The epitome of worship”. As the central structure of a Church mass or service, “Liturgical prayers are very important because they have been passed down by the spiritual fathers of the Church, who we believe were led by the Holy Spirit.” Liturgy is thus found in many of the practises of the Coptic Church, even outside the mass, for example, Father David describes how, “Whatever feasts we have celebrating our Lord’s life, we celebrate with the Eucharist and with liturgy.” Liturgical prayers are so central to having a relationship with God that they are also used in private, for example, “[The] Agpia [or] Prayer Book is highly structured [in its use for feasts and for the mass] but is also used privately.” The liturgy of the Coptic Church is usually spoken or sung in the Coptic language. The Coptic language is in fact the last living remnant of the language spoken by the ancient Egyptians, (Wikipedia) and this fact should provide a point of interest to students studying Christianity (for example - if examining Coptic Christian liturgy). This also means that when introducing Coptic Christianity to students, teachers can present the Coptic Church as the surviving remnant of the ancient Egyptian people and culture – latching onto the natural fascination that people have for Egyptian history and religion. 

Buddhism and Christianity are ancient religions, founded by great teachers, proselytised by the disciples of these sages and spread throughout large parts of the world. Both traditions emphasize the need for salvation from the inherent trappings of the earthly plane, Christianity tending to emphasize the nature of sin and the need to be saved from it, while Buddhism emphasizes the need to escape the karmic cycle of samsara (death and rebirth), which entraps the streams of consciousness (as opposed to the Hindu idea of the atman or soul) in forms of delusion such as suffering or attachment. The problems with teaching these respective religions to students lie both in their familiarity and unfamiliarity. In the case of Christianity students may believe they already know most of what there is to know about this ancient and widespread religion. The facts are far different however, as Father David Mahrous has pointed out, few Australian Christians (let alone the wider Australian community) know who the Coptic or other Middle-Eastern Christians are. Few will have heard much about the Persian Church of the East or the Armenian Church. Doctrines and scriptures and rituals central to these churches are ancient practises and are unfamiliar and foreign to many Christian students, particularly Christians from a Protestant background, and particularly students from a Pentecostal Evangelical background. Even many Roman Catholic students may not have heard of their Eastern Catholic brethren and certainly many have not heard of the smaller Oriental Christian groups. The study of Buddhism only emphasises students’ unfamiliarity with the world and its massive religious diversity. Teachers of Study of Religion thus have an almost sacred task thrust upon them. Their job is to make the unfamiliar familiar and to point out the unfamiliar in what students perceive to be familiar about religion. In essence teachers are starting students on what can turn into a life-long path of learning. For teachers what they are teaching should reflect the fact that they too are learners and are ignorant of many matters pertaining to the understanding of a religion. In this way students can challenge their own pre-conceptions about religions and the preconceptions of those they live and interact with.  
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