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Chapter 1 

What is a Christian New Religious Movement? 

In beginning any work on New Religious Movements it is important to understand what 

is meant by the phrase. Many authors have produced writings in seeking to answer this 

question. Indeed, it would seem that there are as many definitions as there are authors. 

The first author that will be examined will be Eileen Barker, being based (until her 

recent retirement) at the London School of Economics. She was very much involved with 

the work of INFORM, being its founder and Chair. This is an organisation which 

…is an independent charity that was founded in 1988 with the help of 
British Home Office funding and the support of the mainstream Churches. 
It is based at the London School of Economics. The primary aim of 
INFORM is to help people through providing them with accurate, balanced, 
up-to-date information about new and/or alternative religious or spiritual 
movements. (available at www.inform.ac/infmain.html)  

 

While offering no definition of what a New Religious Movement is, they recognise a 

need for people to be informed about individual New Religious Movements in order for 

them to make balanced judgements. 

 

Dr. Eileen Barker 

Barker elucidates some of the characteristics that could be used to define New Religious 

Movements; 

1. The members are first generation converts. 

2. Tends to be atypical of society. 

3. There is often a founder or leader who wields charismatic authority- 

that is, he (or sometimes she) will be unbound by tradition or rules, 

but may be accorded by the followers the right to pronounce on all 

aspects of their life. 

4. Tend to have far more clear cut versions of The Truth than older 

religions, which have accommodated to generations throughout the 

ages. 

http://www.inform.ac/infmain.html
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5. There is frequently a sharp distinction made by the group between 

‘them’ and ‘us’, the former being homogeneously good and godly, 

the latter equally homogeneously bad and, perhaps, satanic. 

6. There is often (though not always) suspicion and/or antagonism 

from the wider society to which the group offers an alternative. 

(taken from Barker, 2001, p2) 

 

Immediately there are problems with some of these characteristics in striving to define a 

New Religious Movement.  

 

1. Within a group of most denominations there will be found members who are first 

generation and those who are not. Does this mean that those with any second 

generation adult members remove themselves from the fold of New Religious 

Movements? It is also possible for there to be geographical problems with this 

definition. If one were to take The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as 

an example; in some parts of the world the congregations are made up of 

second, third, fourth, fifth or even sixth generation members. In conversation 

with Professor Robert Jackson it was noted to the author that in Professor 

Jackson’s travels around the western USA and southern Canada that this Church 

was a part of the mainstream of Christianity in that society. Therefore, it could 

not be found within the definition of a New Religious Movement. This could also 

be a problem in defining it as a New Religious Movement in the United Kingdom 

where the second and third generation adult members are becoming more 

common than first generation converts. Is it therefore possible for a faith to be a 

New Religious Movement in one area but not another? How does one judge this 

characteristic? 

 

Work done by Palmer and Hardman suggests that this ‘narrow’ and recent view 

of New Religious Movements is not without precedent. In their work (1999) they 
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suggest that the 1960s and 1970s are the era when today’s New Religious 

Movements were formed.  

The period from the late 1960s to the early 1970s was remarkable 
for its spiritual experimentation and the proliferation of new 
religious organizations. Since the mid-1970s, the number of children 
in many of these movements has been steadily rising. The second 
generation is now coming of age, and in some New Religious 
Movements the children even outnumber their parents. (Palmer and 
Hardman (eds), 1999, p1) 

 

3. The view of how much power a leader wields is subjective. Within some 

movements diet is defined, standards of modesty are established by the 

‘authorities’ but it is left to the individual to decide. To those outside of the 

movement it would seem that all modes of behaviour are being determined by a 

central authority, but to those within the movement it is seen as guidance from 

God. In this characteristic who is to make the judgement? For some it may be 

easy, such as the choice of marriage partner in the Unification Church by the 

Reverend Moon. For others it may not be, such as the encouragement within 

Jehovah’s Witnesses to abstain from blood transfusions (is this any different from 

the guidance of the Pope against contraception and abortion?). Both have the 

freedom of choice, but the first has the direct intervention of the Reverend Moon. 

Barker herself notes the differences in public perception and reality in her work 

with the Unification Church; 

In the late 1970s, when accusations about the brainwashing 
prowess of the Moonies was at its height, I followed the Unification 
‘careers’ of over a thousand persons who had become interested 
enough in the Unification Church to attend one of the residential 
weekend workshops where the supposedly irresistible mind control 
occurred. I found that over 90% of the workshop not only could, 
but did, decide that they did not wish to join. Furthermore, of those 
who did join, the majority had left, of their own free will, within a 
couple of years. (Barker, 2001, p3 see also Barker, 1984) 

 

4&5. When one looks at these two together they seem to be linked; because of a 

religions truth claim they adopt an almost isolationist approach to the world. The 
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Biblical scripture of “being in the world but not of the world” and also Peter’s 

description of a “peculiar people” would seem to apply. When does this 

application cease to be? When did the early Christians stop being a New Religious 

Movement and become an established one? The same views could be held of the 

Roman Catholic Church; it holds an isolationist view, they seek no ecumenism but 

could be seen to set themselves aside from the world and other Christian and 

non-Christian groups. Exclusivity is not purely the purview of new religions, 

neither is tolerance of other faiths and society to be found purely in the longer 

established ones. 

 

If all of Barker’s criteria need to be met to define a New Religious Movement, the 

number of groups included would be very limited. Is this, therefore, a reason to dismiss 

Barker’s definition? The problem arises when one realises that a number of movements 

traditionally identified as new would be excluded. This would mean that either 

traditional thinking be reorganised, or the recognition that New Religious Movements, 

are fluid and move out of this pigeon hole. But into what do they move? On the other 

hand, if only one or two of the criteria need to be met, then the problems mentioned 

above come into being. Barker’s definition for the purpose of this study would seem to 

be valid because it treats the term ‘new’ as most people would understand it, but for 

traditional thinking retains too narrow a view and would limit the scope of this study. 

 

Dr. George Chryssides 

Chryssides elucidates a definition of New Religious Movements that seems to answer 

some of the concerns associated with Barkers; he recognises their fluidity but retains 

some of the traditional distinguishing features. In attempting a definition of New 

Religious Movements he says that 

In the process, both the academic and teacher will have gained in 
consistency by no longer paying lip service to a definition of New Religious 
Movement which does not correspond with their professional approach. If 
an appropriate definition is used, members of new religions are more likely 
to be reassured that they are being given fair treatment. As things stand, 
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academics and anti-cultists are inclined to bend or ignore their professed 
definitions almost at will to suit their own purposes and this lack of 
consistency has caused considerable offence to a number of religious 
communities who, for example, have little wish to be bracketed together 
with ‘Moonies’ and Scientologists. (19941) 

 

Chryssides discusses the problems he sees with attempted definitions by academics and 

anti-cultists, and then posits his own view. 

 

1. A New Religious Movement is ‘recent’. 

Earlier in his writings Chryssides criticises the existing post 1945 definition. He does this 

because of an inconsistency in application. He notes that the United Reformed Church 

are excluded because they are a merger of two older traditions, while Latter-day Saints 

and Jehovah’s Witnesses are included as ‘nearly new’, this despite them being19th 

Century developments. He offers his won view of recent; 

By ‘recent’ I mean recent in inception, not in its arrival in Britain or in any 
other country in the world… I would prefer to leave the precise definition 
of ‘recent’ fairly vague rather than specify the exact time before which an 
organisation can no longer be regarded as ‘new’. The Unification Church, 
The Family, the Scientologists and the International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness are certainly recent; the Quakers and Unitarians are 
certainly not, and the Latter-day Saints and the Jehovah’s Witnesses are 
sufficiently recent to be of interest to the student of new religions. (Ibid) 

 

Recent, for Chryssides, becomes approximately 200 years, Latter-day Saints being 

founded in 1830 (though its roots begin with Joseph Smith’s First Vision in 1820). 

However, this definition still suggests some process of selection, for the Salvation 

Army’s roots are after Latter- day Saints; it wasn’t until 1865 that William Booth opened 

the first Christian Mission in East London. 

 

2. A New Religious Movement is outside the mainstream 

Chryssides doesn’t enter into a debate about orthodoxy and heresy; rather he focuses 

on theological differences; 

                                        
1 This article is only available on the Internet. Hence there are no page numbers. 
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the student of religion can appropriately note that those movements which 
we instinctively classify as New Religious Movements find difficulty in 
securing a position within mainstream religious orthodoxy and 
orthopraxy… The criterion of being ‘outside the mainstream’ does not only 
apply to those groups that identify themselves within a major world 
religion but find difficulty in securing adequate recognition. Additionally, 
there exists a cluster of religious groups which are ‘free standing’ and 
which cannot easily be related to any single mainstream tradition. (Ibid) 

 

This seems like quite an accurate depiction. Rather than judging a groups belief, the 

criterion here is that they are placed outside of the mainstream by others. So while the 

Latter-day Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses may consider themselves to be Christian, 

they are recognised by almost all Christians as outside of the traditional mainstream. 

This could suggest why the Salvation Army, while being more recent, does not find itself 

within the realm of New Religious Movements because it has no problem in being 

accepted as a part of traditional Christianity. Maybe its difference, as well, is that it grew 

out of existing religious practice whereas some of the other New Religious Movements 

were seen to be developments aside from, for Latter-day Saints it was a Restoration, for 

the Unification Church it was the Second Coming of Christ in the person of the Reverend 

Moon, and for the Jehovah’s Witnesses it was a new Biblical interpretation. 

 

3. The New Religious Movement attracts converts from the indigenous culture 

The proselytizing aspect of the phenomenon, I believe, is highly relevant 
to our initial intuitive decision as to which religious movements might 
count as New Religious Movements. As Barker has pointed out (1989, pp 
11-13), one important characteristic of new religious movements is the 
first generation convert. What the new religious movements lack in 
contrast with older religions are family traditions of belonging; because 
New Religious Movements are new, individual members belong by choice 
rather than families by habit. Even in the case of New Religious 
Movements that do not actively proselytize such as Gurdjieff, belonging 
has come about by converting to the movement rather than a through a 
long-standing family tradition. (Ibid) 

 

There arises a problem with this aspect of definition when tied in with Chryssides’ first 

characteristic of recent. If one were to accept a post 1945 definition then the majority of 
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people would still be first generation converts. However, when he notes that Latter-day 

Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses are sufficiently recent to be of interest he negates this 

first generation characteristic. He does note this; 

As New Religious Movements become older, of course, a second 
generation arises and as time goes on the proportion of first generation 
converts declines. This has already happened in the case of the Mormons 
and Jehovah's Witnesses… (Ibid) 

 

He offers no justification in including faiths that may be missionary minded while relying 

on a more established family base for its core membership. 

 

In a recent article he also expressed his view on which religions belonged in this group 

when he gave his ‘Bookshelf on New Religious Movements”. In this he focussed his 

comments on the Unification Church, the Church of Scientology (though this is outside 

of the scope of this work, being non-Christian), The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and UFO religions. He also mentions in passing Seventh 

Day Adventism, Christian Science and some New Age works. Most confusing, however, 

he mentions some work on Cults; Chryssides recognises that this work is polemical but 

sees it as a valuable view on how New Religious Movements are viewed. He, himself, 

doesn’t define New Religious Movements as cults but recognises that others have done 

and continue to do so. 

 

It would seem that Chryssides is slightly guilty of bending his definition to include 

groups that have traditionally been defined as a New Religious Movement. From 

Chryssides’ work it appears that cults and New Religious Movements are two different 

words for the same phenomenon. A New Religious Movement is an academic term, 

whereas ‘cult’ is a pejorative term employed by opponents of these movements. In the 

interests of fairness and a non-judgemental attitude, perhaps the word ‘cult’ should be 

dropped from all academic discussion because of all it’s negative connotations. The term 

New Religious Movement should be used with a revised definition, so that academics 

can understand who falls within their remit, the groups themselves can feel that they 
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are being treated fairly, and on a level playing field. They are being defined according to 

set criteria, not according a persons own prejudice. 

 

If both the definitions given by Chryssides and Barker are inadequate, what definition 

can be found that will be workable and unambiguous? I would suggest that the 

definition of a New Religious movement needs only two characteristics which both need 

to be met. 

 

1. A New Religious Movement has been founded within the past 200 years. 

2. A New Religious Movement places itself, or is placed by the majority of its 

‘parent’ faith, outside of the mainstream. (This could be because of tradition 

and/or doctrine) 

 

The next section of the work will examine each of these definitions and how they might 

be practically understood. 

 

1. A New Religious Movement has been founded within the past 200 

years. 

The figure of two hundred years is an arbitrary figure. A plethora of new religions 

developed within the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and as such are still relatively 

new. It is true that in other areas of life two hundred years would not seem to be new. 

Indeed, the Industrial Revolution took place within this time frame, the Gatling gun, and 

bi planes were developed in this period. All of these are considered either elements of 

history or have become obsolete and are now antiques. 

 

However, religions with their thousands of years of history are a different case to 

technological developments. In the development of religions, some of which are 

hundreds of thousands of years old, two hundred is indeed new. 

 



 13 

There needs to be some thought given to what happens when a group grows out of this 

age. When they become 201 years old, do they automatically become an established 

religion? By the term ‘new’ a religion must be taken out of this group when they achieve 

such an age, but where they are to be placed is an issue for another time, but it will 

need to be addressed soon. Just as a child grows out of childhood, so a new religion will 

grow out of newness. 

 

Another reason why this time frame has been selected is that those faiths traditionally 

associated with New Religious Movements have all been found within this time frame. 

There are, however, numbers of faiths who are not traditionally associated with New 

Religious Movements that would be surprised and dismayed to find themselves defined 

as such; this is why the second characteristic has been added. 

 

2. A New Religious Movement places itself, or is placed by the majority of 

its ‘parent’ faith, outside of the mainstream. (This could be because of 

tradition and/or doctrine) 

This will remove certain faiths which may be considered new in age from the definition. 

For example the Salvation Army can now be found on Councils of Churches, and a part 

of mainstream Christian dialogue; therefore it removes itself from the definition because 

it is not sufficiently different to exclude itself or be excluded by others. 

 

A further example is the Baha’i faith 

Unlike the Ahmadiyya it does not claim to be a form of Islam but an 
independent world religion. Although some anti-cult writers classify the 
Baha'i as 'cultic' (Harrison, 1990; Larson, 1989; Martin, 1985; Petersen, 
1975), some scholars of religion have now seen their way to giving the 
Baha'i a chapter in its own right in books on world religions, distinguishing 
it both from Islam and 'New Religions'. (Bradshaw, 1979; Hinnells, 1984.) 
 
As far as the date of Baha'i is concerned, its inception is more recent than 
the advent of Mormonism. Baha'u'llah died in 1892 almost half a century 
after Joseph Smith (1805-44) and the Universal House of Justice, which is 
the official governing body of the Baha'i community, was not established 
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until as recently as 1963. On the 'recent' criterion, then, Baha'ism ought to 
be a candidate for classification as a New Religious Movement. 
 
What makes the Baha'i a problem case is my criterion of 'not being 
mainstream'. Viewed historically, Baha'ism arose from an Islamic 
background and encountered severe hostility from the Muslim authorities 
on account of its teaching that Muhammad was not the final prophet. The 
self-perception of the modern follower of the Baha'i faith is different. 
Baha'is now see themselves as an independent tradition, not an Islamic 
sect. In this respect they differ from Mormons, Jehovah's Witnesses and 
Unificationists who are New Christian groups emphatically claiming to 
belong to their parent world religion, Christianity. (Chryssides, 1994) 

 

The Baha’i place themselves outside of any existing religion and so could be a new 

religion rather than a New Religious Movement. Any group that claims allegiance to a 

larger religion, but is outside of the accepted norm (note the word accepted rather than 

truthful) and has its most recent incarnation beginning in the past 200 years is thus a 

New Religious Movement.2 

 

I have not attempted a definition of religious because any group which claims to be 

religious in any way should be afforded this term even if we don’t really agree. Other 

people may feel differently, indeed, in response to an appeal for a definition of a New 

Religious Movement one respondent shared the following thoughts; 

To be ‘religious’ implies an idea of ultimacy to a vision of humanity, often 
in a revelatory way (claiming new truth from beyond)… So Scientology is a 
New Religious Movement but not that religious… (Questionnaire response 
from Advisor A) 

 

Who should be included among Christian New Religious Movements? 

Having defined what a New Religious Movement is, the scope of this work demands a 

focus on those that would find themselves within the Christian family. This creates a 

problem in trying to accommodate a variety of views within and without Christianity. 

 

                                        
2 For example Latter-day Saints claim to be a Restoration of an ancient religion begun with Adam, and 

through the ages to Jesus. This is not a peculiarly Christian phenomenon. ISKCON claims to be the 

world’s oldest religious tradition but is ‘new’ in its inception. 
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What makes a faith that claims to be Christian outside of the family of Christian 

Churches? This is a question that can be posed for many religious movements. Various 

criteria have been offered in the course of researching this project. 

 

1. You are only a Christian if your Church is a member of the World Council of 

Churches.  This sounds a fair definition; it creates a family of Churches. The 

problem arises when we realise that the Roman Catholic Church is not a member. 

So discounting Roman Catholics as Christians negates this definition. 

 

2. You are only a Christian if your Church was founded before the 19th Century. 

Again this is fair, but in many Christian interfaith groups are Churches who are 

much younger than that. One respondent is a member of the Church of the 

Nazarene, whose Church was a 20th Century Church. He had no problem being 

accepted as a Christian on interfaith groups. So not applying this to everybody 

negates this definition. 

 

3. You do not accept the Trinity; therefore you are not a Christian. This seems to be 

the most widespread view. It is used to exclude Latter-day Saints and Jehovah’s 

Witnesses from the Christian faith. One respondent remembers being excluded 

from Whit Sunday parades because she was a Unitarian. However, they are now 

accepted as Christian. Therefore if you accept one you should accept them all. So 

the acceptance of Unitarians negates this definition.  

 

One might want to define Christian groups as Trinitarian and non-Trinitarian. This 

itself raises questions because Latter-day Saints believe in the Trinity- Father, 

Son and Holy Ghost- but not homoousis- they are of one purpose but not one 

body. This is mere semantics for I know what most people understand of the 

Trinity is ‘of one body’. If people are to be defined as a Christian who doesn’t 

believe in that doctrine, then that would be acceptable. But are all people then 

going to be defined by different doctrines- for example transubstantiated 
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Christians, and non-transubstantiated Christians. Where is the line to be drawn? 

It suggests a hierarchy of doctrine, and the Trinity becomes a defining 

characteristic, which could be argued it is not. 

 
It would seem that what makes one group Christian, and another not, is nothing more 

than a person or group’s prejudice. 

 

People are at liberty to tell others that they are not Christian according to their criteria, 

but they tend not to say this, they tell people they are not a Christian. People who try to 

follow the teachings of Christ will be seen by the vast majority of people to be Christian 

in belief, and striving so to be in behaviour. They only become non-Christian only 

become a non-Christian when I don’t meet someone’s artificially created standard. 

 

It was suggested by one of the early Church Fathers that only those who act in a 

Christian way, and are living their religion to the fullest; 

 

If Christians were honest with themselves this would probably rule out the vast majority 

of them throughout the world, and as such is not a workable definition. 

 

I would argue that what constitutes a Christian is: 

 
“somebody who considers themselves to be a Christian. If there has to be a 
criterion against which they can be judged, it would be a belief that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of God.” 

 

This definition is not perfect and raises issues about groups such as Christian Identity 

whose practices and beliefs would be seen by the vast majority of Christians to be 

outside of a Christian lifestyle. However, as professing Christians they demand attention 

even if it is to warn of the dangers of the extreme right of Christianity. This would also 

raise issues within some parts of Rastafarianism; during the course of this research I 

have spoken to a Rastafarian who in no way considers themselves to be Christian , 

while on the other hand a member of the Twelve Tribes of Israel section of 
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Rastafarianism consider themselves to be completely Christian. Therefore, perhaps a 

definition such as the one I have offered would not suit an exercise in pigeon holing 

groups, but I feel is the only workable one.  One Latter-day Saint Christian offered his 

own view on Christianity as part of a plea to be accepted; 

 
As a Christian I feel Christ’s message is inclusive not exclusive. I have no problem 
in being seen as outside of the mainstream of Christianity, my problem is being 
seen as outside the whole of Christianity. We are free to disagree with a person’s 
definition and practice of Christianity but we are not free to tell them who they 
are. And who am I? A Child of God, a Christian and a Latter-day Saint. (Interview 
with Latter-day Saint 1) 

 

Having defined what is understood by both the terms ‘Christian’ and ‘New Religious 

Movement’, at least for the purpose of this study, it would now be appropriate to 

suggest a list (though it could never be fully comprehensive) of Christian New Religious 

Movements. 

 

 The New Church 

 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 

 The Exclusive Brethren 

 The Christadelphians 

 Christian Science 

 Jehovah’s Witnesses 

 Seventh Day Adventists3 

                                        

3 Some may argue whether Seventh Day Adventists are a New Religious Movement, as in recent years 

they have moved more towards the mainstream. Indeed, they have joined bodies such as the World 
Council of Churches as a Christian World Communion (in reality observers). Bryan Wilson has noted the 

outsider status of Seventh Day Adventism (Though he is discussing whether they are yet a denomination 
rather than a sect, his findings are interesting for this study in meeting criteria 2 of a New Religious 

Movement.);Is the Seventh-day Adventist Church then no longer a sect? Is it a denomination? Not really. 
This judgement can be made, because strong and distinctive ideological constraints impede that 
development. The lifestyle of the movement is still distinctive, and the devices for social insulation - the 
seventh-day Sabbath and the dietary taboos (tobacco, alcohol, tea, and coffee) mark off believers from 
other people. These are conspicuous devices of boundary-maintenance, but there are also theological 
differences which make Adventists unacceptable to other denominations. The concept of Christ entering a 
heavenly sanctuary - an idea derived from Old Testament priesthood - and more especially of his 
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 The Unity School of Christianity 

 The New Apostolic Church 

 Rastafarianism 

 The Worldwide Church of God 

 The Unification Church (recently developed a separate identity as the Family 

Federation for World Peace and Unification)4  

 Christian Identity 

 Various UFO Religions 

 The People’s Temple 

 The Branch Davidians 

 The Jesus Movement 

 The Family 

 The Jesus Army5  

 

Following a discussion of the debate surrounding the use of New Religious Movements 

in the R.E. classroom, the remainder of the work will treat two of these faiths (although 

an analysis of each would be desirable in a work of this length it is not practicable). 

Each section will reflect on the limited work already completed on the particular faith 

and the classroom, their perception amongst the ‘outside world’, and how they could be 

used within the R.E. classroom. This will involve using qualitative research from R.E. 

                                                                                                                                
conducting an investigative judgement, and acting to blot out the sins of true Christians, are concepts 
which radically depart from the beliefs of the Protestant fundamentalists who would otherwise be the 
natural associates of the Adventists. The sanctuary doctrine departs from the Protestant principle of 
justification by faith since sanctification and perfectionism are now added to justification as requirements 
for salvation. Thus, Adventists appear not to regard Christ's death on the cross as sufficient for salvation. 
They rely on the imparted righteousness of Christ through his spirit rather than on righteousness imputed 
through his sacrifice. The implication, with its adjunctive demands for obedience to Old Testament law, is 
that only true and faithful Adventist really have a prospect of salvation. All of this amounts to an 
ideological preservative - organizational characteristics notwithstanding - of Adventist sectarianism. So six 
million Adventists constitute a sect that would be, yet cannot be, a denomination. (Wilson, 1993) 

4 The Unification Church meets the first part of the Christian criteria- they consider themselves to be 
Christian. However, they do not understand Jesus to be the Son of God- rather the son of Zacharias (see 

Introvigne (2000) pp40-43). Even with this ‘inclusive’ definition of Christianity there are concerns. 
5 A useful introduction to most of these groups can be found in Partidge (ed) (2004) 
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professionals, members of the faith communities, as well as an objective treatment of 

beliefs that may have application in R.E. lessons. 
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Chapter 2 

The Debate about New Religious Movements and the RE Classroom 

Do Christian New Religious Movements have any place in the R.E. classroom? During 

the course of research for this work many arguments for and against the use of any 

New Religious Movement have been elucidated. 

 

The Case For 

Agreed Syllabuses and the National Framework 

There is a distinct lack of mention of New Religious Movements in Agreed Syllabuses. 

However, there have been recent additions in a number of Agreed Syllabuses, for 

example Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and Lincolnshire. 

Schools are at liberty to plan to teach using material from more than the 
minimum number of religions, while having regard to the importance of 
enabling pupils to study religions in depth. 
 
Schools are advised to select which religions to study in consultation 
across the primary and secondary phases of education, to enable pupils 
across the 5-14 age range to learn about each of the six principal religions 
represented in the United Kingdom (Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism, 
Judaism, Buddhism). 
 
The make up of the local area and the school community is an important 
influence in planning which religions are selected for study by the school. 
 
Additionally, schools are also at liberty to use material from other religious 
traditions and belief systems represented in the UK, such as the Baha’i 
Faith, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, or Humanism. (Derbyshire 2002) 
 

While Agreed Syllabuses may be beginning to recognise the place of New Religious 

Movements in the family of faiths, it is still the responsibility of teachers to recognise 

their value. 

 

The content of R.E. suggested by Derbyshire highlights a seeming contradiction in the 

make up of R.E. throughout England and Wales. Throughout the world, the six major 

religions in terms of membership are the ‘big six’, however in the United Kingdom there 
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are more members of individual New Religious Movements than Buddhists6. The recent 

Golden Jubilee Young People’s Faith Forum reflected this focus on the big six, and those 

that mark themselves as separate from any of these faiths. Those who see themselves 

as part of an existing faith but a newer strand didn’t find representation. 

Forty young men and forty young women from the Baha’i, Buddhist, 
Christian, Hindu, Jain, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh and Zoroastrian faith 
communities were identified with the help of schools and faith 
communities and invited to participate in the Forum. (Golden Jubilee 
Office, 2002, p4) 

 
This highlights an interesting dichotomy. Latter-day Saints, Jehovah’s Witnesses and 

Seventh Day Adventists (to a lesser degree) want to be considered Christian but 

consider themselves as a distinct group. How can this tension be resolved? It may not 

be possible; if they wish to be considered part of the Christian community then special 

mention in publications and organisations cannot always be possible. At the present 

time while these groups don’t find themselves in the mainstream of Christianity, they do 

need special treatment or they will find their needs not catered to by anybody. 

 

The Education Reform Act 1988 requires that all syllabuses must 

reflect the fact that the religious traditions in Great Britain are in the main 
Christian whilst taking account of the teaching and practices of the other 
principal religions represented in Great Britain. (s.8(3)) 

 

This section of the Act is adhered to through most, if not all, of the Agreed Syllabuses 

and GCSE specifications. Those six religions that are the principal religions of the world 

find no problem in being accepted in the R.E. classroom even though they may be a 

relative minority locally and nationally. In the DFE Circular on Religious Education 1/94 

suggests that “the precise balance between Christianity and other religions should take 

                                        
6 In the 2001 Census there were 152,000 people (0.3%) who identified themselves as Buddhist. The 

official Church figures available on www.lds.org for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints reports 
that there are 174,300 Latter-day Saints in the UK. These figures are slightly different, it is unclear how 

many of the Latter-day Saints would identify themselves as such (being based on total membership and 
not active membership), in the Census most, if not all, Later-day Saints will have ticked the Christian 

category. Jehovah’s Witnesses at the end of 2003 reported on www.watchtower.org a UK membership of 

124,828. 

http://www.lds.org/
http://www.watchtower.org/
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account both of the national and the local position.” (p16 para.35). This gives 

justification, if one is looking for the inclusion of New Religious Movements with a 

significant local presence. However, because of an apparent lack of pushing by New 

Religious Movements their voice have not been heard in the world of R.E.. One 

respondent (who is involved in R.E. on a national scale) to this study suggested that 

New Religious Movements should take the power of their numbers to QCA 
and DFEs more effectively, and engage with RE- e.g. by joining the RE 
Council. The British Humanist Association models how to influence here, 
better than any New Religious Movements I know. (Questionnaire 
response from Advisor A) 

 
There have been slight movements in this direction recently; a member of the working 

group for the Non-statutory National Framework was a Seventh Day Adventist7, but that 

was the only representative of any group considered to be a New Religious Movement 

by this study.  

 

Indeed, sometimes when they seek a voice New Religious Movements are denied. In the 

course of this study one Primary School teacher noted that he was denied a place on a 

SACRE as a representative of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, with no 

reason given, but he was left with the impression that his Church’s voice was not 

wanted. In consultation with NASACRE this denial was seen to be wrong, but it could be 

representative of similar experiences. Indeed, an Advisor contacted the author to inquire 

about the place of Latter-day Saints; while he had no objection members of the SACRE 

he represented had some misgivings and wondered if there was a precedent of Latter-

day Saint involvement. 

 

The new draft non-statutory National Framework for R.E. does provide opportunity for 

the use of New Religious Movements in the R.E. classroom, but again it has to be 

searched for. The Draft Framework does make reference to “other religious traditions” 

                                        
7 In conversation with Graham Langtree (RE Advisor at QCA) it was made known to the author that the 

reason this group were involved said nothing about its status as an NRM or as a denomination, rather it 

has a faiths chool, and these groups were then invited to participate in the working party. 
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(QCA, 2004, p12) but then mentions examples of Baha’i, Jainism and Zoroastrianism, 

while the Baha’i can be considered ‘new’ none of these are generally found within any 

definition of New Religious Movements. They already need to be in the mind of the 

Agreed Syllabus Conference if they are to be utilised. This same mind would need to 

apply later in the Framework when it is possible to study 

Another religious community with a significant local presence, where 
appropriate. (Ibid. p27) 

 

Pupils’ own world views 

The second area where New Religious Movements could be found in the Draft 

Framework is in the realm of ‘world views’; the draft Framework suggests the R.E. 

curriculum should include 

Pupils’ own world views, including secular philosophies (for example, 
Humanism) should be studied particularly in considering ultimate questions 
and ethical issues. (QCA, 2004, p12) 

 

The footnote defines world views as “ways of understanding the world that are 

independent of any religious belief or affiliation.” (Ibid. p12). This is a very limited 

definition; world views are not necessarily non-religious. The Professional Council for 

Religious Education, in their response to the draft Framework, have argued against this 

erroneous definition; 

We strongly suggest that there be a side note about this term. ‘A world 
view is a set of beliefs, experiences and perspectives by which a person or 
community makes sense of life. Some world views are religious, and some 
are non religious.’ (2004, p6) 

 

 

This form of R.E. which takes account of the individual child’s religious experience is 

seen by a lot of people to be advantageous for both pupil and teacher. 

The interface between home and school life can sometimes be a difficult 
for young people to negotiate. They deserve our best efforts as 
educationalists to ease their way. The presence in our schools of some 
individuals with clear religious views should be seen as an opportunity to 
share our common understanding and respect for each other on our 



 24 

overlapping journeys. Such contributions can enrich school life. (Gillespie 
in Gloucestershire SACRE, ND, p4) 
  

In 2001 Ann Lovelace and Brunel University released an RE resource called Speaking for 

Ourselves. The video  

Is made up of a wealth of testimony about the religious beliefs and 
practices of over fifty people with a variety of religious and ethnic 
identities… Most, including a Humanist, also give their individual responses 
to a series of key questions about their beliefs and values. Much of what 
they say concerns issues relating to personal, family and community life… 
(RMEP 2001 back cover) 
 

The work deals with the six principal religions, but also features a Humanist and a 

Jehovah’s Witness. Pupils need to be given an opportunity to speak for themselves, and 

encounter the views of other classmates. The pride they feel in their faith is shown in 

the experience of a young Latter-day Saint girl; 

Elisabeth was recently baptised by her father. She invited family members 
and friends to her baptism, including several school friends and their 
parents who aren’t members of the Church. 
 
Around the same time, Hannah’s [age 10] school class had been talking 
about baptism during one of their religious education lessons. Hannah told 
her classmates that in her church, children aren’t baptised until age eight. 
The teacher asked her to speak to her class about the church. Hannah 
spent 20 minutes talking about the Church and answering questions. She 
took with her a “missionary pack” that she had put together during a 
primary activity day, which contained leaflets and copies of the Book of 
Mormon. “I really enjoyed the opportunity to talk about the Church in my 
school class,” she said. (Reid (Ed), 2004, p2) 

 

These insights into children’s world views can also be beneficial for the teacher. One 

teacher explained his visit to the baptism of one of his Jehovah’s Witness Year 11 

pupils; 

I had been invited to Sophie’s baptism. It was to take place at a Circuit 
Conference. I was due to arrive mid way through the day. I arrived slightly 
early and listened to testimonies of ‘Pioneers’- people who gave at least 
fifty hours in the week- I couldn’t help but be impressed by their devotion. 
An usher must have been told to look out for me, for I was taken to a seat 
three rows from the front to be sat with Sophie’s family. After my shock of 
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seeing her younger brother writing pages of notes (I was lucky to get two 
lines out of him during RE lessons) I was able to see Sophie’s baptism and 
visit with her family afterwards. They were pleased I had been there, my 
relationship with them and Sophie had been developed, but my impression 
of Witnesses themselves was greatly enhanced. It seemed like a Church 
meeting I was used to attending, and not something to be feared. Having 
said that, it did take me half an hour to walk 100 yards as I exited and 
visited with just about everybody! (Interview with Teacher A) 

 

Jacqueline Bolton has also explained the benefits she sees in this kind of experience; 

If there are children from Pagan homes in the classroom, it is important 
for teachers to acknowledge respect that and one of the best ways is 
through getting to know a little about their faith, as I did when I taught 
my first Mormon student. He talked about the newly built Temple he 
attended and I managed to visit it, while it was open to the public before it 
was dedicated. This was a fascinating experience. (nd, pp8-9) 
 

This would reflect adherence to one of the standards outlined by the Teacher Training 

Agency; 

3.1.3 They select and prepare resources, and plan for their safe and 
effective organisation, taking account of pupils' interests and their 
language and cultural backgrounds, with the help of support staff 
where appropriate. 

 
Those awarded Qualified Teacher Status must understand and uphold the 
professional code of the General Teaching Council for England by 
demonstrating that they have high expectations of all pupils; respect their 
social, cultural, linguistic, religious and ethnic backgrounds; and are 
committed to raising their educational achievement. (TTA 2004, p3) 

 

Examination diversity 

Inform 

 

The Case Against 

In examining the arguments against the incorporation of new Religious Movements into 

the Secondary R.E. curriculum there tended to be two families of concern from 

respondents. The first focussed on the problems associated with the practicalities of the 
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subject as a whole; the second focussed on the perceived dangers of New Religious 

Movements. 

 

The problems associated with the practicalities of the subject 

The 1988 Education Reform Act prescribes the study of the six major world religions 

found in Great Britain within an Agreed Syllabus8. Agreed Syllabus Conferences are then 

free to add to this list. Some have taken that opportunity, but only a very small 

minority. There are a couple of possible reasons for this. The Conferences could either 

interpret this as a prescriptive list outside of which they have no business, or more likely 

they look at the reality of the R.E. teachers situation and feel that they have enough to 

deal with in these six principal religions. A significant minority of the respondents to this 

study listed ‘Curriculum space’ as an argument against the teaching of New Religious 

Movements. If the Manchester Agreed Syllabus is taken as an example (though it may 

be the most extreme) the problem of curriculum space at Key Stage 3 is highlighted 

with the prescription of Programmes of Study and suggested time allowances; 

  Asking Questions, Seeking Answers  7 hours 
  Belonging to a Community    7 hours 
  Belonging to the Christian Community  13 hours 
  Belonging to the Jewish community  12 hours 
  Belonging to the Hindu community  12 hours 
  Belonging to the Buddhist Community  12 hours 
  Belonging to the Sikh community   12 hours 
  Belonging to the Muslim community  12 hours 
  Optional units: 3 to be covered from 
   Discipleship- to Love and serve 
   The Good Life 
   Taking Responsibility 
   Prayer, Silence and Meditation (3x7 hours) 21 hours 
   Living with the Law 
   Prejudice, Discrimination and Racism 
   Conflict and Reconciliation  (Manchester LEA, 2003, p3.89) 
 

With the teaching of the six principal religions within three years at Key Stage 3 (plus 

five additional units) with an average of one hour per week, it is hard to see how there 

                                        
8 Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism and Sikhism 
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would be any space for any enrichment studies of any type. Even the argument that 

New Religious Movements could be built into a study of religious denominations 

disappears when it is realised that Christianity as a whole will receive approximately 

thirteen hours. One respondent suggested; 

Six world religions are quite enough. Funding should be made available for 
RE libraries, which should contain a wider range of material than the 
syllabus topics, so that pupils could access information (many have 
Internet and can use this). (Questionnaire response from Teacher B) 

 

However, this is an unsuccessful attempt to provide opportunities for all religions. It is a 

‘hit and miss’ solution, it would depend on child motivation and interest. Suggesting that 

only the able students should examine New Religious Movements. This would be like 

suggesting in geography that there is no time to study Less Economically Developed 

Countries, so if people wish to study their culture and geography should be directed 

towards the internet. 

 

Perhaps the solution to this concern is two fold. Firstly the Agreed Syllabus Conferences 

could be less content dominated and give teachers an opportunity to respond to the 

interest of pupils, the religious make up of the surrounding area or diversity in a 

religious tradition. Having said this, it may not be appropriate to teach a module on New 

Religious Movements, rather incorporate them as well as possible into existing 

discussions. Two questions in this study suggest that this is not an unreasonable 

possibility; 

 Question: Why do you feel that New Religious Movements within R.E.? 
 Only as a differentiation/ broadening of the core religion it is placed in.” 
 
 Question: In what context should New Religious Movements be studied? 

Options: In its own unit of work/Moral Issues/In a discussion of 
denominations of Christianity/Only if there is a member of the faith 
community. 
 

The vast majority of respondents opted for either moral issues, denominations or a 

member of the community. The second solution in the inclusion of New Religious 

Movements in the Secondary RE classroom has already been alluded to and could be 
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categorised as a ‘cherry picking’ approach where aspects of the faiths are highlighted as 

appropriate (this approach will receive further discussion later in this chapter and in the 

chapters on individual New Religious Movements). 

 

  

One respondent suggested that an argument against the teaching of New Religious 

Movements is about pupil understanding.  

Confusion- pupils struggle with the basics. (Questionnaire response from 
Teacher C) 

 

There could ensue a discussion about what the basics are, one would assume that 

either the respondent refers to the six principal religions, or the basics of Christianity as 

another respondent commented; 

This is further education level- pupils at Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4 are 
confused enough with the main (most populated) Christian denominations. 
(Questionnaire response from Teacher D) 

 

This is an argument that can be used against R.E. as a whole, as is shown in a cartoon 

produced by Christian Education. 

In sex education We only teach them about one gender, it will only 
confuse them. 

 In geography we only teach them about one country, it will only confuse 
them. 
In R.E. we only teach them one religion, it will only confuse them. (in 
Blaylock and Johnson (eds),1997 p37) 

  
 
There is merit in this argument, however flippantly it may be dismissed in this satire. 

One Head of RE shared the following real answers from a Year 10 exam, following the 

study of Christianity and Islam. 

   What language was the Bible written in? 
   Latin, Italian, Arabic, Muslim 
 
   Where was Jesus born? 
   Bethlehem, Israel, Mecca, Saudi Arabia (Interview with Teacher A) 
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Langtree has noted that this is a natural result of a particular type of R.E.; 

It could be that RE was still not placing sufficient emphasis on pupils’ 
spiritual awareness, their own beliefs, ideals and values as a basis for 
exploring the world of religion. The model also placed too much emphasis 
on the external features of religion, and not enough on the beliefs, values 
and commitments which give individual religions their unique identity. At 
times it led to confusion in learning, with pupils mixing up key technical 
terms from individual religions. While placing the emphasis very much on 
the ‘R’ of RE, for some teachers the model seemed to miss the heart of 
religious belief and its impact on people’s lives. (1997, p5) 

 

It could, however, be argued that rather than a by product of a particular approach to 

R.E., it is the natural result of studying more than one topic. In conversation with an A-

Level Psychology teacher he noted a similar confusion when teaching theories of crime 

and theories of health; 

If [Teacher X] is teaching crime, and I am teaching Health, and I ask for a 
psychologist who gave a model on health, invariably on the list that I am 
given will be a criminal psychologist. (Interview with Teacher E)   

 

The issue of confusion is therefore a redundant argument; as a multiplicity of faiths are 

already covered, and this would also restrict any other subject on the curriculum. 

 

A further argument against the use of New Religious Movements in the Secondary R.E. 

classroom highlighted in the study was the lack of teacher knowledge. This seemed to 

focus on two wholly different concerns. 

1. How can a teacher, with all the demands placed upon them, possibly have the 

time to study the myriads of different faiths to be found? 

This is a concern. During the course of this study the author changed school, and hence 

had to begin teaching Buddhism, Judaism and Sikhism. None of which he had ever 

studied, does this therefore mean that he would be justified in ignoring that part of the 

scheme? It is very rare to have an R.E. teacher who has qualified with a specialism in 

each of the six principal religions, but there is no complaint when they are asked to 

teach one of those. If it is a part of a pupil’s experience or just enriches R.E. the choice 

of religions to be studied should not be restricted by the knowledge of the teacher. 
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Respondents to this study seemed to echo the same sentiment, they seemed to feel 

that not knowing was not a barrier, rather an opportunity; 

Question: Why do you feel that New Religious Movements should be 
taught within R.E.? 
Answer: Teachers do not know about them 
 
Question: Do you feel that teachers should be better informed about New 
Religious Movements? Why? 
Answers:  Yes, because I’m unaware of these  
  Yes because I don’t know what you are talking about. 

Yes, it’s part of religion in general and we should be kept 
informed of all branches, movements, etc. (Questionnaire 
response from Teachers F, G and H) 

 

One teacher shared his experience of researching a relatively new religious 

phenomenon in the Southern United States; 

While completing coursework on racism one of the pupils in Year 11 saw a 
programme about a movement called Christian Identity, and in particular a 
group called the Phinehas Priests. I welcomed his interest but admitted I 
knew nothing about these groups. I then researched them on the internet 
(not something I would suggest for pupils) and found all kinds of extreme 
interpretations of the Bible. On the sixth day of creation God created the 
‘beasts of the field” and then humans. In the world view of Christian 
Identity the human race are the white people of the world, and the non-
white races are the some of the ‘beasts of the field’. The whites, therefore, 
are to rule over the non-whites. Mixed race marriage is evil, and they will 
do all they can to stop it.  

 

The Jews are descendants of Eve having sex with the Devil. Therefore, all 
Jews are children of the devil to be hated and destroyed. Now, I don’t 
teach this for acceptance but it has opened up diversity in examination 
questions, and always provokes interest and discussion. I have to filter 
their teachings through my own work, but learning about this ‘new’ 
phenomenon has helped my teaching about prejudice. Christian Identity 
are prepared to use violence to bring about a white dominated society, 
taking power and influence from anyone who is not of the true race. 
(Interview with Teacher A) 

 
This kind of experience opens up opportunities for both the pupil and the teacher. 
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2. With a lack of understanding of the part of the teacher there is always the 

possibility of misrepresentation. It is possible that prejudice could be engendered 

by teaching New Religious Movements badly. 

For New Religious Movements (and for caring teachers) this is a very real fear. One 

teacher shared the following example that shows the danger of a lack of tolerance and 

understanding of religions; 

A trainee teacher was taking my lesson. While observing his interaction 
with pupils, he was asked ‘What do Mormons believe?’ In a dismissive way 
he replied ‘I know they don’t celebrate Christmas, other than that you 
have to ask [Teacher Y] (who was a Latter-day Saint). (Interview with 
Teacher I) 
 

Apart from the inaccuracy, this trainee teacher highlighted the problem of teachers who 

are dismissive and disinterested in New Religious Movements. If all Jehovah’s Witnesses 

are are people who knock on the door then religion doesn’t become alive and real for 

either the teacher or the pupil. As a teacher it is important to realise that ‘I don’t know, 

but I will find out’ is a legitimate answer. This is the fear that a lot of non-specialists 

have when they are teaching R.E. is that their subject knowledge will be caught out. It 

is just the same for qualified R.E. teachers to be prepared to research in an attitude of 

tolerance and informing pupils. It is nonetheless true that any amount of subject 

knowledge can be dangerous if presented in an unsympathetic way; 

How religious and secular philosophies are presented to pupils is critical, if 
the elusive qualities of ‘tolerance and respect’ are to be developed, and in 
this context the method of teaching is as important as the content, if not 
more so. Religious tradition in the hands of an unsympathetic teacher, 
even if a certain amount of subject knowledge has been acquired, is likely 
to have the reverse effect. (Wintersgill, 1993, p44 emphasis added) 

 

The teachers who present New Religious Movements in a dismissive way would probably 

be the kind to present any religion different from their own (even if that ‘religion’ is 

atheism) in that way. To overcome this problem it is the responsibility of those who 

train, mentor, and monitor these kinds of teachers.  

 

The perceived dangers of New Religious Movements 
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As mentioned above (see page) a major feature of public perception and the defining of 

New Religious Movements is their proselytising. If New Religious Movements were to 

find a mention in the R.E. classroom it could lead to parental concern. New Religious 

Movements are seen by some in the populist media to brainwash their adherents, 

though studies have shown that this accusation is generally not true; 

 

However, public opinion is not shaped by scholarly research as much as it is by the 

populist media. A recent example of how public opinion can be affected by the media is 

shown in the work of a Year 9 Citizenship class. The teacher comments on his work 

about refugees and asylum seekers; 

The stereotypes that the pupils believed were those to be found in the 
media. Asylum seekers were all ‘illegal immigrants’ coming here to sponge 
off the state. None of the thirty pupils (of diverse cultural and socio 
economic backgrounds) recognised that asylum seekers were people 
fleeing persecution, and were within their rights to seek asylum. When 
questioned about where they got this impression it was either from the 
media, or from their parents. (Interview with Teacher J) 

 

There is the concern that New Religious Movements should not be covered if, in the 

words of one respondent “they are considered dangerous or manipulative to young 

people.” This decision could be left to the teachers or to the parents. If a teacher feels 

that a New Religious Movement would fit into the unit of work being taught, it would be 

their responsibility to ensure what was being taught was not dangerous, or confessional. 

Just as any good R.E. teaching involves shying away from a confessional approach, this 

would be no less true for R.E. involving New Religious Movements. 

truly educational teaching is directed to all pupils alike, since no distinction 
is made in divergent education between Christian pupils, Jewish pupils and 
pupils of no religious affiliation… It does not mean that the teacher does 
not care but that he cares for them all, accepting them as they are. (Hull, 
1984, p181) 

 

As was mentioned earlier, though, it is possible to treat controversial movements if they 

are funnelled through the teacher. Christian Identity are not a group that teachers 

should advocate researching on the Internet, rather resources detailing their beliefs, and 
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why they would be considered dangerous and unchristian by the majority of people 

should serve to highlight the seeming dangers.  

 

As with any religion though, it is possible that a pupil’s interest could be piqued and 

they seek information for themselves. Which leads on to another concern expressed by 

a respondent, that by teaching about New Religious Movements parents’ own fears and 

prejudices could be expressed. They would not want their beliefs being diluted, or their 

child being led away from familial beliefs. This is a concern that is often expressed by 

parents wanting to withdraw their child from R.E. as a whole. This could be a reflection 

of the closed nature of a family unit. Hopefully, a family is a place where children could 

discuss topics from school, and if the topic was a particular New Religious Movement 

then parents could direct help their child understand and solidify their own position. 

However, this could lead to the consolidating of stereotypes and negative views. If the 

Unification Church were spoken of, how many of the parents would focus on 

brainwashing rather than the promotion of family unity? If the Latter-day Saints were 

discussed how many would speak of polygamy rather than helping and serving other 

people? There would need to be an atmosphere within the classroom where negative 

stereotypes could be challenged and prejudice erased. 

 

If parents were concerned about their child being taught a particular religion then 

hopefully the school would be able to respond in an inclusive and helpful way. In this 

way the ignorance which causes prejudice can be overcome in both the pupils and 

parents. However, is this adding too much pressure to a teacher already overloaded 

with responsibility and paperwork? 

 

One final concern was expressed by one of the respondents that teaching about New 

Religious Movements would suggest that anyone could start a religion if that was what 

they chose to do. In some ways this is true, but only if these people garner followers 

and have a belief system that others would follow. Opponents of the Church of 

Scientology often speak of L. Ron Hubbard who is described in the following way; 
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"I always knew he was exceedingly anxious to hit big money - he used to 
say he thought the best way to do it would be to start a cult." (Neison 
Himmel in Miller, 1987, p117)9 

 

If one were to examine all of the religious leaders who began religions they were 

probably considered by people who knew them as ‘anybody’. The most famous example 

is probably that of Jesus of Nazareth; 

Philip found Nathanael and said to him, "We have found him about whom 
Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from 
Nazareth." Nathanael said to him, "Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?" (John 1:45-46) 

 
and  He came to his hometown and began to teach the people in their 

synagogue, so that they were astounded and said, "Where did this man 
get this wisdom and these deeds of power? Is not this the carpenter's 
son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his brothers James and 
Joseph and Simon and Judas? And are not all his sisters with us? Where 
then did this man get all this?" And they took offense at him. But Jesus 
said to them, "Prophets are not without honour except in their own 
country and in their own house."  (Matthew 13:54-57) 

 

Maybe the humanity and ordinariness of the founder of a religion adds to their status 

and interest in them. To suggest that anybody can start a religion is certainly true, but 

does not tell the whole story. It is the acts of these people, their teachings and followers 

that make these people truly interesting. The story of Sun Yung Moon does not have to 

be accepted to gain an understanding of the Unification Church, the reasons for his 

acceptance, however, do need to be understood to relate to members of this 

organisation. 

 
   
Conclusion 

                                        
9 The Scientologists official website refute this, the Church's media guide states that the rumour is 
confused, and that it was George Orwell who said it. In 1938, Orwell did write "But I have always thought 

there might be a lot of cash in starting a new religion...". “It seems that Orwell’s comment has been 
misattributed to Mr. Hubbard. This was recognised by courts in Germany who enjoined those who had 

attributed such a statement to Mr. Hubbard from repeating it.” (to be found at 

www.scientology.org/en_US/news-media/faq/pg066.html#start ) 

http://www.scientology.org/en_US/news-media/faq/pg066.html#start
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While understanding the concerns expressed against the teaching of New Religious 

Movements it would be wrong to dismiss them from the teaching of R.E. because of 

parental and teacher prejudice or arguments that strive to limit the scope of R.E. and 

the professionalism of R.E. teachers. The most persuasive argument is the pressures 

that are already on the R.E. curriculum, there isn’t sufficient time to deal with all the 

religions that are prescribed by law and the Agreed Syllabuses. For a lot of people a 

cohesive approach to individual religions would be seen as ideal. Indeed, most 

adherents to faiths would like to see their denomination given a curriculum block, where 

all aspects of belief and values could be explored in depth. However, with great stresses 

already placed on the time given to R.E., this isn’t really a realistic option for any 

denomination of any faith. The hope would be that the overall faith isn’t treated as a 

whole and some mention of diversity is given to pupils. While a phenomenological 

approach to any New Religious Movement’s faith and practice would be useful it isn’t 

really practicable. Therefore it is would be incumbent on the teacher to identify to the 

facets of New Religious Movements that could enhance the already existing study of 

Christianity and its denominations. In doing this it is possible to be accused of ‘cherry 

picking’, unfortunately in a classroom this may be unavoidable.  

 

The R.E. classroom should be one where all people’s faith and belief are valued. The 

most persuasive argument for the inclusion of New Religious Movements is where they 

are the pupils’ own world views. The good teacher builds on the experiences of the 

pupils, unfortunately during the course of this study good and bad examples have been 

shown of a teacher’s understanding and attitude. On occasion the ‘bad’ teacher has 

dismissed a child’s faith as not relevant or had an erroneous understanding which 

makes the child and their family upset and confused. However, on the ‘good’ occasions 

children have been asked to share their beliefs and understanding has come to both 

pupils and teachers. 

 

However, the argument of this study is that New Religious Movements shouldn’t 

only be treated where there is a member of the faith present. Rather, teachers as 
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a matter of course should seek for opportunities to include them as appropriate. 

The fact that there are more Latter-day Saints or Jehovah’s Witnesses in the U.K. 

than Buddhists should suggest that there is a need that should be met. It will not 

only add diversity to a discussion of Christianity (especially at Key Stage 4) but 

will prepare pupils to be good neighbours. The current President of the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has said; 

 
“We want to be good neighbours; we want to be good friends. We feel we 
can differ theologically with people without being disagreeable in any 
sense. We hope they feel the same way toward us. We have many friends 
and many associations with people who are not of our faith, with whom we 
deal constantly, and we have a wonderful relationship. It disturbs me when 
I hear about any antagonisms… I don’t think they are necessary. I hope 
that we can over come them… 
 
Be friendly. Be understanding. Be tolerant. Be considerate. Be respectful 
of the feelings and opinions of other people. Recognise their virtues; 
don’t look for their faults. Look for their strengths and virtues, and you 
will find strengths and virtues, and you will find strengths and virtues in 
your own life.” (Hinckley cit. Palmer and Keller, ) 

 
This is the goal of any R.E. classroom, and should be extended to those whose 

faiths have a significant presence in the United Kingdom. 

 

To illustrate how this may be achieved in the R.E. classroom, the following two 

chapters will focus on two particular faiths (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses) and how they could be used within the R.E. 

classroom. This isn’t to suggest that these are the only ones that could be 

utilised, but to provide two examples of application from which other similar 

models could be followed. Following these chapters a way forward for the use of 

New Religious Movements in the R.E. classroom will be posited. 
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Chapter 3 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the R.E. Classroom 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints doesn’t seem to fit neatly into a pigeon 

hole definition of religions. There are some within Christianity who would place it 

outside of the Christian family, and those who would place it firmly within. This 

ambiguity is seen in a text serving to introduce Christianity and its fundamentals. In one 

part of the book the author suggests that Latter-day Saints are on a par with Islam in 

being outside Christianity; 

 

 

In another place the author suggests that Latter-day Saints are actually on the fringe of 

Christianity;  

 

Holt has noted that this ambiguity, while not being restricted to the United Kingdom, is 

not to be found within the mid-western area of the United States of America; 

 

Indeed, in conversation with professor Robert Jackson he expressed his view that the 

place of Latter-day Saints within the entire west coast, mid west of the USA, and 

southern Canada The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is seen as a 

mainstream Christian Church. 

 

Regardless of geography, by the definition of Christianity made earlier in this work 

Later-day Saints would find themselves to be Christian. Indeed, the name of the Church 

is The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; the full name of one of their 

scriptures is The Book of Mormon. Another Testament of Jesus Christ.  

 

What value does the study of Latter-day Saints have for the R.E. classroom? Holt has 

suggested that 
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The study of R.E. can continue without a mention of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, however, this study could be diversified and 
enhanced if the Church were given an appropriate place within the 
classroom. (Holt, 2002, p6) 

 

As a practicing Latter-day Saint one might suspect a proselyting motivation in his appeal 

for Latter-day Saints to be included in the curriculum. As a serving teacher he does 

recognise that this would not be appropriate or practicable. He ends his article with the 

purpose of using their teachings; 

 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has come a long way in 
the United Kingdom since missionaries first arrived in 1837. Through some 
trying times of emigration and opposition the church now has over 
100,000 members in the U.K.. At some point in our lives we will all 
encounter a Latter-day Saint; surely it is better to do so prepared with a 
knowledge of what they believe. (Ibid. p8) 

 

How can this Church be utilised within the R.E. Classroom?  

At Key Stage 3 many Agreed Syllabuses mention Christian denominations. In looking at 

the various Christian denominations that are mainly studied in the classroom (Baptists, 

Methodists, and so on) the vast majority have their roots in a split from another Church 

and ultimately from the Catholic Church. Far from suggesting we ignore these in favour 

of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, I would argue that looking at them 

all would bring a good and interesting comparison. The story of Joseph Smith and the 

‘Restoration’ of the Church, whether it is believed or not is a gripping and emotive story 

that has enormous potential within the classroom. 

 
I saw a pillar of light exactly over my head above the brightness of 
the sun, which descended gradually until it fell upon me… When the 
light rested upon me I saw two Personages, whose brightness and 
glory defy all description, standing above me in the air. One of them 
spake unto me, calling me by name and said, pointing to the other- 
This is My Beloved Son. Hear Him. (Joseph Smith History 1:16-17) 
in The Pearl of Great Price (1985) p49. 
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For Latter-day Saints Joseph Smith is indeed a prophet. His work and message was the 

restoration of the Church of Jesus Christ to the earth. Through him, Christ sent forth a 

new book of scripture to accompany the Bible, he conversed with many Biblical 

personalities, and received authority from God under the hands of Peter, James and 

John. All these events will seem strange and fantastic to non-Latter-day Saints, but they 

will provide the interested student with the work of a modern-day Moses. Just as they 

may be gripped by the stories of the Bible, so they could be with these experiences. The 

truths of these events do not need to be accepted to make an interesting and exciting 

study. Suggested learning activities can be found in Appendix A. 

 

One teacher who responded to this study had actually used Joseph Smith as an example 

of a modern day prophet when teaching about the Religious Revelation Argument for 

the existence of God. Through contact with a close friend who was Latter-day Saint she 

was able to get sufficient material. The reasons for her choice and the result on the 

students are shared below; 

We had discussed prophets such as Moses, Noah and John in our Year 10 
Short Course class. They were a rather challenging class and sought to 
find fault with religious people. Their complaint at this argument was that 
they all happened thousands of years ago, “Isn’t there anyone closer to 
today Miss?” I have a friend, who is a Latter-day Saint Bishop, and he had 
given me a copy of the Book of Mormon, and I knew a little bit about 
Joseph Smith. I went to him, and he gave me some materials I could use. 
The children really enjoyed these latter day visions. They did not accept 
them, but they were able to empathise with Joseph Smith’s search for 
truth and were enthralled by his miraculous tale. For some reason they 
found this tale more relevant and interesting than Stephen’s vision of 
heaven in Acts. (Interview with Teacher K) 

 

It is at Key Stage 4 that the Church’s teachings can be most effectively utilised. In 

discussing moral and ethical issues the Church has definite standpoints- that in some 

cases are in direct opposition to societal trends. Two such examples are the teachings 

on the family and drug and alcohol abuse. 
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Most GCSE Specifications prescribe a section on Marriage, the Family, or Sexuality. In a 

statement issued by the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, entitled 

‘The Family. A Proclamation to the World’, the Church restates the traditional principles 

of the family; 

 
We… solemnly proclaim that marriage between a man and a woman 
is ordained of God and that the family is central to the Creator's 
plan for the eternal destiny of His children. (First Presidency and 
Council of the Twelve Apostles of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (1995) p102) 

 
And also focus on its eternal nature; 

 
The divine plan of happiness enables family relationships to be 
perpetuated beyond the grave. Sacred ordinances and covenants 
available in holy temples make it possible for individuals to return to 
the presence of God and for families to be united eternally. (ibid. 
p102) 

 

This is one of the most important beliefs of Latter-day Saints that “Families can be 

together forever.” (The Hymns of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (1985) 

p304) 

 
Parental responsibility is highlighted; 

 
Husband and wife have a solemn responsibility to love and care for 
each other and for their children. "Children are an heritage of the 
Lord" (Psalms 127:3). Parents have a sacred duty to rear their 
children in love and righteousness, to provide for their physical and 
spiritual needs, to teach them to love and serve one another, to 
observe the commandments of God and to be law-abiding citizens 
wherever they live. Husbands and wives—mothers and fathers—will 
be held accountable before God for the discharge of these 
obligations. (First Presidency and Council of the Twelve Apostles of 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (1995) p102) 

 
A stance is also made against sex outside of marriage; 

 
We further declare that God has commanded that the sacred 
powers of procreation are to be employed only between man and 
woman, lawfully wedded as husband and wife. (ibid. p102) 
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And emphasis is placed on vows and correct behaviour; 

 
We warn that individuals who violate covenants of chastity, who 
abuse spouse or offspring, or who fail to fulfil family responsibilities 
will one day stand accountable before God. Further, we warn that 
the disintegration of the family will bring upon individuals, 
communities, and nations the calamities foretold by ancient and 
modern prophets. (Ibid p102) 

 

In today’s world of changing values, Latter-day Saints offer an unchanged view of family 

life and sexuality. 

 

It is common in GCSE questions on Christian attitudes to drugs and alcohol for almost 

all candidates to fail to recognise the diversity of practice within Christianity. Some did 

include a mention of Rastafarianism and their use of marijuana, however there is 

generally no mention of either Latter-day Saints or Seventh Day Adventists. The reasons 

for this can be traced to a lack of teacher knowledge. In interviewing a Latter-day Saint 

who examined for a GCSE in 2003 his experience seems to support this view; 

While I was in the standardisation meeting we came to a discussion of the 
question about the use of legal drugs. The mark scheme said that there 
was no diversity within Christianity. I raised my hand (my own faith was 
unknown by all the people in the room) and said that we needed to accept 
some diversity- for I was aware of a faith that prohibited tobacco, alcohol, 
coffee and tea. The Chief Examiner seemed enthused by this idea, and 
asked ‘who?’. When I said, ‘The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints’, I was told by the Chief Examiner, and others, that this Church was 
not Christian but a cult, and likened to suicide cults (if the board accepted 
everybody who felt themselves to be Christian they would have to accept 
not only Mormons but the suicide cults). Only after extended negotiation 
was I finally accepted as a Christian, and this diversity accepted in the 
mark scheme. (Interview with Teacher A) 

 

Latter-day Saints adhere to a revealed health code known as the Word of Wisdom. In 

this wholesome foods are encouraged while tea, coffee, alcohol, tobacco and harmful 

drugs are forbidden. Latter-day Saints live this law because it is a commandment of 

God; 
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And all saints who remember to keep and do these sayings, walking 
in obedience to the commandments… (Doctrine and Covenants 
89:18) 

 
and also because of the health benefits. They are promised that they 

 
shall receive health in their navel and marrow to their bones. And 
shall find wisdom and great treasures of knowledge, even hidden 
treasures. (Doctrine and Covenants 89:18-19) 

 

Within a study of Christian attitudes to drugs, for it to be comprehensive it must include 

a mention of the beliefs of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 

 

In the recently published AQA Specification B, Module 4, there is a section that 

prescribes awareness “of beliefs and teachings concerning when life begins, pre-

existence and who is responsible for life.” (AQA, 2003, p39) While Hinduism and 

Buddhism teach of samsara as a kind of pre-existence, Latter-day saints are the only 

Christian denomination who teach that we lived before we came to this earth, not in the 

sense of a reincarnation but as individual spirit child of Our Heavenly Father in a pre-

mortal existence. We are still the same person here but with a physical body, with a veil 

of forgetfulness that came upon us as we were born. 

 
In the premortal realm, spirit sons and daughters knew and 
worshipped God as their Eternal Father and accepted His plan by 
which His children could obtain a physical body and gain earthly 
experience to progress toward perfection and ultimately realise his 
or her own destiny as an heir of eternal life.” (First Presidency and 
Council of the Twelve Apostles of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (1995) p102) 

 

Conclusion 
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Chapter 4 

Jehovah’s Witnesses and the R.E. Classroom 

In 1870 Charles Taze Russell established a Bible study group in Pennsylvania. In July 

1879 the first issue of Zion’s Watch Tower and Herald of Christ’s Presence was 

published. By 1880 there was a large number of congregations which had spread into 

neighbouring states. As numbers increased a more formal organisation was needed and 

in 1881 Zion’s Watch Tower Tract Society was formed, being incorporated in 1884 with 

Charles Russell as President. At this point many people were witnessing from house to 

house and the organisation continued to grow. Russell died in 1916 and was replaced by 

Joseph F. Rutherford, he placed a much greater emphasis on doorstep witnessing. As 

the denomination developed they adopted the name ‘Jehovah’s Witnesses’ based on 

Isaiah 43:10-12. 

 

Witnesses believe that the Christendom went through a period of apostasy, this only 

ended through the teachings and organisation of that first bible study group and its 

developing society. As such Witnesses claim to be the only denomination with all truth. 

Unlike Latter-day Saints this ‘Restoration’ did not come through Heavenly visions and 

bestowal of authority, rather through the authority of the Bible and a correct 

understanding of it. 

 

Are they Christian? 

In one sense, Jehovah's Witnesses are a part of the Christian religion. They revere 

Jesus, use the Bible as scripture and hold to many aspects of orthodox Christian belief, 

so could be seen as a denomination within Christianity. Some Witnesses use this as their 

own self definition. In another sense, because of their exclusive claims, or their 

sociological placing on - or over - the edge of orthodox Christianity, Jehovah's Witnesses 

can be seen as members of a religion separate from Christianity, Homan has suggested 

that this is how Witnesses see themselves; 

Witnesses regard other groups claiming to be Christian as being of other 
faiths than their own. (p157) 
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However, Witnesses who have expressed their view in the course of this research 

consider themselves to be Christians, and allow others the right to believe themselves to 

be Christian also (though incorrect in their belief). This may be the result of the time 

that has passed since Homan, but also may be the result of a realization that the 

alternatives are not tenable. Either Witnesses themselves are not Christian which they 

would reject, or every other professing Christian is not what they profess to be. This 

would alienate Witnesses further and antagonize people that they would hope to 

witness to, this does not negate the Witness view that everyone else is in error. Copley 

has observed that; 

Witnesses reject as dead, or even devil inspired, mainstream Christianity, 
since the mainstream has not emphasized what Witnesses see as these 
basic biblical truths. Hence Witnesses will appear on the doorsteps of 
vicars and priests and try to convert them too. In that sense they are 
technically ‘exclusivists’ (= we only are right)10 and do not co-operate with 
other Churches in Christians Together and similar movements. (1994 p89)   

 

Christian 'insiders' may tend to answer this question of identity and relationship by 

referring to Trinitarian doctrine: those who hold the idea of God in trinity are Christians, 

but those (like the Witnesses) who do not place themselves alongside to, but separate 

from the main stream of Christianity. This approach would also place Unitarians (for 

example) beyond a boundary of orthodoxy. Those, however, who use sociological 

categories to classify religious groups may see the Witnesses as a sect rather than a 

denomination of Christianity, but distinguish both forms from 'cults'. The exploration of 

the question of whether the Witnesses are Christians should include perspectives from 

inside the tradition.  

 

The Organisation Today  

Jehovah’s Witnesses are to be found in more than 230 lands with an official membership 

(on January 1 2001) of 6,117,666. Estimates in the U.K. place the number of Witnesses 

                                        
10 While by Copley’s own definition Witnesses are ‘exclusivists’, this general term refers to a belief that 

only people with certain beliefs will enter heaven/be saved, and as can be seen from the discussion about 

Witness beliefs about life after death (below p) they cannot seen to be exclusivists. 
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at approximately 130,000. As a Church with this member of adherents surely it is 

important that they find some mention in the R.E. classroom. 

 

Previous Writings 

There are three articles that have been produced when discussing Jehovah’s Witnesses 

in the R.E. classroom (Homan, Homan, Redbridge SACRE (1997)  and Copley (1994)). 

All of these focus on what to do when teaching members of Jehovah’s Witnesses. This is 

the result of the self imposed prohibition for many years on Witnesses going into 

assemblies, or R.E. lessons. They go far in helping the teacher establish boundaries and 

guidelines in teaching Witnesses; they seek to redress the feeling of ‘walking on egg 

shells’; 

Teachers were resigned to a continuing misunderstanding between 
themselves and Witness parents. Although they had learnt through 
experience the basic principles and in general expressed a respect for 
these, they knew how likely was the prospect of a foot-fault: either they 
would put a foot wrong in ignorance or else be judged to have done so… 
In the phrase of one respondent, the teaching of Witnesses is a 
‘minefield’. If that be so, it is at least possible to chart the most serious 
hazards and so to reduce the likelihood of injury. To that end, we 
endeavour to set out… the principles which Witnesses observe. (Ibid p154) 

 

In discussing doctrinal issues and practices these writings assess their impact on the 

behaviour and presence of a child, and how a teacher can react to them, not the 

educational value of investigating these differences. It is in this area that this work 

seeks to expand educational understanding. 

  

Ethical Issues 

The most obvious place for a discussion of Jehovah’s Witnesses within R.E. is when 

focussing on ethical issues at GCSE or A Level. As I read through a selection of GCSE 

textbooks I was surprised to not find any mention of Jehovah’s Witnesses with regard to 

war or medical development.  
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War and Nationalism 

In a discussion of war, textbooks refer to the fact that many Christians are pacifists and 

generally only mention Quakers. However, Quakers can offer assistance in war to both 

sides as nurses, stretcher bearers and so on. For Jehovah’s Witnesses though it is a 

complete repudiation of war. They believe their duty is to preach against war. In their 

identifying features of the true religions they list the following; 

“4. The true religion remains untainted by worldly politics and conflicts. It 
is neutral in time in time of war.- John 18:36; James 1:27… 
 
6. The true religion does not condone war or personal violence.- Micah 
4:2-4, Romans 12:17-21, Colossians 3:12-14)” (Mankind’s Search for God 
p377) 

 
 

They pray for the end to wars and earthly governments with the new reign of Jesus. A 

time when “the wolf will actually reside for a while with the male lamb” (Isaiah 11:6). 

(For an example of how Witness beliefs about war could be considered alongside 

Christian pacifism see Appendix) 

 

Interesting to note for the teachers of Citizenship is the associated belief that Jehovah’s 

Witnesses do not participate in elections, or the singing of national anthems. This is not 

to indicate an anti-government stance but a reflection that God is the true ruler. 

“They never engage in antigovernment activity of any kind. In fact, 
Witnesses believe that present human governments constitute an 
‘arrangement of God’ that he has permitted to exist. So they consider 
themselves to be under divine command to pay taxes and respect such 
‘superior authorities.’ (Romans 13:1-7)” (Jehovah’s Witnesses and 
Education p23) 

 
 

Linked in with is the excellent resource produced by the Jehovah’s Witnesses 

themselves called ‘Stand Firm Against the Nazi Assault.’ In this resource pack there are 

many testimonies and activities that could be used in a discussion of the Holocaust and 

Prejudice. This is particularly interesting as Jehovah’s Witnesses were the only religious 

group to have their own symbol -the purple triangle (Jews were considered to be a 
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race), and that they could free themselves from the concentration camps by the signing 

of a repudiation document. 

 

The Use of Blood 

Probably the most controversial of doctrines from the Jehovah’s Witnesses is the 

prohibition on blood transfusions.11 Although the penalties for contravening it have been 

relaxed recently (in 2000 leaders revoked the ruling that their members faced automatic 

excommunication if they accepted a blood transfusion) it is still a core tenet of their 

faith. 

 

The doctrine, as all Witness beliefs do, comes from the Bible. In discussing Old 

Testament prohibitions on the eating and use of blood Witnesses see that blood has 

symbolic meaning; 

“The Law repeatedly stated the Creator's ban on taking in blood to sustain 
life. "You must not eat the blood; pour it out on the ground like water. Do 
not eat it, so that it may go well with you and your children after you, 
because you will be doing what is right."—Deuteronomy 12:23-25, NIV; 
15:23; Leviticus 7:26, 27; Ezekiel 33:25. 

Contrary to how some today reason, God's law on blood was not to be 
ignored just because an emergency arose. During a wartime crisis, some 
Israelite soldiers killed animals and "fell to eating along with the blood." In 
view of the emergency, was it permissible for them to sustain their lives 
with blood? No. Their commander pointed out that their course was still a 
grave wrong. (1 Samuel 14:31-35) Hence, precious as life is, our Life-Giver 
never said that his standards could be ignored in an emergency.” (How 
Blood Can Save Your Life p4) 

Further discussion of the ethics of parental choice and freedom of religion would provide 

lively debates and balanced, mature arguments within the classroom. It is probably the 

least understood, and empathized with, of Witness doctrines. Rather than being written 

off as unsympathetic and ‘daft’ in their adherence to this commandment, it could raise a 

                                        
11 For a fuller discussion see “How Can Blood Save Your Life” published by Watchtower, or available at 

www.watchtower.org  

http://www.watchtower.org/
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discussion of whose wisdom should we follow- are people’s ideas and feelings more 

important than a commandment of God. Where Witnesses might be applauded for not 

going against their faith in the face of death in Germany, they are condemned for not 

going against their faith in the face of death and the opinion of the world. 

Bible Study 

There are many other places that Jehovah’s Witness beliefs could be used in the RE 

classroom. In a discussion of the use of the Bible today, the Bible Study classes that are 

held throughout Witnessdom each week are an example of its impact on a persons life 

today, and how it is used within Christian life and worship. 

 

Celebration 

In a study of Festivals all schools will at least touch upon Christmas. Rather than 

excluding Jehovah’s Witnesses from this discussion because ‘they don’t celebrate 

Christmas’, surely it would be of benefit to bring this non-celebration into context and 

the religious celebration of a Christian. It would provide great opportunities to reinforce 

that December 25th isn’t the date of Christ’s birthday, rather a day that was selected to 

celebrate it, replacing the Roman Festival of Saturnalia. It can also lead to a positive 

view of Witness practice for as they declare; 

“The Bible… speaks favourably of giving gifts or inviting family and friends 
for a joyful meal on other occasions. It encourages parents to train their 
children to be sincerely generous, instead of giving gifts when socially 
expected to do so. (Matthew 6:2,3)” 

 

The voices of the children themselves could also be heard; 

“I have fun with my friends, and we surprise each other with gifts from 
time to time.” 
 
“I never feel left out because I don’t celebrate Christmas or other holidays. 
During the holidays, when we are off from school and Dad is off from 
work, we play games, go to movies, watch TV. We spend a lot of time 
doing things together as a family.” (Jehovah’s Witnesses and Education, 
p18) 
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This could similarly be extended to the context of ‘Celebration’ and Witness non-

celebration of birthdays.  

 

Life After Death 

Witness beliefs about life after death provide an alternative to the traditional heaven 

and hell. The traditional idea of the spirit being the ‘real person’ in a ‘shell’ of a body is 

rejected. Rather the spirit or life-force is compared to the electric current that flows 

through a machine. Just as the current doesn’t reflect or possess any of the 

characteristics of the machine, so the spirit remains a force reflecting of the person or 

animals characteristics. When we die the body returns to the ground  

 
"In the sweat of your face you will eat bread until you return to the ground, for 
out of it you were taken. For dust you are and to dust you will return." (Genesis 
3:19) 
 
"his spirit goes out, he goes back to his ground; in that day his thoughts do 
perish." (Psalm 146:4) 

 

Death is therefore a state of non-existence, for the Spirit does not live on, rather "the 

spirit itself returns to the true God who gave it." (Ecclesiastes 12:7). When a person 

dies, therefore, his spirit does not go on existing in another realm as a spirit creature. 

The force returns to God, just as the force was given by God to give life to Adam, so at 

some future stage all those so deserving (not just Witnesses) will be recreated from the 

earth to inhabit the earth as themselves once more never to die, for the place on which 

they live will be paradise earth, ruled by Jesus and 144,000 chosen people from heaven. 

There is no hell, for those who are undeserving their spirit will remain with God, and 

they will not be recreated- they remain in a state of non-existence. 

 

Therefore, it is true that in Witness belief only 144,000 will go to heaven, but to leave 

the belief at that would be to give the wrong impression- for all the righteous will 

receive a paradisiacal glory with their loved ones.  
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Conclusion 

Some people may be surprised by a promotion of the use of Jehovah’s Witness belief in 

the RE Classroom. By some they are seen as dangerous, others as non-Christian. While 

all are free to hold these views, Witnesses themselves consider themselves to be 

Christian and moral people. Anyone who has taken time to meet with and get to know 

Witnesses, while disagreeing with their theology would be led to make the same 

conclusions. We should allow them to define themselves as Christian, wherever we 

happen to see them in the ‘family’ of Churches. As such they are worthy of discussion in 

an RE Classroom, they add variety, colour and controversy to discussions that can 

sometimes be one dimensional. As with any religion we don’t teach it for acceptance by 

pupils, but to make them more prepared to experience the wonderful variety of the 

world. 
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Conclusion 

The Way Forward 

If New Religious Movements are to find a place in the R.E. classroom then a variety of 

things need to take place. 

1. New Religious Movements need to involve themselves more in the R.E. 
world. 

As already mentioned above one of the major things a New Religious Movement could 

do to gain prominence in the world of R.E. is to make their voices heard on committees 

such as the R.E. Council and on SACREs throughout the country. The respondent who 

made this suggestion used the Humanists as an example of how this could be achieved. 

If New Religious Movements made this a priority they may find themselves less isolated. 

For the majority of New Religious Movements they have no desire for ecumenism and 

so hold themselves aloft from institutions such as the World Council of Churches, but 

within R.E. circles the organizations seek for understanding rather than agreement, and 

would be beneficial for all. 

Providing schools with material that could be used within the classroom would also go a 

long way to see their incorporation. It would also help with lessening misrepresentation 

of these groups. Jehovah’s Witnesses publish materials that help schools deal with 

issues that may arise with Witness pupils. The Head teachers guide mentions one of 

these; 

Jehovah's Witnesses 
The Movement publishes a booklet entitled School and Jehovah's 
Witnesses. Sensitivity is required when dealing with national and patriotic 
events, the supernatural, birthdays and other celebrations. 

Similarly, they have published the Standing Firm resource pack which helps teachers 

who have a desire and find it valuable to incorporate it into the teaching about the 

Holocaust. As with all resources teachers would have to guard against propaganda in 

utilizing resources sent by New Religious Movements. The benefits of authentic religious 
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voices would be of huge benefit to the teacher searching for resources and the learning 

of the pupils. 

For each group there could be a link between the beliefs and practices, and how they 

could be presented in the classroom. The recent publication Representing Religions 

illustrates how this can be achieved and be beneficial. Lat Blaylock writes; 

In the six chapters written by practicing members of the UK’s major faith 
communities, any teacher of RE will find stimulus, provocation and 
guidance about the ways in which different religions are represented in the 
curriculum- any teacher using the unique insights collected here will be 
able to develop better RE practice. The voices you will hear through these 
pages are authentic RE voices- our contributors know the demands of the 
classroom, and the challenge that restive children and young people offer 
to learning about religions. They are also authentic because they come 
from those who practice the faith- never in an all-encompassing way, but 
always with some integrity and insight. This is a rare combination of two 
authenticities… (in Blaylock (ed) p3) 

Further, Robert Jackson suggests; 

Writers and curriculum developers who identify with a particular religious 
tradition have a special responsibility in representing religions. On the one 
hand, they have the advantage of the personal knowledge and experience 
of the insider. (in Ibid. p7) 

Suggesting that those who have a faith develop classroom materials is not as 

straightforward as it may seem. Professor Jackson notes; 

On the other hand, they may find it difficult to present a balanced 
overview of the wider tradition, or feel impelled to present a view of 
orthodoxy that is inconsistent with the experience of many practitioners. 
Possible approaches include: 

 Providing a personal story of their own religious and cultural 
experience, with some pointers to further examples of the wider 
tradition; 

 Working with others from the same tradition, not to attempt to find 
essential common ground (as with the School Curriculum and 
Assessment Authority’s Model Syllabuses for RE, produced by faith 
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community working groups in 1994), but to give some different 
perspectives on how the tradition is lived in practice. 

Insiders who are also teachers (whether acting in the role of teacher or 
writer) are especially in a position to help children from other backgrounds 
to make connections, comparisons and contrasts between the children’s 
own knowledge and experience and their own. (in Ibid. p7) 

While not always practicable the use of ‘faith insiders’ and teachers to produce 

resources will be valuable for the RE teacher and the New Religious Movements. Some 

groups may have people who meet both requirements, but a ‘faith insider’ working with 

a serving teacher to develop resources will be as valuable. Providing information 

material would be of huge benefit to teachers, but practical resources would help 

serving teachers be able to see where they could fit into existing schemes. 

The resources provided do not always have to focus on differences from the parent 

faith. For example, in Appendix A can be found teaching materials for Joseph Smith 

which does focus on the differences between Latter-day Saints and Christianity as a 

whole. Whereas Appendix D highlights Latter-day Saint belief in Christ, utilising both a 

Latter-day Saint video about the last week of Jesus’ life echoing traditional Christian 

beliefs.  

 

In using these resources it is necessary for teachers to check their accuracy, for with 

any work it is not completely neutral or non-denominational. The resources on the last 

week of Jesus’ place an emphasis on the suffering and death of Christ in the events of 

the Last Week and its importance reflects Latter-day Saint belief, and not necessarily 

the whole of Christianity. Traditional Christianity focuses on Christ’s suffering on the 

cross, whereas this scheme focuses on Gethsemane and the cross. This can be seen in 

one of the quotes from the sheet ‘Why is the death of Jesus important to Christians?’; 

 
Through Jesus’ suffering in the Garden of Gethsemane and on the cross 
Christians believe that Jesus paid the penalty for everybody’s sins. If a 
person accepts Jesus as their Saviour, repents and lives as good a life as 
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they can, relying on Jesus throughout their lives they will be forgiven for 
their sins and go to heaven…. 

 
One Christian has shared his feelings about these events and their impact 
on his life; 

 
“Because Jesus died on the cross, I know I am able to be forgiven for the 
things that I do wrong. Even though I fall, I am able to pick myself back 
up again and through the love of my saviour carry on. As Jesus suffered in 
the Garden of Gethsemane, one of those drops of blood was sweat for me. 
To take advantage of this I need to accept Him as my Saviour and show 
my love for him and others. This means that through my life I should try 
my best to live my life in a good way to please him. Also that if I expect 
Jesus to forgive me I must forgive other people. I know that he did these 
things, not for personal gain, but because of the love He has for all of us.” 

Providing New Religious Movements with a voice within the RE classroom and the RE 

world will only come from those with a vested interest- those within the communities 

themselves. 

2. Teachers need to become aware of the beliefs of New Religious 
Movements. 

This is linked with the first point, because as New Religious Movements become more 

proactive in their work with the R.E. world teachers’ awareness cannot help but be 

raised. However, concern was expressed during the course of this study as to how this 

is practicable. All the respondents recognised that this was a necessity, but were unsure 

as to how this could be achieved. The possible resources that were given included 

 The Internet 

 Faith Communities themselves 

 Training Courses 

 Publications 

The problem with each of these (whether produced by New Religious Movements or 

others) is the accuracy, bias and propaganda that may be present. Certainly a search of 

the Internet on any of the New Religious Movements will find both supportive and 

dismissive sites. Members of the faith communities are surprised to find some things 
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that they allegedly believe12, it is also possible for members of faith communities to edit 

what they believe to be more palatable. 

The possibility of a publication was also raised during this study. This could be ‘An 

Introduction to New Religious Movements’; although these already exist a lot are not 

tailored to the needs of teachers, rather they are written as specialist books to be found 

in University libraries, sometimes discussing the sociology and psychology of adherents 

rather than the beliefs and practices. The problem with this suggestion is it’s practicality. 

In a work of this size it has only been possible to cover the issues and two New 

Religious Movements. What size of work of work would be needed to include all of those 

movements that demand attention? Though, any work would go far to filling avoid in 

the R.E. world. 

The training course option would be very useful. Though it raises questions as to who 

would provide the training. This could be linked with point 1 above, with education 

officers for New Religious Movements providing a viewpoint from their faith. A similar 

course along the lines of one already run by RE Today entitled Four Religions. On its 

website the course is described thus; 

Participants are given the opportunity to work with members of four faith 
communities who are also RE professionals, thus giving insight into the 
teaching of religions in Britain today. A choice of workshops will allow 
participants to choose three of the four religions to explore in more depth. 
This course will enable participants to: 

 hear from teachers who are practising members of different faiths;  
 examine key issues in the way we present religions in the 

classroom;  
 plan for more authentic RE in our own setting;  
 become better equipped to teach particular religions. (available at 

www.retoday.org.uk/courses.htm) 

                                        
12 One Latter-day Saint shared that he was often faced with people telling him he believed that Adam is 

God, despite all his arguments to the contrary ‘it must be true because it’s says so on the Internet’. 

http://www.retoday.org.uk/courses.htm
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While such a course that involved New Religious Movements (as well as the principal 

religions) might attract interest the concern of funding is a fundamental problem. The 

number of respondents who expressed interest in such a course was high, but a 

significant number of those said that they would be unable to receive funding for such a 

course. 

Certain steps are being made. RE-XS has a link from their site entitled ‘New religious 

Movements’, but as yet there is nothing available. Resource have recently published 

three articles that deal with New Religious Movements (Holt 2002, 2004, and Chryssides 

2003), but these are only small movements in the right direction. Much more needs to 

be done if teachers are to become aware of the place and practice of New Religious 

Movements. 

3. Pupils from new Religious Movements need to be free and confident 
enough to share their beliefs as appropriate in lessons. 

As was highlighted above (see page) the opportunity for pupils to discuss their beliefs 

and culture are fundamental in a supportive classroom. The example of a Later-day 

Saint being told she was not a Christian should belong in the ‘bad old days’. Pupils are 

valuable resources for the teaching of R.E.. If a topic links in with what the class are 

doing, then pupils should be free to discuss their perspective. As is shown in the 

example of a Jehovah’s Witness sharing their view on blood transfusions or war in their 

GCSE classroom. 

For this to occur it will depend on pupil-teacher relations and also the confidence of the 

pupil themselves. If a pupil feels that will be allowed to share their beliefs with no 

recriminations or derision then they are more likely to participate. It would also be 

incumbent on families and faith communities to provide the child with resources and 

help in presenting their views. 

This could also be supported by teachers, who, if they know about a child’s faith would 

be able to speak to them and ask them to share beliefs at appropriate times. 
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4. Official publications need to recognise New Religious Movements (and 
when they do, it should be done sympathetically, honestly and 
accurately). 

Often publications that are used by teachers to support religious pupils can be seen to 

be unsympathetic. Sometimes this is in mere semantics, that may seem trivial, but to a 

member of the faith are important. If the example of Latter-day Saints are used from 

two separate publications. The Head teacher’s Handbook gives the following advice; 

Mormons (Church of Latter Day Saints) 
The Mormon Church, founded in 1830 by Joseph Smith, regards Joseph 
Smith as a prophet and the Book of Mormon as essential revelation. 
Converts to the Church are required to abstain from alcohol, tobacco, tea 
and coffee. Mormon culture is family centred and law abiding. 

While seemingly accurate, the name of the Church is incorrect. The Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints and its members are concerned to be seen as Christian and 

place a high import on the place of Christ in their faith. Similarly in the book Religions in 

the U.K. A Multi-faith Directory (1997) Latter-day Saints are not to be found within the 

Christian groups, rather within the ‘Some other Religious Communities and Groups’ 

section with the assertion; 

  They claim to be a Christian Church… (p669, emphasis added) 

This term is not applied to any of the other Christian faiths to be found within the book, 

and suggests a negativity in this claim. 

Books which are provided to assist people in their treatment of religions should seek to 

be inclusive, and whether directly or indirectly should not be seen to be negative. The 

establishment of contacts within the faith communities themselves (as mentioned in 

point 1) would help immeasurably in overcoming this problem. 
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5. Exam boards need to recognise the possibility of a number of New 
Religious Movements being answered in ethical examination questions. 

As mentioned earlier (above page ) there is an apparent lack of diversity within 

Christianity expected within some GCSE courses. To deny the use of New Religious 

Movements is to deny the opportunity for some people to receive higher marks. In 

general those pupils who recognise diversity within traditions achieve the higher grades. 

This would not mean the teaching of New Religious Movements to the exclusion of 

others, but as well as. Throughout the course of this study many examples have been 

given of uses in the ethical sections of GCSE courses. If this is the case then why do the 

teachers guides, and suggested textbooks not mention any of these possibilities. The 

use of Christian Identity in the teaching of racism would provide colour and much 

needed discussion (for teaching ideas see Appendix E). The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints and Rastafarians would provide diversity for Christian attitudes to 

drugs (see Appendix C), and Jehovah’s Witnesses for war and peace (see Appendix D). 

This again, could be achieved by members of the faith communities becoming involved 

in work with exam boards, and in the writing of exam material. This would bring those 

faiths out of obscurity and help the exam boards recognise their value and potential. 

Conclusion 

To paraphrase Holt (2002), the study of R.E. can continue without a mention of New 

Religious Movements, however, this study could be diversified and enhanced if these 

faiths were given an appropriate place within the classroom. At some point in our lives 

we will all encounter (or teach) a member of a New Religious Movement; surely it is 

better to do so prepared with a knowledge of what they believe. 

 

Teachers need to be better informed, and New Religious Movements need to take the 

opportunity to inform and assist R.E. teachers in their teaching. 
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