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MANIPULATION, ARTIFICIAL MEANS, AND EDUCATION

Prof. Cesare Scurati

Teacher of Paedagogy, Catholic University of the Sacred Heart, Milan
The modern and the post-modern


There seems to be a rather wide gap between a movement heading in the “hypermodern” direction and one in the “postmodern” direction. The former may be considered as an amplified emanation of modernity, with no adjustments whatsoever, whilst the latter may include an attempt to review negative aspects and revalidate positive ones. Being “hypermodern” thus means to blindly keep travelling down all the avenues that modernity has opened up and paved, with the greater efficiency which characterizes technological developments (therefore more powerful technologies, but the same perspective of the world and life). Being “postmodern”, instead, implies reinterpreting a historical and civil living condition by relying on the cultural and technical legacy of modernity. This is complemented by the awareness of the need to change both the structures of action and contexts of meaning. In terms of education, if we assume that being hypermodern means perpetuating mistakes and being postmodern means trying to rediscover values, we then believe that the road to follow is not hypermodern, for that would strive directly for expansion without some degree of self-reflection. Instead, the way forward is a non-regressive but critical and responsible post-modern approach. 
Contrasts


Any new cultural era inevitably involves the emergence of new kinds of extremes and opposites.


Light and darkness – The “nomothetic” dimension (that is, the rigorously logical, rational, systematic and structured) is being challenged very strongly. The difficult issue to face is to understand whether this historical moment will shed new light or bring more darkness. In other words, we will have to determine whether it will involve the dawn of a new era or more darkness.


An impossible childhood? – We can speak of two fundamental challenges. The first is unequal access to quality of life, which if pushed to the limit, tends to reintroduce the horrific ‘fantasies’ of diversifying humans (whether naturally or artificially) into intrinsically separate layers of inclusion into the universal community of human beings. The second refers to the great notion of “the pedagogy of innocent pain” (Father Carlo Gnocchi). According to such a notion, there is an “innocent pain” which is still amid us. It dwells in our homes, runs loose in our forests, reaches our beaches or wanders our streets. Its names are as old as the history of the world, but it can also take on the new names of contemporary events.


The difficult adult – The old paradigm which sees the adult as an exemplary figure seems to be coming back. The cultivated and informed adult, who is a part of the globalization systems, knows the cognitive (and metacognitive) strategies which will enable him to possess and control information flows and opportunities for social integration, and has a wide range of literacy, technological and language skills. This adult is taken as a final and therefore also as an initial point of reference for all educational processes, in which success, productivity and competence become absolute musts. In summary, the child is a model for the adult, in some respects, and the adult becomes a model for the child, but is there real reciprocity in this?


The home and the journey – Another contradiction refers to the recurring message to opt for the values reflected by the “home”. Tranquillity, protection, continuity and security, in contrast with the seductive appeal of the “journey”, which evokes exploration, navigation, adventure, and a break with the past. The person is thus sometimes homey and sometimes adventurous. How can one then maintain a productive balance between both models?


The “home” is a symbol of affective life, it is the place where one builds a deep confidence in oneself and in the world. The “journey”, instead, expresses knowledge, the expansion of one’s instruments and concepts, the conquest of one’s investigative and planning autonomy. Concentrating excessively on the first dimension impoverishes the individual, restricts and confines him to reassuring but at the same time limiting horizons. Conversely, focusing excessively on the other dimension implies pure agitation, aimless hyperactivism, a curiosity devoid of all content, an aimless mental and perceptive vagrancy. Consequently, it is absolutely necessary to prepare individuals to embrace adventure and at the same time be loyal to their home. In other words, they must be educated to cope with research and change as well as stability and reflection. 

Perhaps simplifying issues and technologies, learning to listen again, removing excessive stimuli and reducing noise should be viewed as necessary steps towards a post-modern educational rehumanization process.


Bodies and minds – We can now glimpse a new form of technical-human subjectivity, which is based on a synthesis between man and machine. It is not confined within the limits of the body, but instead extends to the boundaries of available electronic space. In very succinct terms, some specific concerns have been expressed with regard to the ongoing trends towards hypermentalism and virtualization. While the former refers to the prevailing of replacement and representative experience over real experience, the latter refers to a loss of the sense of limit (respect, conquest, hard work: objectivism), because one absolutely adjusts to the different circumstances (times, ways, languages, interests) demanded by subjectivity. 

Applications and perspectives


Let us now look at the broad areas of interest which educational agencies should pursue simultaneously and jointly, in respect of their different vocations, functions and educational languages.


The basic notion common to all such areas is the idea of reaffirming the fundamental educational rights of the human person. The right to reality becomes the red thread.


The right to roots – The prospect of “generation” is opposed to that of “production”. The right of the other as a parent is based on the reflection according to which persons are “generated”, while objects are “produced”. Any exchange between these two levels involves an alteration of values and criteria of respect. To be even more straightforward, one is entitled to the right to family and a right to history, or the right to family as history, that is, the right to one’s entire physiological, symbolic and moral roots. 


The right to be assertive – The possibility of taking on a passive position is now extremely widespread. Only a few conceivers/experts/programmers enjoy a direct relationship with technologies, while an increasing number of people take on a passive-dependent type of position. Hence the need to distinguish between “literacy” tasks and deviations towards this kind of passive attitude. Although teaching people to become literate continues to be the primary duty, what seems to be emerging in an equally evident way is the need for training and experience in the forms, ways and languages characterizing immediate action and expression. The recovery of the human dimension in education thus requires a definite playing down of the hype around the artificial dimension.


The right to a daily life – The issue at stake is the process of “estrangement” from the immediate world of relations, opportunities and problems. People tend to continuously and spectacularly immerse themselves in visions, impressions, vicissitudes and landscapes that are remote from and discontinuous with respect to the actual reality in which they live, and especially in which they have to learn to exist. In essence, we are referring to that sphere of the exotic which is a substitute for reality, which may be criticized when it is invoked too frequently and monopolizes attention. 


The right to an alternative – The world of media consumption has been under excessive attack and has been somewhat abused. And yet, there is a general and widespread lack of alternatives in educational activities, starting with the family and going as far as school itself and social life in broader terms. It is thus necessary to help adults find a way to recover their imagination and their ability to play. School education programs should be based on a different approach, the patterns and structure of leisure time should be profoundly reviewed, and educators who are “alternative” in terms of their capacity to propose new ideas should be trained. This would be a way to counter the great channels of show business and commercialized entertainment, and would lead to a new way of considering the world of sport and tourism.


The right to identity – Given the current “multiplication of cultural codes and models” (L.Sciolla), the approach to education should not expose itself to the risk of a koinè devoid of all meaning and critical foundations. It should avoid treading down the perilous path of total standardization, where all differences are wiped out. As regards interpersonal relationships, for example, obviously one should relate to the other in his or her “reality” as a person facing another equally personal reality. This without giving up one’s values and meanings; one can indeed express his or her identity in freedom, but that identity cannot be suspended in a vacuum.


The right to authority – We should leave behind the wrongful concept which identifies freedom with permission and authority with power. We should instead reaffirm that authority refers to “a person who has access to a real value which he or she is capable of passing on to other free and intelligent individuals, who are prepared to receive it by means of education and a respectful attention”. Authority can only be exercised by a person who communicates values to another person on the basis of a shared intelligence. Thus, since the meanings and values passed on by that person are justified only by the fundamental precepts of “seeking, understanding and being responsible”, it postulates cooperation and authenticity as its sole source of legitimization (J.Wild). The right to authority, meant as guidance and limits-norms, cannot be eliminated or replaced. Forgetting this can only lead to a most tragic caricature, namely violence mistaken for education.


The right to narration – Neither belonging nor identity can be built without “life stories”, for “a competence in the construction and understanding of stories is crucial to the building of our lives, and enables us to create a “place” for ourselves in the possible world which we shall encounter” (J.S.Bruner). Education may thus be viewed as a place of “story-telling”, of stories which are deeply impressed in the minds of children and youths. However, there are different kinds of stories. What we need is not a form of escapism but the construction of a “greater” imaginary world (rich with all the opportunities that have come to fulfillment and maturity) which can encourage the development of the “smaller” but concrete world in which we must continue to live. Thus, we do not need just any stories, but stories whose purpose it is to support us in our existence so that we may improve the world.
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Of irreversible changes


Human history has often been the backdrop of upheavals, revolutions and profound changes. They have frequently recurred at different times because the events which triggered them were often of a political and cultural nature. In other words, rather than being due to changes in the geophysical or technical characteristics of the various contexts in which they occurred, such events were related to shifts in power between different movements, governments or religious groups. Only a few centuries ago, which is very little time in our long history, technological changes began to profoundly modify the world in which we live, thus radically transforming our environment and habits. 


However, there is a basic difference between these two types of changes. A political or cultural revolution is mostly reversible, as happens when political regimes of an opposite leaning come to power, for example, or when land or markets are lost and then re-conquered following wars. Technological changes, on the other hand, almost always lead to irreversible transformations. Imagine what our life, businesses, health and education would be like today if we did not have electrical power, the telephone, oil, plastic materials, and so on.


Of such irreversible transformations, those that I think would be of greatest interest in this forum are the profound changes that the development of the media and new information technologies have brought to our daily life, interpersonal relations, work, culture, and more specifically to our educational endeavors.

The world as a completely connected place


One of the phenomena which I deem to be most important, because it involves all of our activities and relations, is the compression of time and space. In other words, today we are witnessing the progressive and irreversible disappearance of the “free” space and time which throughout our previous history have enabled us to structure our societies and the values upon which they were founded. 


Up until a few centuries ago, there were areas in the world known as “no man’s lands”, which served as “buffers” between the various recognized countries. The buttresses which defended our borders and those that marked the borders of the adjacent country were separated by a space which we could legitimately consider as a “vacuum”, where we could thus dump our garbage, our delinquents, our horrors and wretchedness.


Our “exterior space” was also the exterior space of our neighbor, and we both could use it to fight battles or conduct business which we did not want to carry out within our homes. We could also use it to exclude and confine anything that could be a threat to our social order and wellbeing. Our countries were thus able to become rich and grow, while exporting and confining our refuse and wretchedness to other places. 


Today, however, it is no longer so. This is partly due to the fact that with the growth in the world’s population, those spaces have been filled by people. Most importantly, however, the modern means of communication (both transportation and the media) no longer allow us to consider as legitimate the status of “empty space” and “no-man’s land” which we attributed to such places in the past, thus excluding them from the right to wellbeing. Today our exterior is our neighbor’s interior, as a result of which, neither one of us knows where to dump their refuse or export their wretchedness. Today the misery and conflicts which break out far from our borders are no longer kept in check and isolated by buffer spaces. They instead spread and rapidly invade all spaces, including our own.


Perhaps for the very first time, not only ideology but events are forcing us to learn that we pay a very dear price for wretchedness and poverty, no matter how remote they are form us. We are all responsible for the physical and moral wretchedness of all human beings. 


To what extent do our educational endeavors, whether public or private, secular or religious, formal or informal, help us to gain full awareness of and take on these new responsibilities? Education in citizenship, education in sharing, respect for diversity and responsible autonomy are all absolutely necessary to cope with these new tasks. To what extent are they a part of our educational strategies?

The compression of time


The development of the media and new information technologies (NITs) has also produced another effect. It has sped up time, the time which sets the pace of our daily life. We work, communicate and rest at a quicker pace, and have thus eliminated the breaks and “idle time” which served to separate between our different activities. It was precisely that slower pace which enabled us to catch our breath, take stock, take a distance, reflect and ultimately think. 


With NITs, any event, even the most remote in terms of place and time, is reported to us within seconds, if not in real time. Consequently, in our perception of world events everything seems to be happening at the same time, here and now: everything is part of the present.


But there is more. Due to the intrinsic characteristics of contemporary media, which are increasingly subjected to marketing rules, an event is not only reported immediately, but it also becomes entertainment. Everything turns into a spectacle, all events are standardized to fit the same spectacular mold. The live report of torture or murder are considered to be on par with a sports victory or a fashionable event; everything takes place in the present without any breaks or pauses to indicate transitions. 


Again, due to the intrinsic needs of media, an event is never reported on its own, but always in conjunction with a commentary: a press release, a contradictory discussion, a news report, or a statement by a politician. In particular, television talk shows have become very widespread because they are the cheapest form of entertainment. They are increasingly concerned with current events, have taken the place of personal critical reflection and instead propose a form of rhetorical debate which also contributes to creating a uniform world and standardized judgments. Whether the topic of discussion is infanticide, a cooking recipe, war or a soccer game, the arguments, rhetorical strategies and the contentious nature of the discussion are always the same.


Once all tenses converge into a single homogeneous present, the individual is expropriated of his or her own time, and in particular the personal time required to process an autonomous critical thought. 


What can we do to assure that our educational endeavors restore some of that time for personal reflection? How can we promote respect for the slow pace of autonomous critical thinking, the reconstruction of the conceptual links that connect the past and the near future? How can we reconcile the fast pace of economic efficiency with the longer time required to develop ethical judgment? 

The necessary rituals

The compression of time and space afforded by NITs has also led to the destruction of most of the rituals whose purpose it was to mark the transition from one time and one space to the next. As the fox so eloquently says to the little prince in Saint-Exupéry’s novel, “...a ritual makes every day and every hour different from the next”. 


In our culture, for example, Sundays are different from other days because we celebrate the week’s main religious ritual on Sunday.


Though this religious ritual continues to be a stronghold for the Catholic world, “secular” rituals, which also contributed to making Sunday a different day, are now being lost. By those rituals I mean family lunches, an excursion out of town, or a soccer game. 


Today, one can go on an out-of-town excursion on any one day of the stretched out week-end. It all depends on one’s individual work schedule, which is different from that of others. The great Sunday family lunch has given way to a quick snack at the pizza parlor, more often with friends rather than one’s family, as on any other day. To go to a soccer game, one no longer needs to wait for Sunday to come around, or to go the stadium physically. All one needs to do is switch on the television set any day of the week. 


For many centuries, the unity and consistency of family life were also marked by specific rituals like evening meals, for example, or Sunday lunches, which often stretched out until the late afternoon and where all the different generations gathered. Today, most of our families are poorer to begin with because they do not have a third generation. Its members often have different jobs, and increasingly they eat, sleep, work and rest whenever they can. This means that the moments in which the entire family gathers as a ritual are increasingly rare. 


Perhaps it is also due to this loss of rituals that the contemporary family so often faces difficult situations.


For thousands of years, the separation between sacred and profane spaces was rigorously marked by well-defined rites of passage. Behaviors that were prohibited in profane spaces were allowed in sacred spaces, and vice-versa. Today, those rites of passage are also progressively growing weaker. Each day we learn from the media about profane behaviors invading sacred spaces, and the other way around.


NITs have also generated further confusion: it is difficult to distinguish between reality and fiction, the “real” and the “virtual” world. Perhaps this is the most dangerous contamination of all, from a psychological point of view, because it can lead to alienation from reality, and thus to madness. This is why all cultures, throughout history, have always sought to clearly separate the world of fiction from daily reality. Fiction could only take place in a specially dedicated and specific space and time: the temple altar initially. Then, with the progressive secularization of drama, it took place on the theater stage, and finally, up until a few decades ago, in the movie theater. These spaces were all clearly distinct from the spaces where daily life took place, which were marked by imposing architecture, long flights of stairs, sumptuous entrances, decorations and clearly visible signs, according to the cases. To gain access to such spaces, particular rituals had to be complied with, although towards the end of this trivialization process, the ritual consisted in the mere purchase of a ticket.


Today instead our television screens, and increasingly, the screens of the computers in our homes invade our day-to-day living with a constant flow of scenes from soap operas and documentaries, news and commercials, video games and sports events, with no physical or ritual marker indicating the transition from one to the other.


The religious or secular nature of a ritual is not that important. What really matters is for the ritual to be exercised, and for its collective dimension to be respected. That is what counts if we want one space to be different from another, a time to be different from another, the virtual world to be different from the real world, and if we want the values that make up and underlie our culture not to blend into a single uniform magma, where all things, all levels of reality, all judgments and all values are the same. 


What can we do to ensure that our educational initiatives restore the important role of rituals, as necessary practices for the development of cultural identification processes? What can we do to promote the symbolic competence required to grasp the meaning of the events making up our world, and to reach full awareness of the profound meaning of our actions? 

THE BUILDING UP OF ONE’S IDENTITY

Prof. Italo Fiorin

Teacher of General Didactics, University of Messina
1.
Ideas for the debate


Being born does not only mean abandoning the mother’s womb, but in some respects our whole life is a birth process. “Indeed – Fromm pointed out – we are actually fully born only when we die, even though the tragic destiny of most people is that they die before they are born”.
 In other words, constructing one’s identity is a journey, which in religious terms may be seen as the journey that lead us to realize what we are called to be, which lasts our whole life.


This fundamental task that each of us has, is certainly not something new since in all eras and in every culture the search for fulfilment is what characterizes human experience.


But if we turn our thoughts to today’s world, within the context of the current culture and society, and if we focus in particular on that sensitive and difficult developmental period that constitutes pre-adolescence and adolescence, growth-related problems take on a peculiar manifestation.


Modernity seems to have come to its end with the maturing of the crisis of subjectivity which had been inaugurated by Descartes, and continued through to the defeat of the Ego, a divided, fragmented Ego, ‘without quality’. The defeat of ideologies has left the field to the sole paradigm that seems to be dominant today, the market economy that seems to know no boundaries, neither spatial nor ethical. Our times are crossed by constant transformations of a society that is defined as being ‘complex’, in which relationships multiply, but they also become insubstantial, and the values of reference are relativized, experience becomes precarious, uncertainty with regard to the future induce people to fall back on the present. A new, ‘weak’ subjectivity is taking shape, one which is built on personal wishes, it is fragile, narcissistic, abandoned in the hands of immediacy also by the weakening of the traditional systems of meaning. As modern societies are dominated by the imperative to change “they are open, but they are also societies of uncertainty, in which none of the traditions work any more”.


Even these few ideas may be sufficient in showing how education is faced with demanding challenges. What help can education give to a young person engaged in the difficult journey of fulfilling himself in a context of uncertainty and fear of the future, of massification, of exasperated individualism, of constant transformations…? But perhaps it is not accurate to speak of ‘challenge’ when referring to education. A. Agazzi has pointed out that the concept of challenge to education may be misunderstood and may lead to thinking that education moves in reaction to the needs that in turn come up, and ends up adjusting to them
. Even N. Postman
 has reminded us that education does not consist in picking up all the requests and in pursuing change, but in providing an alternative, a ‘counterpower’. In inviting people to go against the stream. This is why it appears to be more correct to speak of the ‘challenges of education’. 


If we refer to the path for constructing the identity of preadolescent children and of adolescents, a number of problems come up that education needs to know how to ‘challenge’.


a)
The hard work involved in being born ‘socially’


One of the main problems that preadolescents and adolescents run into, but which originates in the previous ages of childhood and infancy, is that of ‘being born socially’, that is to say, the time when the child steps out of the hyperprotective shell of the family which experiences its educational task with discomfort, especially when this task requires going beyond the relational modes experienced in the fusion of an enveloping affective dimension, and needs to take on the responsibility and fatigue of teaching the ‘rules’, of setting containment boundaries, of encouraging the children to take on initiatives and experiment with the exercise of personal responsibility. In a family where the father is mostly absent, the mother, who works, needs to know that her son is well, that he is ‘happy’ and that also at school he is nourished with affect as occurs at home. 


In this type of context, adolescence is particularly delicate because detachment from the family is neither encouraged nor desired, the boy is not supported in the difficult task of saying good-bye to childhood and he is faced with a contradictory communication from those around him: on the one hand he is ensnared in an affectivity that curbs the detachment, on the other he is reprimanded because certain ‘childish’ traits that still characterize him are no longer accepted and he is repeatedly told that he is not a ‘grown up’ yet.


b)
The discomfort of the present, and fear of the future


The relationship that adolescents have with the present and with the future is very different from what it used to be in the past. The present is less conflictual, the ‘affective’ family is a welcoming space where tensions are much milder. In the past young people would dream of leaving home, of conquering their independence. Today, also because they are not supported in the adventure of their growing up, adolescents experience a strong fear of not making it, they are afraid of the future and are uncomfortable with the present. Often, in order to bear the anxiety of the developmental stalemate, they try out various ways of escaping from reality, which range from the different types of transgression, to substance abuse and, in the most extreme cases, to committing offences.


The fear of not making it is enhanced by a widespread state of uncertainty with regard to the future which pervades our current culture. The construction of the Self requires a good relationship with the past (tradition) and positive prospects for the future (life plans); living in the society of uncertainty, in a context in which the air we breathe is thick with apprehension for the future, in a culture marked by the decline of the great dreams of the ideologies, worsens the existential discomfort. Young people need adults who are capable of helping them connect together past-present and future, adults who know how to fashion the future prospects as a fascinating target to be reached and set for them a task to be accomplished. But all too often even at school they are faced with sceptical adults, who have been injured by the collapse of their youthful disappointing dreams.


c)
The process of growing up as an initiation into ‘reality’


Growing up means coming out of narcissistic withdrawal, out of a protected setting, accepting a social role, and taking on responsibilities vis-à-vis others. Besides the difficulties that young people run into today as described above, they are also characterized by a greater familiarity with the virtual dimension which makes it even more difficult to relate to reality. Being uncomfortable with one’s body, the various forms of even violent manipulation that it is often subjected to, are symptoms of this deeper difficulty and it is a very sensitive issue since, from the psychological viewpoint, the sense of reality is based on the bodily ego. When a person is unable to accept his or her body, realistically perceiving its boundaries, it is not possible to correctly perceive the broader reality.


While the issue of body awareness is central in the process of opening up to reality, it must be added that adolescence is characterized by an attempt to escape from other obstacles, besides the acceptance of one’s body: escaping from others (when adolescents disguise themselves within a group in which identities are cancelled); escaping from time (as to the past, they refuse traditions which are felt to be extraneous to them and from which they disassociate themselves; as to the present, they refuse the discomfort and the pressure of taking on of a social role; you cannot realistically project yourself into the future); escaping from God, for whom at the most an intimist, affective dimension is nurtured, which is useful for personal outbursts, without there being any interest and commitment to having one’s religiosity evolve in more mature terms.


d)
Outgrowing individualism


Identity is constructed only within a relationship, rather within a rich network of significant relationships.


The risk is that of withdrawing into a barren self-referenced subjectivism. Instead, a person can construct himself when he is open to the dimensions of otherness, of relating to others, of unselfishness and solidarity. Today young people are showing a significant orientation towards the values of peace and solidarity and there is a diffused willingness to different forms of volunteer work. These are strong points from which work can be done but with the awareness that it is not to be taken for granted that one can shift from emotional orientation, and even episodic actions of generosity, to an authentic opening to the community dimension.


Educating people to encountering others, to dialogue, to making critical reflections on themselves and on the community they belong to is an approach that should be followed more intensely and with greater awareness. But in order for young people to be capable of dialogue and solidarity they need the support of a community that bears witness to and substantiates these values. Today this is particularly difficult; indeed, more and more the contexts in which people live are neutral, cold or imbued with values of individualism and fierce competition.


Work needs to be done so that the educational communities, the families and the schools in particular, but not only them, may become places where support is given to personal growth by offering (being examples of) dialogic and convivial models that are respectful of individuals and of their different identities. The deterioration of the sense of community is today one of the main factors that make it difficult for young people to grow up, in that they are deprived of an essential support for their development. In the various segments of life and in the different moments of personal development, it is necessary to set up educational itineraries that guide the individual to perceive and welcome the presence of the other, and to perceive himself as otherness for the other, since the conquering of one’s identity is always the conquest of one’s diversity, in the richness of interpersonal exchange.

2.
Refusal and quest for authority


The last observation concerns the educator. The entire debate which has developed around the theme of identity has continually recalled the importance of adults and the need for authority that infants, children and young boys and girls have. There is no nostalgia for formal types of authority, that are not plausible, false or violent. But there is an awareness of how urgent it is, both within the family and at school and in the different contexts where children grow up, that there be as a point of reference a responsible adult who is capable of offering a reference point for the growing child and a convincing and fascinating hypothesis, someone who is a fair interlocutor, and has the courage of containment and is capable of pointing to the way one must go instead of being someone that demands formal respect and compliance with unjustified rules. An authority with this connotation is the “other” that enables the youngster to reflect and re-orientate his journey and have him look in the same direction by capturing his eyes. The educator is authoritative because he is credible, because the hypothesis he proposes is the hypothesis that he himself puts into practice and bears witness to. It has been said that young people look for ‘competent’ adults, competent in listening, competent in accompanying, competent in giving a sense to the adventure of growth and capable of not ‘withholding’ but of directing.

3.
Lines for future exploratory work


There are several questions that can help start the discussion aimed at working out an education hypothesis:

· How can we help people go beyond a merely affective concept of the parenthood, so that the parent role may become a place where not only are the needs of security and affect met, but also a place where adolescents can learn about being responsible and accountable, where they can be introduced into the social dimension and be given an ethical and value orientation?

· How can we deal with the crisis of the parent roles, and have the father return to the family scene also in a role of containment and orientation, and enable the mother to reconcile her need for social and professional fulfilment with her need for providing affection and education? 

· How can we reconcile adolescents with their bodies and fight against violent manipulation and an all-inclusive idol? How can we help them construct a healthy image of their body, accepting its complementarity and finiteness? 

· What educational itineraries can be hyothesized to facilitate an appropriate gender identity, the awareness of the value of difference as against a standardization of genders, and being open to relationships as interpersonal exchanges?

· How can we facilitate the construction of the necessary sense ‘of reality’, and oppose the attempts to escape into virtual worlds, into substance abuse, into extending forever the narcissistic phase….?

· How can we support the need for relationships that adolescents have without them falling into the hands of highly transgressive groups where accountability is unknown? How can we reformulate the space of aggregation (groups) so that in these groups the institutional organized educational dimension can coexist with the desire of being the centre of attention of spontaneous groups, that are so appealing to adolescents?

· How can the school help adolescents to integrate their needs for developing their expressiveness, their need for personal fulfilment with the need to learn about basic cultural instruments? What consequences can all this have on the school curriculum? What needs to be changed in things as they stand now?

· How can school give value to the languages of adolescents and not use modes of communication that they are not comfortable with?

· How can we rethink the relationship with other educational entities in terms of participation and collaboration, from the standpoint of an educating community?

· How can the teaching of the Catholic religion be correctly positioned in the school curriculum so as to enhance the privileged contribution that this teaching can offer in relation to the questions around sense that children and adolescents struggle with?

· How can adolescents be reconciled with the sense of time, give meaning again to the function of the past (tradition, memory) and to the dimension of the future (possibilities and making projects) so as to give meaning to the present?

· How is it possible today to be flexible persons, that is open to critical verification and to control of experience and be people of faith? How do faith and laicality combine in the multicultural contexts that characterize our experience?

· How can we enhance the bent for aesthetics that is so appealing to adolescents, their sensitivity towards art, expressive values, so as to help them rediscover the beauty of an ethics experienced as an adventure to conquer human kindness

· How can we contrast the crisis of authority, promoting a positive interpretation by those who have the function of exercising it (parents, teachers, educators)?

THE BUILDING UP OF ONE’S IDENTITY
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It is an honor for me to share with my colleague Italo Fiorin this reflection on adolescence and the way in which adolescents develop their identity. Such a reflection must be conducted within the context of the personal and social development process which binds adolescents to their family, surrounding and school. On the other hand, since this symposium also focuses on the religious dimension, this reflection must necessarily include the issue of “religious identity”. I will discuss this theme from a psychological and educational approach, as a professor of pedagogy, and naturally, as a father and believer.


In my paper, I will try to focus on three aspects:

· Adolescence adolescents.

· Identity and its dimensions in adolescence.

· The building of personal identity (from an educational and school perspective).

1.
Adolescence


I don’t think that it is possible to define adolescence according to age, because that approach ranks ages which are conditioned by different phenomena, including meteorology, nutrition, child rearing habits and the ways in which adolescents secure their independence from their family of origin. Puberty is the beginning, while youth (increasingly pushed back in time) is considered as the final stage.


A stage in which an individual builds his ego. Being characterized by major transformations in the biological, social, affective and psychological sphere, adolescence is a phase filled with contradictions. An individual experiences insecurity and strength at once, dependence and rebellion; he is self-centered and at the same time open to the world, intellectually distracted while seeking the logic of things. It is a phase greatly conditioned by the biological as well as the social factor (which converts the particular social status of the group to which the adolescent belongs into a factor determining the success or failure of his development). What tends to emerge in this phase is self-assertion as well as the discovery of the other, the quest for autonomy and need to participate. He seeks his parents’ support, but at the same time needs to stand up to them in order to explore new spaces of autonomy.


There are three basic functions around which development revolves during adolescence (they are aspects which greatly influence each adolescent’s particular development process):



Adolescents are enriched by new physical, psychological and social skills which will enable them to face increasingly great learning challenges. They are going to learn about themselves (how to master their new impulses and enjoy them), about the new roles that they will have to play in their social context (in this, they will be greatly conditioned by their social status and the cultural ways in which adolescents normally adapt to such a context). This will allow them to take on new social engagements. They will also learn to rationalize and will broaden their capacity to understand. They will thus be able to face more intense educational challenges and extend the scope of understanding to broader phenomena.


b)
The assertion function


Adolescence is a time in which one recognizes that one is different. To assert themselves, adolescents need to differentiate themselves from others (from the children they were, from adults who have shown them the way so far, and from their peers). Often, self-assertion is achieved by opposition (through boasting, trying to catch other people’s attention, and being confrontational), and sometimes, the need for self-assertion makes adolescents resort to their “new strengths” (aggressiveness, being seductive, etc.) Other times, they need to resort to their imagination and seek refuge in spaces and possibilities offered by their imaginary world. Rationalization and idealism also play an important role in this process.


c)
The overcoming function


Young people feel that they have been endowed with new strengths and with an almost unlimited energy, aptitudes, and personal resources (talking, discussing, thinking, etc.). Part of this exercise to strive to go beyond oneself involves drastic and compromising decisions. This is why this phase is characterized by excess, extravagance, record-breaking, high-intensity sports, and total generosity.


As a result of this triple set of impulses and resources, the adolescent is more emotional than rational (though he thinks things out and according to clear criteria), has more energy than he knows how to handle, and tends to get carried away by rather than mastering situations, with all the risks that this implies. He can take on major challenges but also make serious mistakes, which may even become irreversible.

2.
Identity


Identity gives meaning to one’s individual existence and that of the group to which one belongs (often in unison with or in contrast with the other individuals forming the group). It is a clearly social and multi-faceted construct; we have many identities since we relate with (and thus exist in relation to) a number of groups. Personal identity derives from a feeling of identification with and belonging to a group, and since we belong to various groups (gender, generation, profession, ethnic group, region, hobbies, etc.), we develop different social identifications. All of them together makes up our overall identity.


The identity of adolescents may be interpreted in two different ways, that is, according to a diachronic or synchronic meaning. In other words, by analyzing their components or tracing back the process through which they form an identity. Identity has been found to be made up of several components; a) self-identification as a member of the group in question; b) knowledge of and attitudes towards this group and the way one perceives it; c) one’s attitude towards oneself as a member of said group; d) practical behavior developed by the individual on the basis of this identification (language, group activities, rituals, clothes, etc.); e) an individual’s commitment to his group and its development (moral dimension of identity). The identity building process involves at least three key phases: the crisis phase, the exploration phase and the phase of definition of and commitment to one’s identity. All of these basic elements are extremely important to analyze the process of adolescent identification.


For an adolescent boy or girl, conquering their identity is a complex process involving both their psychological characteristics as well as the conditions of the surrounding environment (especially the quality and intensity of their relationships with their relatives and the social group to which they belong). The particular ecosystem in which adolescents grow up generates in them psychological and behavioral changes related to the three aspects which I analyzed in the previous point, namely learning, self-assertion and overcoming oneself. The three trigger dynamics which in one way or another are stimulated by the adolescent’s group of reference (family, friends, school, “other privileged people”), and cause him or her to have a different type of acceptance based on the type of culture (including religious culture). There is a superficial form of acceptance (reduced to the acceptance of facts and involvement in events without any special belief); an intermediate form of acceptance (which includes learning and the expression of preferences when faced with a number of choices, etc.) and significant acceptance (which includes a certain personal engagement vis à vis the beliefs and meaning underlying actions, and in the best of cases, a sort of “cosmic vision”). Obviously, there can also be outright rejections.


This is why from the point of view of identity, it is important to highlight the main focus of identification. Personal identity is built on the basis of elements of a different quality and centrality. It is fundamental to establish a hierarchy between the various components making up personal identity. Personal identity may be built upon external elements (way of dressing, of expressing oneself and of behaving) or on more substantive elements (a political choice, an idea, a belief, an intellectual or social engagement). Due to the contradictions characterizing this phase, the focus of identification sometimes results from the imitation or assimilation of the context’s cultural customs. However, the opposite reaction may also occur (in the attempt to assert oneself in contrast with the group of reference). The case of the veil worn by Moslem adolescent girls, or the radical behavior of some groups are examples of a personal identity based on less outstanding (the former) or excluding elements (the latter).

3.
The school and adolescent identity


In this process of building a personal and group identity, the school may play a substantive role, or simply play no role at all (or a very insignificant one). Part of the school’s capacity lies in its contribution to the definition of a “life project”. That is, in making sure that the adolescent identity does not develop into superficial forms related to the here and now, but rather that it includes future prospects. 


Generally speaking, the identity that emerges as a result of belonging to a peer group is more geared towards the immediate present. The school identity is also founded on the present (the adoption of academic norms and requirements), but it is projected into the future (indeed, the school legitimates its requirements based on its future contribution). However, either directly or indirectly, the school also places adolescents (and partly forces them to adopt certain positions) before other forms of identity (cultural, based on social and/or ethnic group, gender, religious, etc.)


The theme of adolescent identity places educators before significant challenges, some of which are clearly related to the religious dimension (or to religious identity):

-
The building of personal identity strongly relies on knowledge, attitudes and specific life experiences which the school is in the best position to provide. In this regard, as educators we can strengthen and guide the fundamental focus and specific hierarchy of elements upon which adolescents are to build their identity.

-
The school may be experienced by adolescents as a tool to inculcate in them and impose the norms and contents of the dominating culture. As a result of this, some will oppose and reject its requirements. However, it may also provide the opportunity to open up to new challenges, according to their new impetus. Generally speaking, at least in my experience, students greatly appreciate having gone to middle school, because it provided them with great opportunities to learn and live with their peers and interesting adults (especially teachers).

-
In and of itself, the contemporary school offers a multifaceted scenario, rich in terms of cultural and life choices, which encourages a more conscious awareness of one’s identity. This scenario becomes even richer and more diverse if one’s school is open to the surrounding milieu and incorporates it as a “text” of cultural references on which to build personal identity, and as an opportunity to reflect on the possible contradictions and problems related to the way of experiencing it.

-
The new rational capacity experienced by adolescents is such that they require an explanation of the things which affect them. They ask adults to reflect on their personal choices, beliefs, ands life-styles. This leads them to renounce things (such as religion) which they do not always understand, or to make political choices consistent with the emotional perspective with which they cope with life, the problems of nature, social issues, etc. In this case too, schools and teachers have a lot to contribute.

-
The adolescent identity (including religious identity) probably needs to be built as a form of opposition. In this case, as an opposition to the dominating culture, to the adoption of cultural principles imposed by adults, and to the way of being dictated by standardized development. The adolescent identity must thus perceive its engagements as challenges and ruptures capable of changing the status quo. If holding certain beliefs or exhibiting certain behavioral patterns means espousing the dominating culture (and the perspective imposed by such a culture), adolescents are likely to have a negative reaction, as a sort of additional self-assertion mechanism. It is thus necessary to devise more attractive approaches which challenge and transform the contradictions of the culture of the establishment. 

-
In any event, we must distinguish between an identity that is built and ohne that is inherited. Often, adolescents need to feel that they themselves are defining their own identity (their identities), and they are not who they are simply because they were born in a specific place. This is absolutely fundamental in the cultural, political and religious sphere. It seems logical to respect this process, though it may involve erratic movements in the adults’ mentality. Adolescents should experiment with their own choices and take on the commitments deriving from them. This learning process is probably more important than the mere acceptance of the cultural models (including religious models) that as their parents or educators we seek to pass on to them.
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1. The Knowledge Society, the Economy and Labour

During the last decade, Information Technology and Telematics have brought about a radical transition towards new forms of social life and social organization that have induced people to speak about a new society, the “knowledge society”.

1.1 Changes at the economic and structural level

To put it concisely there has been a transition from an industrial to a post-industrial economic model. Whereas the former put the emphasis on a quantitative concept of growth (“getting the most out of the most”), on production volume, on a linear, atomistic, hierarchical, dualistic and manipulative view of labour and of how it is organized; the latter underscores the quality and intensity of development (“getting the most out of the least”), the value of production, the symbolic, interactive, contextual, participatory, autonomous and intellectual nature of work and of its structuring. The corporate universe is made up of small and flexible companies, that are markedly dynamic as a result of “knowledge” viewed as a resource or asset, capable of producing a wide range of goods and services that are very often intangible.

The disadvantage is that the large companies are sizing down their activities: the basic production functions are preserved, while the support services are outsourced to firms or individuals; by adopting this approach big industry has managed to cut back on its labour force in a very dramatic manner at times. The transition to the post industrial era is accompanied also by the deregulation of labour and by an increase in the number of precarious jobs which question the traditional system of social relations. At the same time globalization and computerization contribute to increasing unemployment and under-employment which, unlike what happened in the first and the second industrial revolutions, can no longer be entirely absorbed by the emerging sectors (the quaternary). As a consequence, our social systems are unable to ensure that everyone has an equitable access to prosperity, to democratic decision-making structures and to personal socio-cultural development.

1.2 Young People, Education and Employment

Today young people live in a condition characterized by a lack of hope which was unknown in previous historic periods: the type of hope that is nurtured by some myths. 

a.
The Myth of Technology 


This can be summarized as: anything that can be done needs to be done. In order to fully capture the sense of this statement we can refer to the problem of choosing. When choosing consists in deciding from among alternative means for reaching a certain aim and when the question that awaits an answer is of the “what do I do in order to get what I want” type, resorting to technology is of itself sufficient. But when the question is: “What is it good for me to want”, namely when the choice is among different purposes, then the need to have a criterion for choosing which is founded on a value judgment category is a must. No form of technological progress will ever be able to provide me with a value criterion on the basis of which I can choose my life plan.


It is therefore easy to understand the scope of the deception that the myth of technology is spreading: it induces people to believe that the advancement of technical and scientific knowledge is sufficient to solve all choosing-related problems. And ultimately that any issue can be solved by waiting. Instead we know that this deception leads to an unquestionable outcome: one’s whole life is led without purpose and without meaning.

b.
The Myth of Axiologic Individualism

The second myth is that of axiologic individualism, that is to say the position that denies the basically relational nature of the individual.


It is well-known that the culture of modernity has encroached on the relational foundation of values, which have taken on an increasingly private and optional dimension. The most macroscopic consequences of this is the increasing loss, in the global society, of relational assets, that is to say of those assets in which the identity and the motivations of those who interact are essential elements in order for the asset to confer the advantage that one can expect from it, as occurs with services for people. Instead of relational assets there is a supply and demand for status assets, those assets that are useful for the status they create, for the relative position one can occupy on the social ladder as a result of holding or using such assets. Now while in relational assets the presence and relationship with the other is cooperative and reciprocal (all the partners to a friendship enjoy the advantages of friendship), the essential characteristic of the status asset is the competition for the “status”.


And what are the most conspicuous effects produced by status competition? One effect is consumerism: since what counts is the relative level of consumption, status competition prompts people to consume more than their neighbours; the other effect of consumerism is the systematic destruction of relational assets (think of the growing solitude in which consumerism is experienced in our towns). The result of the two effects is that, beyond certain levels of consumption, any increase in spending on material goods will not increase “happiness”.

c.
The Myth of the Homo Oeconomicus

This myth can be described as follows: since the behaviour of human beings is prompted solely by individual interest, the only way to ensure a social order where there is freedom and efficiency, is that of intervening on the patterns of incentives for individuals.


But the use of incentives in the educational process has devastating effects. The main reason is that somehow an incentive-based system always conveys the idea that there are no good reasons for doing what someone has been asked to do, and therefore his support must be “purchased”. And indeed, incentives are a form of exchange, albeit sui generis.

2. Possible Solutions

2.1 Responsibility of the Ecclesial Community


The task of the Church consists in offering an alternative through the creation of a different community that expresses its desires through the symbols of freedom and of love, enabling individuals to find a new vocation, beyond consumerism, and where market and society, males and females, salaried and volunteer workers, personal freedom and political engagement, family and work can coexist. The Christian vision of personal identity should be creative and marked by the recognition of boundaries and by an absence of compulsive drives, the drives that characterize contemporary consumerism. It is necessary to find one’s true identity in a relationship with that Spirit of love and truth that was present in the ministry of Jesus and that resurrected Him.

In addition, there is a need to educate demand. Indeed, not all demands are endowed with a response and not all demands deserve a response. Not all demands are licit or possible.

Once demand is educated, an ethics of limits would have to be proposed, that would make people humble and realistic, that would show that the desire for transcendence cannot be appeased by any of the objects we want to own, that would train us to enjoy freedom and deliver us from the dilatation of desire and from the oppression of induced needs.

Moreover, we cannot forget another aspect that is closely linked to the economy-labour issue: namely solidarity not only among the people who work, but solidarity as the very sense and purpose of human work. In addition, an ethics of gift-giving needs to be promoted that would teach gratuitousness. A gift is such because it stops the circularity of exchanging, it interrupts the economy, it challenges reciprocity and symmetry.

Beyond this ethical-individual approach, but also wanting to be at the service of such approach, the Church asks itself what are the institutional forms that best allow to govern the market process and to equitably distribute its benefits. Criticising the merchant civilization from the standpoint of conscience leads to the development of a political project that is not hastily drawn up from the standpoint of the market, but responds to the question about the quality of the life that our civilization is producing.

2.2 A Pedagogy of Work

2.2.1. School and Formation


The meaning of the school cannot be reduced to its instrumental function of transmitting knowledge, which became consolidated in the modern National States and which is now expanding into the scenario of the knowledge society and/or of planetary citizenship. The school finds its meaning, by structuring itself as an environment (auxiliary but indispensable) of life, relationships and learning of the structured, formal, intentional, and professional type and which offers the opportunity of paths through which the right to education of each person takes shape within the context of social, cultural and technological complexity.


But before intervening on professional training in the strict sense it is urgent to start rethinking radically our educational curricula, curricula that are still anchored to a culture of labour centred on the Fordist scheme. Schools must stop conveying to the students the idea that they will be working “for someone”. Rather the school should educate young people to think that they will go and work to accomplish something, and this something may be reached also in the form of non-salaried work and, in particular, of community enterprises. 


2.2.2. Work and Enterprise


Work needs to be done on the other aspect of the relationship that relates the world of labour to that of the schools; there needs to be more training at work. Today, the technological cycles have shortened enormously and so each worker, in order to go on being eligible for work, needs to renew his qualifications at least three times throughout his working life. Hence the need for continuous education and training.


From the viewpoint of an unlimited free trade system, the enterprise runs the risk of being only and exclusively a place of wealth and productivity in a globalized world grappling with fierce market competition. Today workplaces are “learning organizations”, they are places of learning and they provide opportunities for training experiences.


Desire for humanization and gratification: this is one of the strongest signals that come from the new generations that do not see work as an all-inclusive need; on the contrary, in many respects individuals take the attitude of refusing or of not believing in work. The educational space needs to be redesigned in this regard, by looking into forms of combination among different types of knowledge (theoretical, operational and experiential), and especially by alternating school and work.


2.2.3. Non-formal Educational Contexts


Families and intermediate social forms of learning are and shape non formal educational contexts that take on multiple and ever-changing configurations that need to be recognized, interpreted, enhanced, orientated and supported as (and if they are) the expression of an educational potential and opportunity to develop it. For instance think of the multiplicity of configurations of the so-called educational services for children, especially for very young pre-school children.


From this standpoint, it is indispensable to recover the sense of the project of the couple, the centre around which work rotates with its articulations with personal, family and social life. Some problems and co-habitation disputes, prompted by the working engagements of the couple, can be solved only through an intense dialogue between husband and wife. The latter are called upon to decide together on the scale of priorities to be adopted and according to which they will orientate the evolution of the family. It is up to them to understand that the family needs some time, which free from work, is to be orientated to taking care of interpersonal relationships, to mutual attention and to listening to each other.


2.2.4 The Media


A first objective of the Pedagogy of Work in this area consists in introducing young people to the Information Technology Culture. In addition, in order to fight the risk of cultural standardization that may lead to the acceptance of negative stereotypes (for instance ethnic or sexual), it is worthwhile starting processes of critical self-review.

At school, this would not require a new subject being introduced (even though it could be a new discipline: Media Education) but rather a new dimension should be added to the teaching/learning processes.

2.2.1 A Person-based Model of the Relationships between Education, Training and the Economy 


At the centre of this model there is the individual and not the economic system, companies or employability. In this case it is the person that becomes the end to which growth and the education/training processes are subordinated. Hence, development would be meaningless if it were to damage even only one individual. Education and training do not have any meaning in and of themselves; their meaning comes from their being considered by each individual as tools that enable the person to specialize and become better. Moreover their existence is not justified because they are the expression of a need at a given point in time, but because people recognize an experience in them that enables them to grow. Even very high levels of economic growth and a far-reaching diffusion of education and training are not sufficient unless at the same time they do not make each person more of a person. Identifying man’s personal fulfilment with his work is unacceptable; the avenue we need to follow is the very opposite: work, employability and the economy must become instruments that enable the full development of each person and of the person as a whole.

3. Ideas for further exploration

· How can the cultural project of the Church in Europe efficiently oppose, at the educational level, the hegemonic influence that the culture of the homo oeconomicus has on young people?

· Up to what point can the bursting of complexity onto the scene of science and culture enable us to go beyond economicism (that is to say the idea that the economic category is an interpretational category and a decisive reference criterion in social problems), and instead when could it fuel relativism, which is the enemy of truth?

· How can the training agencies recover the ability to educate young people to learning about values and in particular about Christian values?

· How can we enhance the educational projects of the families, especially of Christian families, of schools and in particular of Catholic schools, and of the Church so that they can form young people to know how to relate?

· How can we give access to everyone to “lifelong learning”, which is not merely an adaptation to technological development or to the rationale of profit-making, but that instead helps build a strategy of personal awareness, that helps to constantly question unjust social structures, and to learn about change and social mobility?
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A long time has elapsed since Pope Leo XIII tackled the issue of workers and social problems. That was the forma and systematic beginning of what we know today as the corpus of the Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church. Humankind has experienced major changes over more than one century of events. Some have elevated it, while others have humiliated it. However, the New Things described in Pope Leo’s encyclical continue to be as relevant today as they were in 1891, though they have adjusted to modern times and their circumstances.


Today’s economy has become more complex than ever. Manufacturing processes in any of the production sectors required human labor for the processing of raw materials, so that human requirements could be fully met, and employed teams of human resources to make the work less difficult and more efficient. In recent times, however, such processes have been made unviable by new information and communication technologies, which have almost completely changed the behavior of businessmen.


In turn, precisely thanks to the opportunities offered by these new technologies, commodities, goods and services markets have opened up and have become increasingly generalized in this globalization process. As we can expect this process to generate bountiful fruits, we certainly cannot pay attention to the harm that it may bring the more unprivileged sectors of society. The attempt to expand markets has definitely characterized humankind over time; suffice it to consider the intense commercial activity of the Phoenicians, the silk or spice routes, or the routes that developed between the old and new continent after the discovery of America. However, it is equally true that today more than ever, we must consider man as the center of all economic processes, since their only target is man himself, and it is in man that they find their raison d’etre.


In contrast, the positive dimension of economics has changed very little. The effectiveness of the regulations which have governed economic transactions over the centuries, both in the public and private sphere, has always been curtailed by the positive dimension given to business by economic science. So much so that when the so-called economic laws have been ignored, the system has failed, causing a great waste of available resources and suffering for the population. 


As great changes have occurred in the economic activity of individuals and communities, so have labor relations. This is true both in terms of the exercise of work as a transitive human activity, and the social interrelationship which develops between those supplying labor, that is workers, and those who demand it, namely employers. It does not really matter whether an individual is involved, or a business organized as a community of individuals assisted by capital.


In the past, work was conceived as the physical capacity to carry out a difficult job which required physical fatigue. The labor potential of a community was thus determined by the volume of people who were in the condition to carry out any activity requiring physical strength. In the 20th and especially in the 21st century, however, quality rather than quantity or physical strength determined a community’s opportunities for economic and social development.


The employment world today requires knowledge and its application. The ability to take initiatives, creativity, flexibility to adapt to changes, vertical and horizontal communication skills are the values required by workers today. Thank God, the hardship and physical fatigue of labor were significantly alleviated by the use of machinery and instruments, which man invented and integrated in his labor activity.


Nonetheless, neither machines nor instruments are crucial to the working man of the 21st century. A worker who will have to perform his work in a world in which globalization will be a given, and in which he will required to have a mobility that his predecessors did not need. He will also be required to know, understand and live with cultures, principles and customs very different from his own, which his predecessors never even dreamed of, in addition to using new languages and living in homes foreign to his place of origin.


Today’s workers will have to grow accustomed to a less transparent process than his predecessors; less transparent in the sense that it is less physical. The tertiary, and even more, the fourth sector, are characterized by the immaterial nature of the goods and services which they produce and supply. There is room for greater subjectivity here, and opportunities for personal self-giving and enrichment, both for suppliers and recipients.


There has also been great progress in the determination of wage levels, though somewhat less in the family dimension. Some of the most significant advances include the maximum working day and the labor of minors, especially in more advanced countries. The same cannot be said for developing nations, however, in which this disgrace continues to exist. Substantial improvements have also been registered in the area of work safety and hygiene. However, along with all the changes in the labor environment, the theology of work, in which the worker has been granted the gift that he deserves for being created in the image of the Creator, continues to be the main focus of all analyses. Together with the objective dimension of work, whereby the individual offers goods and services for the good of the community, the worker and work itself are characterized by a subjective dimension, whereby man feels involved in the work of Creation and participates in the same mystery as Christ. Though work, man not only gives, but he gives himself, thus placing the creative power vested in him at the service of the community, and of the entire human family.


As the economic sphere broadened its scope, in the effort to more adequately meet human requirements, and as work relations became more in tune with the principles set forth in the Encyclical Rerum Novarum, better living conditions in general and better working conditions in particular, sowed a seed which would greatly undermine the transcendental dimension of the human person. Materialism, or economism, as this phenomenon has been termed on different occasions.


It is a conceptual flaw which perverts human existence, both at the individual and community level. Its physical origin lies in abundance, when its roots are to be found in the very axiological structure upon which an individual’s and a family’s life is built. So much so, that the educational system has been corrupted and is used to spread these new counter-values, seen as objectives to be pursued if one wishes to lead a modern existence.


Carried away by a pantheistic materialism, which some deem as atheistic, this germ which has captured society only believes in whatever is tangible. It reveres only whatever can be gauged and weighed. The spiritual dimension, the call to transcendence is viewed as an archaic need, not appropriate for advanced societies.


Life in the post-modern era takes place exclusively in the present, for man is a merely corruptible being; he expects nothing and strives for nothing. Not surprisingly, having fallen prey to the melancholy of nihilism, individuals embrace the present as the best, the best in the material sense. The rest simply does not exist. They live in constant contradiction. While on the one hand they criticize opulence as a sign of civilization’s decadence, on the other they radically profess utilitarian principles. Non-compliance with the restrictions set by principles, materialistic alienation, sexual exploitation, the satisfaction of secular whims as a code of conduct, are only some of their manifestations.


In one way or another, with greater or lesser intensity, society and its structures are impregnated with these new aspects, which only the richest in spirituality and asceticism are capable of resisting. The educational system and education per sé are focused on “doing” and “having”, while forgetting “being”. There is no need to look far, we have clear evidence of this. The principles and ideas enshrined in the so-called European Higher Education Space may be summarized in a word: employability. It is the ability to carry out a professional activity, as soon as possible. It would seem that we are responding to the old principle of economics, announced by Lord Robbins, according to which once the end is determined, that is, the ability to be employed, it should be achieved in the shortest period of time possible.


This influence has not spared the family. It is rather common to look down on and even pressure one’s children if they express the desire to study classical languages or philosophy, or when they announce that they wish to enter priesthood or enter monastic life, in any of its permutations. “Having” has replaced “being”, and this dramatic situation in itself is aggravated when we consider that the our goal is to “have” today. There is a great display of arrogance on the part of those who think they know the secular realities of the future, and are capable of planning the long-term employability of individuals with a monolithic education, which they have chosen in the name of a misleading efficiency, thus giving up a sound pyramidal education with fewer utilitarian components.


After these introductory remarks, let us explore this creature, the subject of work and accountable for such work before the society in which he lives. Among other missions, in the exercise of this woek he complies with the mandate received by the Creator. He carries out such work in the specific economic context in which he lives, with some instrumental-type resources and personal knowledge and skills, which are the result of an educational process implemented formally in schools and educational centers, and informally in the family and society, through its communication media.

THE INTERCULTURAL CHALLENGE AND EDUCATION
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"For I am not ashamed of the Gospel: It is the power of God saving all who have faith, Jews first, and also Greeks" (Rm 1,6)
Introduction


Multiculturalism, with all of its related issues, can certainly not be said to be characteristic of contemporary society alone. It is true, however, that in our times multiculturalism has taken on a host of special and problematic features (it is more widespread, has a more complex ethnic mix, and a stronger emphasis on identity) and also that it is developing in what is in many ways a novel context (mobility, globalization, homogeneity). 


Modern society was already shaken in its foundations in the late 20th century by the weak and introverted drift of what is known as post-modernity, and today it is being powerfully challenged by rapidly expanding migratory flows. This is occurring at the same time as deep changes in western civilization itself: personal uncertainty (metaphysical void); cultural homogeneity (techno-practical Prometheanism), ethical fragmentation (truth aphasia), mixing of customs (social-cultural perplexity).

This is a time when people have lost their bearings: "equals" recognize each other, but do not know each other. It is a time of alienation, with a universe crowded with signs and signals, but empty of symbols. And it is a hollow time: our universe is rich in means, but wanting in purpose.


This intricate thicket of problems, which is only roughly sketched out above, challenges the conscience of the faithful: what does faith in Jesus Christ the sole Saviour entail in the face of a multiple cultural and religious presence, or how can the commandment to love without bounds and without exclusion be reconciled with the need to safeguard and give full expression to the Christian faith? Is it inevitable that the only answer should be to confine religion to the private and irrational spheres? 

Paths to a (non) solution


The maze of questions that arise in this area is often addressed with inadequate means that lead down broken paths. These paths include the following: 


1. The delusion of a transitory phenomenon


Only a superficial reading of migrations can consider them to be short-lived and transitory. Quite the opposite: the contemporary presence of different cultures is a structural issue. Not an emergency, therefore, but definitely a social and pastoral pressing need, as perceived already by Vatican II
.


2. The atrophy of difference (the deception of tolerant pluralism)


Another, even more severe distortion, is the delusion that the issue of cultural multi-ethnicity may be solved within the paradigm of modern pluralism and tolerance. 


The term "multi-cultural" itself points dangerously in this direction. It can be understood not only descriptively, but also prescriptively, as a form of mutual tolerance or, more realistically, mutual indifference. An a-centric society will flatten out every culture with its procedural anonymity. 


This situation is worsened by the fact that the Western world no longer recognizes its roots and that it unhinges and blurs over its (procedural) frame of reference, which becomes merely nominalistic (i.e. life, family...).


A multi-cultural society has a positive potential only within a broad framework of cultural compatibility (rather than congeniality). A society that does not confine itself to laying down the rules of human action, or to the protection of individuals, but which identifies social (that is symbolic) languages that are truly shared and where different identities may converge on substantial values. This is why a multi-cultural society cannot be based on "weak thought"; quite the opposite: it must have a strong legal system and institutions. This has nothing whatsoever to do with the so-called "pensée unique", uni-polar thinking, the form of a single-mindedness that emarginates differences within a cultural homogeneity, or even falls into the horrors of ethnic cleansing.


3. The hypertrophy of belonging (the communitarian disguise)


The pluralist path leads to indifference. The communitarian way leads to a vision of otherness which hardens differences and the sense of belonging. It entails the risk (more than the risk, perhaps) of providing a mask to a society that is broken up into non-communicating compartments, which are prone to hostility.


It is certainly true, however, that people today are not only claiming individual citizenship rights, but also the right to preserve and value their own cultural identity, which is a collective identity. Public ethics can only be founded on identity, belonging, difference. 

Normative references

1. Non-ethnic religion


In a totally surprising way, and in a clear break with both their Jewish origin and their classical destination, the early Christians started to think of identity and culture with new parameters (see Gl 3.28; Rm 1,14-16; Cal 3,11; Letter to Dionetus).


Their new socio-cultural paradigm comprised the following: 

*
Cultural expression and relevance of the faith

*
Recognition of the public role of religion.


The Christian faith:

-
Does not discriminate a priori against any culture (equal dignity)

-
Does not withdraw into tolerant and ignorant co-existence

-
Does considers it necessary to evaluate cultures on the basis of their historical materialization (just as the equal dignity of human persons does not mean sanctioning all types of behavior, recognition of equal dignity does not render it illegitimate to make differential assessments and have preferential options even with respect to attitudes and cultures that are wholly acceptable).


2. Faith and Reason


The plan of God cannot be deduced from the expectations of man. Yet, God's plan does not lie outside human expectations, but rather surprises them and leads them to truth:

*
The act of faith is not alien to reason nor it is against reason. It is the expression and the tension of reason beyond reason. Reason wins over its weakness when it recognizes a Truth that lies beyond it, and that nourishes and illumines it.

*
Revelation is not heterogeneous to human knowledge, it is both transcendent and immanent in relationship to it: "thus the Revelation introduces a universal and ultimate truth into our history that invites the mind of man never to stop; on the contrary it encourages man to increase the breadth of his knowledge"
.

*
Truth is never possessed once and for all, but is always received and sought after.



3. Christian identity


An identity that is restricted to autonomy, either subjective (Liberals) or collective (Communitarians) will pay the price of its self-referential identity with solitude, and the only way out is the uproar of bacchanals or the scream of violence. Christianity does not eliminate differences. It eliminates discrimination (Gal 3,28). The difference of faith (and its transcendence with respect to all determined cultures) does not make an apolid out of a Christian nor an antagonistic community out of the Church.


Identity as intolerance? 


The faith choice entails perhaps "an element of intolerance in the very definition of Christian identity".
 There is a pressing need for deep inculturation: "a faith that does not become culture is a faith that has not been fully accepted, fully thought through, faithfully lived"
.


It is through an original and irrepressible drive that the Christian faith projects its values into the historic experience of mankind. This movement is easy and almost unconscious in situations where Christianity is homogeneous and the space of the Church coincides with that of the world. It is difficult, instead, in a multi-cultural society.


4. Rethinking democracy 


In modernity, a multi-cultural society is governed on the basis of pluralism, which teaches tolerance towards individuals and groups, and the neutrality of the state, which is based, as we have seen, on an implicit adhesion to a well-identified set of values, even though these values have now been pushed to the side. 


In post-modernity, having lost that shared framework of reference, the pluralist-tolerant-neutral model reveals just how culturally inane it truly is. It inexorably sinks into a procedural vision of society, and its concept of democracy is that of an empty container. Differences will therefore be formally respected, but this respect is so aloof that in practice it is little more than ignorance. 


This is why it has become necessary to re-think the idea of democracy: "the current multi-culturalism in Europe, largely due to the mixing of peoples through migration, calls for a re-thinking of some of the key ideas of democracy"
. The Christian perspective affirms the substantive profile of democracy, as a belief and as a duty
. In this framework the first responsibility is the "protection of the identity of persons and of groups together with freedom and equality"
, so that society should not be reduced to a mere market and ethnic-local communities should not build themselves up as an absolute.

Interculturality as a pastoral and pedagogical responsibility 


There is an urgent need for a non-empirical re-thinking. The epoch-making mutation that is underway in our social-cultural context calls for a profound pastoral conversion. From the self-referential and repetitive paradigm of "caring for souls" (a pattern of concentric circles) and that of belonging, there is need to shift to a new paradigm: an evangelization that is missionary and creative (a network pattern): "the mobility of the modern world must be matched by the pastoral mobility of the Church
.


1. The unease of diversity


The pastoral neutralization of migration and all that it entails often takes a shortcut - that of truisms and rhetorical devices: from the (theological) romanticism that tends to see only the interesting and positive aspects of cultures, to the euphoria of abstract multi-culturalism, in which an appreciation of difference somewhat clumsily makes up for a void of content and a shallow identity. Those who subscribe to this naive cultural pluralism have magical expectations for some positive contribution from a reality that is in itself highly ambivalent. The risk is papering over the complex dynamics of modern society.


2. Pastoral approach

Having rejected cultural homogeneity, which globalizes consumption patterns, while it ghetto-izes human relations and fuels cultural parochialism, pastoral work is rediscovering the dynamics of evangelization in its daily practice.


The general approach is necessarily that of an open and frank dialogue, which is neither antagonistic nor camouflaged. Dialogue is neither an alternative nor a complement to announcing the Gospel. It is a specific method, a form of authentic evangelizing testimony.


It would be very sad, as well as being ephemeral, if the Western world were to close ranks behind an identity that has been re-discovered antagonistically to face the tragic recklessness of blood-shedding aggression.
Pedagogical responsibility


1. In a changing world

The school system is a sensitive crossroads of the issues that converge in the area of educational responsibility.


The pervasiveness of modern secularisms - which reject in practice any prospects in the metaphysical and truth dimensions, along with the gradual falling apart of the cultural frames of reference which had guaranteed harmonious (or, at least, effective) socialization over centuries - has a heavy impact on educational processes. These processes are deeply shaken, and the malaise of families, the unease of educational institutions, the often negative influence of the mass media, and the younger generations' feelings of having lost all sense of direction, are obvious to us all. Equally obvious is the fact that the Christian faith is being done away with as a foundation of existence. 


The role and meaning of schools should be viewed against this backdrop when considering the need to educate the young to mutual knowledge and dialogue, with self-awareness and respect for the other.



2. Which culture?

In what is necessarily the mere outline of a proposal set out below, a few substantial definitions should first be given. 

•
Culture has an organic character


Culture takes the shape of models, interlocking meanings, traditions, values, objectives..., which all form its soul and its deep physiognomy: in this way culture may be assimilated to a living organism.

•
The acquired character of culture 


Culture lies within the scope of education and at the same time it challenges educational processes and institutions. Culture is not inherited, it is learned; it is the active correlation between existential experience and a pre-existing body of knowledge: culture creates us, and we create culture,

•
The humanistic character of culture


The central personalist and humanist character of culture must be reaffirmed, to keep the classical tradition of paideia-humanitas alive - culture is first and foremost the formation of the person.

•
The value character of culture


The notion of culture without a set of values should be clearly rejected, along with that other notion, which is its mirror image, according to which all cultures are of equal value and dignity. A narrow sociological understanding of culture leads it to regress to a formal figure, without any value foundation. Culture, therefore, becomes the name that is given to anything that happens, however it may happen, without any consideration for human persons and society. This neutering of culture is the background for the pervasive and nefarious neutralization of democracy, education, etc..



3. Identity and belonging

Globalization is not a strictly economic phenomenon. It reaches into the symbolic sphere, and entails much more than a hypothetical risk of colonization of the collective imagination. 


Against this backdrop, here are a few ideas for an "education of identity":

*
Identity is situated in the space of relational reciprocity, in a dynamic process. To isolate an individual from a cultural context is tantamount to isolating words from a linguistic context and language from the context of relations and things.

*
This relationship is not only the inter-personal relationship of inter-subjective contact, it is also the radical relationship of those who strive together for truth. That is why authentic dialogue will only weaken identities that are weak of themselves. It has nothing in common with compromise and diplomatic negotiations, it does not tend towards an agreement. Authentic dialogue strives for a shared recognition of truth.

*
Education of a critical sense is essential for any authentic dialogue, just as it is for any true religious experience. 



The (Christian) pedagogy of identity 


A Christian pedagogy of identity should be 

*
open, respectful, willing to learn

*
clearly stated, sound, eager to communicate

*
convinced that the multi-culturality/identity relationship is not only a chapter of social policy, but also an important theme for the pedagogy and anthropology of the human person: family, school, church...

*
Aimed at forming cultures that are both cosmopolitan and local; able to educate in and for diversity with knowledge, respect, curiosity, dialogue, reciprocity.


Integration into the fabric of the local Church community means that we must value anthropological-cultural catholicity (which is much more difficult than geographical-universal catholicity). It is an intra and inter-community responsibility, an endeavor to build a communicative, narrative, symbolic community. 

THE INTERCULTURAL CHALLENGE AND EDUCATION
from fragmentation to responsibility

Prof. Michael Fuss

Teacher of the History of Religions, Gregorian Pontifical University, Rome
1. Cultural Conflict on the Horizon


The religious situation in today’s society calls for an immediate commitment to intercultural and interreligious education. One of the enormous challenges globalization poses is in the area of socio-economics and involves interaction between cultures and the question of solidarity. Without calling up the apocalyptic scenario of a culture clash (Samuel Huntington), we can predict that the interaction taking place today between different cultures and religions is going to pose a serious threat to humanity in the near future. On the one hand, 1) cultures all over the world are being inculturated by Christianity, which is truly becoming the universal Church, while on the other, 2) all religious trends are present in every local Christian community, on-line if nothing else. From a global perspective, Christian cross-culturization is taking place according to the dialectical logic represented by the Tao symbol (two interacting halves of a circle representing the polarity of Yin and Yang, black and white, etc.), symbolizing the two interactive halves of interculturality (that of witnessing to ones own identity and that of welcoming the other). In this global perspective, intercultural education is not a subject like any other but becomes synonymous with the new inculturation of Christianity into multi-polar, post-Christian society.

On the positive side, the Church is the primary ‘global player’ in the area of solidarity and cultural mediation. The incarnational structure of Christianity (Karl Rahner) culminates in the Word “made flesh” in each and every society. Based on the common origin of the human race, the body of the Church is built on the transverse interdependence of peoples (Nostra aetate, 1). The very Catholicity of Christianity indicates its capacity to integrate all cultural and philosophical-theological pluralism, geographically and temporally. 


Since all religions make the same claim to be universal communities (umma in Islam, sangha in Buddhism, unlimited tolerance in Hinduism advaita, “natural religion” of neo-paganism), the question arises whether this element of conflict might not constitute the very foundation needed for effective interculturality. The crux of the matter seems to be combining the subjective – values and beliefs – with the objective – peaceful co-existence. The Science of Religion has made a contribution to the question of religious co-existence by abandoning the evolutionary or pyramid paradigm (according to which religions advance from a primitive form to a superior and insuperable one) in favour of an interactive, synchronous model, according to which all religious forms exist simultaneously. The ‘family of truth’, a model proposed further on, is an attempt to translate the need for openness to others and personal affirmation into a pedagogical program.


A survey of European multicultural society reveals that it is not just a result of immigration, but more importantly of its own mentality, generally known as New Age cultural relativism. On the one hand the growing presence of non-European culture is exposing the unspoken changes taking place in the European social pyramid (dependence on a foreign work force; problems of a guaranteed retirement system), on the other, New Age culture, synonymous with eclecticism and relativism that reduces authentic cultural plurality to a kind of fragmentary vision like we might see in an MTV ad, is the expression of a new socio-spiritual paradigm in a society in search of direction. Given today’s separation between Church and State, religion and public discourse, Churches should consider intercultural education as an alternative, golden opportunity. It can no longer be considered an optional; it is an absolute necessity, indispensable to the development of a new collective and personal identity, stressing three main objectives:

1) increased knowledge (knowledge of the dynamics of today’s globalization; knowledge of religious traditions); 

2) formation of personal identity (reflection on ones inherited values; ability to bear witness in pluralistic environments, balanced discernment); 

3) perfection of dialogue and collaboration skills (skills for handling future challenges).


We need to emphasize the role played by religion in intercultural dynamics. Paradoxically, fundamentalism can only be cured by religion itself, not by any attempts to suppress it. This is also true of the prevailing relativistic mentality which, despite the fact it considers itself irenistic, comes across with strong religious connotations. Just as moral education moves from the ethic of obedience to that of cultural responsibility, with focus on the free consent of the individual, so must we educate to cultural responsibility in the real sense: dialogue between two alterities which leads to mutual solidarity. Theo Sundermeier, a Lutheran missiologist (Understanding the Foreigner, Brescia, Queriniana 1999), speaks of xenotic culture, translating the interactive meaning of the Greek word xenós (guest / foreigner) into an educational criterium.


On the other hand, superficial knowledge of the other, or a lack of social integration, easily leads to a populist sub-culture (irenism, libertinism “We all love each another…”, “We all believe in the same God”; “Everyone should do his own thing”, as well as pigeon-holing and banal generalization: “all Muslims...”; “The Chinese eat ants.”), and it is only through conscious dialogue with different cultures that we can achieve true pluralism, i.e. cultural/religious harmony. A good example of this is India, where members of different religions have been living together for thousands of years in a climate of authentic pluralism without losing track of their own identities, as compared to modern European society which has not achieved authentic pluralism and is in danger of lapsing into populism due to a lack of respect for personal identity and that of the other. The permissiveness in New Age culture represents an idealistic, seductive type of interculturality. 


Thus the European Church must not only take into account the various major religious traditions, still in upheaval, present in Europe today, but also the populism and syncretism of New Age culture within its own framework. To put it provocatively: the Church’s Catholicity [in the socio-cultural sense of a unifying force between different orientations and ways of thinking] has turned into New Age Catholicity. We need to find a new – more attractive – Catholicity in the Church, especially at a time when Europe is so unsure of its roots that it fails to include them in its new constitution. We need to work against the intercultural model of religious fragmentation by teaching responsible interculturality that affirms the individual’s identity while at the same time offering hospitality to the other.


It goes without saying that education is an integral part of the Christian cultural mission. The immense patrimony of monastic institutions committed to human, cultural and professional formation throughout Europe testifies to this fact. For today’s society John Paul II has called this record in education an authentic “diaconate of truth”, equally as important as the social (caritas) diaconate and closely related to it. Service to education is a manifestation of the Church’s commitment to serving society by helping it to interpret the ‘signs of the times’. This diaconate must become a thread that is woven throughout the fabric of intercultural education.


This contribution by Christians to the world of education, referred to in the recent Apostolic Exhortation, Ecclesia in Europa (June, 28 , 2003, 59), as “service to thought”, is an indispensable contribution to society in general and contains within itself the necessary tools for intercultural education.

2. The Church’s Assets

A Biblical example of intercultural formation can be found in Jesus’ discourse to the Samaritan, not aimed at religious conversion, but rather at the development of a personal identity alive in “a spirit of love and truth” (Jn 4:5-26). In this sense the Church of the Second Vatican Council considers itself a community of dialogue with other cultures and religions (Paul VI, Ecclesiam Suam, 67): “The Church Becomes a Community of Dialogue, a fellow pilgrim of humanity in its quest to fully realize its capabilities. On the one hand it is well to note the prophetic foresight of the Bible in predicting the culmination of human history in a multi-cultural, global city, the celestial Jerusalem, the fruit of human effort and a free gift of God at the same time (Ap. 21); on the other, the revolutionary thought of John Paul II, which has received little comment so far, in his Encyclical Redemptor hominis (March 4, 1979, 11) where he states that “This self-awareness by the Church is formed ‘in dialogue’; and before this dialogue becomes a conversation, attention must be directed to ‘the other’, that is to say the person with whom we wish to speak.”. What other social institution would allow its identity to be radically defined in terms of service to dialogue?


Since the Church is the oldest institution of intercultural mediation, the famous principle of St Anselmo of Canterbury (1033-1109), fides quaerens intellectum, for centuries the basis of all its catechetical-educational activity, must today be flanked by the expression fides quaerens dialogum, with all the consequences this implies regarding its daily activity. Intercultural formation is now an integral part of Christian identity and the new missionarity that involves the entire Christian community. The relationship of the Church to other religions and cultures is dictated by two types of respect that are incorporated into its educational programs: “Respect for the human being in his search for answers to life’s most profound questions and respect for the action of the Spirit in man.” (Redemptoris missio, December 7, 1990, 29).


Intercultural education cuts across the Church in every dimension of its being. The works of theologians, such as “the theology of religions”, “inter-religious dialogue” and the “spirituality of inculturation”, etc., must not remain the domain of specialists but are destined to animate the daily life of the Church, the laity above all, creating a “dialogue of life”, a new living in the Church, in the spirit of the Second Vatican Council (Gaudium et spes). Interculturality in our daily life is the general background against which all of our dialogue takes place, in four different areas: “The dialogue of life, where we make an effort to live in a spirit of openness and neighbourliness, sharing the joys and sorrows of others, their problems and their human suffering; the dialogue of labour, in which Christians and others collaborate to bring about integral development and the liberation of peoples; the dialogue of theological sharing, in which experts work toward deepening their understanding of each others’ religious traditions and appreciating each others’ spiritual values, and the dialogue of religious experience, in which people deeply rooted in their own religious traditions share their spiritual heritage, for example regarding prayer and contemplation, faith and the search for God and the Absolute” (Dialogue and Proclamation, May 19, 1991, 42).
3. Several Concrete Proposals concerning the prophetic role of the Church, pilgrim on the roads of the modern world.


The theologian Johann B. Metz responds to the problem of multi-culturality in an era of globalization with a “world program for Christianity”, based on “compassion”: “an inheritance the European mentality received from the Bible, just as theoretical curiosity derives from our Greek heritage and juridical thought from the Roman” (Compassion, Freiburg, Herder 2000, 13-14). This kind of educational initiative, grounded in “compassion”, could “animate the moral and social behaviour of adolescents in highly complex and pluralistic societies in a socio-religious sense”. Since this term is both theological and ethical, “compassion urges us to the front of political, social and cultural conflict in the world today. The ability to perceive and express the suffering of others is the unconditional prerequisite for all policies of peace in future, of every new form of social solidarity in the widening gap between poor and rich, and every promising area of agreement between culture and religion”. An integral part of Johann B. Metz’s ‘post-Auschwitz’ anamnetic theological program, as an answer to the challenges of globalization, is an educational program that would affirm Christian identity and invite to dialogue so that “Europe will become a thriving multi-cultural place, free of conflict, in a scenario of peace and not of imploding violence”. 


Johann B. Metz’s research on a “world program” is not the last in a series of attempts to find a new logo for Christianity, like some catchy publicity phrase, but is meant to express a corporate identity which has always existed. The ‘diaconate of truth’ referred to above is a manifestation of the memory of its evangelical identity and, moreover, provides humble and compassionate service to the field of education. Intercultural dialogue is a sign of maturity – personal and institutional – in that a person who is sure of his own convictions can enable others to find themselves in complete respect for their diversity. A host who shares “new and old things from his treasure” (Mt 13:52) becomes the image of dialogue-centered, interactive education.


A commitment on the part of Catholic educators – faced with an increasingly fragmented and anonymous society -- to a family of truth, seen as a series of concentric circles (nuclear, parish, national, interreligious) as a general principle of Catholic education could be a valid alternative. A family of this kind could be a starting point for all the various religious communities committed to defending the sacredness of life.


John Paul II’s thinking on this subject (the Encyclical Centesimus annus, May 1, 1991, 39; cf. GS, 92) goes well beyond the nuclear family. He expresses the pastoral priority of giving a human face to contemporary society, conceived of as a family comprised of different cultures and religions. Just as the ecumenical commitment of the Church is guided by the theological principle of a “hierarchy of truths” (Unitatis redintegratio, 11), the fostering of a “family of truth” expresses the Church’s entire socio-cultural orientation. Just as the nuclear family allows each member to live his individual identity in relation to others, readily accepting different opinions and social roles within the group, the Church, by embracing cultural differences, with ‘Catholic’ fullness, is committed to forming bonds through dialogue, in full respect for the identity of the other. The ‘family of truth’ does not think of pluralism as a sterile, multicultural parallelism. It does not resign itself to irenic secularism and relativism, but responds actively, with the leavening of the Gospel, to the dynamics of cultural interaction at the service of unity in diversity (cf. GS 92). In keeping with John Paul II’s pastoral program for the third millennium, the ‘truth’ toward which the cultural and religious family is moving is the promotion of the sacredness of life and the name of God as “an imperative of peace” (Novo millennio ineunte, January 6, 2001, 55).


With a view to a concrete educational program for interculturality, the European Church (CEEC) should organize a round table of specialists as well as foster training of new pastoral ministers -- pastoral operators in the field of interculturality:

1)
a round table of specialists, comprised of a) representatives from the Interdicasterial Commission on Sects and New Religious Movements (Propaganda Fide, the Pontifical Councils for Culture, Interreligious Dialogue, Ecumenism) as well as the Pontifical Council for Migrants; b) national and diocesan centres studying new religious tendencies (in Italy: The Socio-religious research and information society G.R.I.S. in Bologna); c) Missionary Institutes (repatriated missionaries); d) representatives of Caritas and other organizations in the field; e) specialists in pedagogy, missiology and dialogue.


- Task: monitor the situation at the European, national and diocesan level; develop pastoral-catechetic materials, revise scholastic texts, provide training programs for teachers and pastoral operators.


- Model: similar activities already underway in other European countries, i.e. SHAP (England), Missio, Misereor (Germany), etc.

2)
New pastoral ministries (for qualified laymen), that will practice the diaconate of truth in the areas of training/informing, helping people find direction in a pluralist world:


- spiritual assistance to seekers, i.e., those searching for direction (Christians disoriented by religious pluralism, non-Christians interested in Christianity, members of religious movements or lay groups moving closer to the Church);


- material assistance to facilitate socio-cultural integration;


- accompaniment during intercultural training;


- promotion of new liturgical expression, adopting symbols and rites ‘open’ to and moving toward intercultural integration (symbols that speak to/are enhanced by other cultures);


- spiritual accompaniment on meaningful occasions (marriages, funerals, intercultural festivities, prayer in interreligious environments, etc.).


The Church responds to the challenges posed by globalization in a constructive way through the ‘globalization of solidarity’ (Ecclesia in Europa, 112) and through the “diaconate of thought”, committing itself to educating “its most precious resource: the Europeans of tomorrow” (Ibid., 96). Is not the ‘Catholicity’ of Christianity, authentically lived, the very thing that guarantees an education open to future interculturality?
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