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    ABSTRACT

    In many contexts, religious education practices stop at passive tolerance coexisting without meaningful dialogue thus failing to build just relationships in plural societies. This article aims to develop an approach to Christian Religious Education (CRE) that goes beyond transmissional models toward dialogical and transformative learning. This study employs a literature review with thematic and comparative analysis of theological, educational, and social science literature. Conceptual data were synthesized to formulate a learning framework relevant to pluralistic contexts. The findings show that integrating interculturality, theology that affirms human dignity, and ethical communication strengthens reflective and participatory faith formation. The article proposes the Mutual Transformation Framework, a model that places teachers and students in a process of reciprocal transformation through epistemological awareness, intercultural encounters, inclusive theological foundations, and reflective communication. This framework has the potential to deepen faith understanding, foster social sensitivity, and cultivate commitment to justice and peace. The study offers a conceptual contribution to the development of intercultural CRE and recommends further implementation studies in school and church settings.
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Introduction


Plurality
is a fundamental characteristic of Indonesian society. The diversity of
ethnicities, religions, cultures, and social experiences shapes a complex
shared life. In this context, education including Christian Religious Education
(CRE) can no longer be understood merely as a means of transmitting knowledge,
but as a space of encounter among people who bring different backgrounds with
them.


According to Berger,
social reality is always formed through human interaction and the construction
of shared meanings (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). Therefore, diversity is not
only a social fact, but something that is constantly negotiated in everyday
life. In a modern pluralistic society, religion becomes part of a social
reality that is interpreted differently by each community (Hjelm, 2024). In
line with this, Berger emphasizes that the modern world is marked by a
plurality of religious meanings, so that Christian faith cannot be lived in
isolation but inevitably encounters other cultures and beliefs (Berger, 2014).


Lattu
(2021) argues that religious life in Indonesia is always shaped by the dynamics
of intergroup relations. Religion, therefore, cannot stand as a closed system;
it must function as a force that builds solidarity, opens dialogue, and
strengthens national cohesion. Within this framework, Christianity is called to
develop contextual theological practices that are sensitive to socio-cultural
realities and that foster respectful relationships with people of other faiths.


In practice, however,
religious education often remains normative and provides limited space for
dialogue. Tolerance tends to be understood merely as “coexisting peacefully,”
without deeper engagement. Such patterns risk creating distance and allowing
prejudice to persist, whereas religion should cultivate respect for human
dignity and just relationships. For this reason, Christian Religious Education
needs to be directed toward learning processes that encourage reflection,
dialogue, and social sensitivity.


It is at this point
that a gap becomes visible. Many studies on tolerance and interreligious
harmony emphasize peaceful coexistence, yet most still operate within a
framework of passive tolerance: students are encouraged to accept diversity,
but are not trained to engage in dialogue, reflect on their faith, or collaborate
across differences. Meanwhile, discussions on interculturality and
communication ethics have grown within theology and the social sciences, but
they have not been systematically integrated into Christian Religious
Education. Thus, CRE requires a framework that not only teaches tolerance, but
cultivates transformative encounters through dialogue, ethical communication,
and theological reflection.


Building on this
problem, the present article aims to:


1.      Explain the
limitations of passive tolerance in religious education;


2.      describe the role of
interculturality, theology, and communication ethics in shaping relationships
across differences;


3.      propose a conceptual
Mutual Transformation Framework as an approach to CRE that promotes dialogue,
social awareness, and reflective faith formation; and


4.      demonstrate the
relevance of this model for classroom practice.


By integrating
intercultural theory, theological reflection, and communication ethics, this
article seeks to offer an approach to Christian Religious Education that goes
beyond formal tolerance, fostering engagement, mutual listening, and shared
transformation within a pluralistic society.











Methods


This study employs a literature review
approach. This method was chosen because the primary aim of the article is not
to collect empirical field data, but to synthesize theoretical perspectives and
previous research findings in order to build a new conceptual framework for
Christian Religious Education (CRE). Through a literature review, the
researcher is able to interpret, compare, and integrate diverse scholarly
viewpoints, leading to a more comprehensive understanding of interculturality,
theology, communication ethics, and faith transformation within the context of
CRE.


The literature was selected based on thematic
relevance to the focus of the study, namely religious education, intercultural
dialogue, faith formation, and communication ethics in Christian educational
contexts. Publications that discussed tolerance only in a general sense,
without direct relation to education or theology, were excluded from the
analysis.


Data analysis was conducted using a
combination of thematic analysis, comparative analysis, and conceptual
synthesis. Thematic analysis was used to organize the literature into several
key themes: passive tolerance, intercultural education, relational theology,
communication ethics, and transformative learning. Comparative analysis was
then applied to examine similarities and differences among concepts across the
sources. The final stage involved conceptual synthesis, integrating these
findings into a coherent and applicable framework for CRE.


To ensure credibility, the researcher applied
principles of source criticism by evaluating journal reputation, research
methodology, and the consistency of arguments within each work. Key concepts
were cross-checked with multiple sources to minimize interpretive bias. Thus,
the outcome of this study is not merely a summary of literature, but a
reconstruction of ideas intended to contribute both theoretically and practically
to the development of intercultural CRE.


 


Through this approach, the literature review
functions as a medium for building dialogue among theories, filtering the most
relevant arguments, and formulating the Mutual Transformation Framework, which becomes
the core of the article’s discussion.


 


Results and Discussion


Limitations of the “Passive Tolerance” Model


Passive tolerance is often understood as the
ability to coexist without openly confronting differences. On the one hand,
this model can help prevent direct conflict. However, in the long term, passive
tolerance contains several fundamental weaknesses.


First,
passive tolerance tends to maintain psychological distance between groups.
Students are taught not to disturb “the other,” yet they are not formed to
understand, listen to, or collaborate with those who differ from them. As a
result, prejudices and stereotypes persist within social consciousness. This
aligns with the observation that passive tolerance is often described as
“permission-based tolerance,” a situation in which the majority merely allows
minorities to live according to their beliefs while still remaining within a
controlling power relationship (Yedija, 2024).


Second,
passive tolerance frequently separates the dimension of faith from social
reality. Religious education focuses primarily on doctrinal content, but does
not guide students to reflect on how faith engages issues of plurality,
justice, and diversity. Consequently, faith is perceived only as a private
matter rather than a motivating force for social responsibility.


Third,
passive tolerance may produce a condition of “false peace.” There is no open
conflict, yet neither is their constructive dialogue. In educational settings,
this situation risks forming a generation that appears tolerant at a formal
level but becomes fragile when encountering real differences. They are easily
influenced by narratives of hatred because they have never been encouraged to
develop healthy relationships with those who are different.


 


Therefore,
passive tolerance is insufficient to sustain shared life in a plural society.
What is needed is not merely an attitude of “letting be,” but a deeper form of
engagement one in which differences are understood, appreciated, and
transformed into opportunities for mutual learning.


 


Interculturally as a
Process of Faith Transformation


Interculturality does not merely address
diversity; it concerns encounters that shape the way people believe. Through
encounters with different cultures, traditions, and religious perspectives,
learners are invited to move beyond suspicion and prejudice and to understand
others in a more humanizing way. Through open dialogue, faith is formed not
only at the level of knowledge but also at the level of self-reflection: how
individuals understand themselves, others, and God in the midst of plurality
(Ginting, 2023).


Within educational settings, interculturality
invites students to engage in dialogue, to listen to others’ stories, and to
share life experiences. This process nurtures self-reflexivity the capacity to
reconsider one’s own beliefs with maturity without losing faith identity. From
a worldview-theological perspective, this resonates with Wolters’ claim that
the gospel is “a renewing power that redirects human life and restores creation”
(Wolters, 2005). Thus, interculturality becomes a learning space for faith in
which students view difference not as a threat but as an opportunity to grow in
love and understanding (Ginting, 2023).


Interculturality also functions as a process
of ethical and social transformation. When students encounter the suffering,
discrimination, or injustice experienced by others, their faith is moved toward
compassion, non-violence, and the building of peaceful relationships. Faith no
longer remains merely cognitive, but is embodied in ethical commitments that
defend life and human dignity (Ginting, 2023).


 


 


As Ginting emphasizes, an intercultural
approach enables churches and Christian education “to spread a virus of peace
through interreligious encounters,” fostering trust, mutual respect, and
collaboration for the common good (Ginting, 2023). In this sense,
interculturality truly becomes a process of faith transformation: faith grows
not because it is isolated from difference, but because it is tested, reflected
upon, and deepened through relationships with others.


 


The Role of Theology


Theology provides the normative foundation
for interculturality. Within the Christian faith, human beings are understood
as created in the image of God and therefore share equal dignity. This
perspective affirms that cultural and religious differences do not diminish
human value; rather, they form part of the richness of God’s creation. In a
plural society, Christian theology is called to become a force that promotes
peace and social justice, because “Christian theology contains values of
universal love and human dignity that encourage the building of harmonious
communal life” (Manullang & Naingolan, 2025).


Theology also places love,
reconciliation, and justice at the center of Christian life. These values
challenge exclusive, closed, and suspicious forms of religiosity that distrust
those who are different. As the authors state, the church and theological
education are “called to promote interreligious dialogue and social cooperation
as a concrete expression of Christianity’s contribution within a plural
society” (Manullang & Naingolan, 2025).


From a worldview-theological perspective, Wolters argues
that the gospel does not speak only of individual salvation; it also restores
the entire created order, redirecting human life so that it reflects justice,
peace, and the common good (Wolters, 2005). Within this framework,
interculturality is understood as part of the vocation of faith: participating
in God’s work of restoring relationships between humans and God, with one
another, and with the world. Consequently, religious education grounded in
sound theology does not encourage separation; rather, it helps learners build
respectful and life-affirming relationships.


Furthermore, theology helps learners recognize
that faith is always contextual. Every Christian community is called to
interpret the gospel within its social reality. In a plural society, this means
that faith must take shape through openness, dialogue, and compassion toward
those of different religious traditions. Through such an approach, Christian
theology “becomes not merely an academic discipline but a transformative force
that nurtures social harmony and shared civilization” (Manullang &
Naingolan, 2025).


 


The Role of Communication
Ethics


Communication
lies at the heart of intercultural education. Without appropriate ethical
guidance, dialogue can easily turn into harmful debate and reinforce prejudice.
Christian communication ethics guides teachers and learners to speak
truthfully, listen empathetically, and avoid words that demean human dignity.
In the context of cross-cultural interaction, communication ethics helps
prevent misunderstanding and fosters mutual respect among different groups
(Meilani et al., 2024).


In
Christian religious education, teachers are no longer controllers of discourse
but facilitators of conversation. They create space for every voice, including
those whose experiences and backgrounds differ from the majority. This approach
enables students to manage messages, build positive perceptions, and understand
that difference need not be a source of conflict; rather, it can become a
pathway toward harmonious relationships (Meilani et al., 2024). When
communication ethics is cultivated, the religion classroom becomes a safe space
where students feel free to ask questions, share struggles, and express
disagreement without fear of judgment.


 


From
the perspective of creation theology, Wolters argues that Christ’s redemptive
work restores every dimension of human life, including the way relationships
are shaped through language and communication (Wolters, 2005). Words are
therefore not morally neutral; they are part of the Christian vocation to
embody love, justice, and respect for human dignity.


Communication ethics also requires awareness
of the power of language. Words can build, but they can also wound. For this
reason, religious education must cultivate habits of speech that are courteous,
respectful, and sensitive to cultural difference. Principles such as honoring
diversity, avoiding stereotypes, and nurturing empathy become essential so that
communication does not generate conflict but opens space for shared
understanding (Meilani et al., 2024). Thus, communication in Christian
education is not merely a technique of speaking; it is a spiritual practice
that reflects love and moral responsibility toward others (Wolters, 2005).


 


Synthesis: Toward
Shared Transformation


When brought together, the four preceding elements form a
coherent picture. Passive tolerance reveals its limitations: it maintains
distance rather than building relationships. Interculturality offers a new path
one of mutually enriching encounters. Theology provides the normative
foundation that affirms human dignity and the calling to live in love.
Communication ethics, in turn, offers concrete practices for nurturing humane
and respectful relationships.


Shared transformation occurs when teachers and students
journey through this process simultaneously. Teachers do not merely teach about
love; they embody it through dialogue. Students do not simply learn doctrines;
they practice them within the context of communal life. Consequently, Christian
religious education moves beyond the mere transmission of teachings and becomes
a formative process that shapes people to live responsibly and maturely within
a pluralistic society.


This model does not eliminate religious differences.
Rather, it helps each learner live out their faith more deeply while remaining
open to others. Transformation occurs not only at the individual level, but
also within the learning community that is shaped through ethical, reflective,
and compassionate dialogue.


Thus, Christian religious education is oriented not merely
toward tolerance, but toward a process of shared transformation where teachers
and learners learn from one another, shape one another, and build just
relationships through ethical and reflective dialogue. This synthesis forms the
foundation for the conceptual approach of the Mutual Transformation Framework,
which will be elaborated in the following section.


 


Conceptual Mode: The Mutual Transformation
Framework


The Mutual Transformation
Framework is developed as a response to the limitations of passive tolerance,
which merely emphasizes coexistence without relational engagement. This model
affirms that faith learning is not focused solely on student change, but also
on the transformation of teachers, learning communities, and classroom culture
as a whole. Transformation is understood as a mutual, dialogical, and
continuous process.


1.       
Components
of the Model


The Framework consists of four main
components:


a.      Epistemologi Awareness


Teachers and students recognize that knowledge
including faith is constructed through reflection, experience, and dialogue.
Therefore, differences are not viewed as threats, but as opportunities for
shared learning.


b.      Intercultural
Encounter


Learners are given space to bring their
experiences, cultures, and perspectives into the classroom. The purpose of
these encounters is not to homogenize beliefs, but to enrich the understanding
of faith and life.


c.      Inclusive Theological
Foundation


The theology of love, human dignity,
reconciliation, and justice becomes the basis for responding to differences.
These values guide teachers and students to remain faithful to their
convictions while staying open to dialogue.


d.      Reflective
Communication Ethics


Dialogue is facilitated through empathetic,
non-judgmental communication that respects the dignity of every person.
Critique is expressed constructively, and differences are processed through
shared reflection


2.  
Transformation
Pathway


The process of transformation unfolds through
three stages:


a.      Disclosure Stage


Teachers and students bring their experiences,
perspectives, and struggles into dialogue.


b.      Shared Reflection
Stage


These experiences are interpreted in light of
Christian theology, love, and justice. Discussion helps learners connect faith
with real-life contexts.


c.      Integration and
Practice Stage


The values understood are translated into
concrete behavior: ways of speaking, treating others, and making ethical
decisions.


Transformation occurs when not only
understanding changes, but also relationships, patterns of thinking, and modes
of communication.


3.   Relevance for
Christian Religious Education


In practice, the framework guides a paragigm
shift from:


a.      Teaching doctrine → constructing faith
meaning


b.      Teacher as sole
authority → teacher as spiritual
facilitator


c.      Passive learners → reflective faith
builders


d.      Silent tolerance → healthy and
meaningful dialogue


Thus, Christian religious eduction becomes a
space for:


a.      Faith formation.


b.      Character development.


c.      Social sensitivity
training.


d.      Readiness to live
responsibly in a pluralistic society.


The model presents a clear novelty:


Christian religious education is understood
not merely as religious instruction, but as a process of shared transformation
built through theological, intercultural, and ethical dialogue.


 


Practical Implication


This section outlines the practical
implications of the Mutual Transformation Framework for the implementation of
Christian Religious Education (CRE). The model does not merely propose
conceptual reform; it also offers concrete direction for teachers, schools, and
curriculum development.


a.      For Teachers


The framework calls teachers to serve not only
as transmitters of content, but as facilitators of faith formation. Teachers
cultivate a culture of dialogue through open-ended questions, reflective
discussions, and experience-based learning activities.


They are also encouraged to examine their own
biases, learn to listen to differing perspectives, and provide safe spaces for
students from diverse cultural and faith backgrounds. In this way, learning
becomes not only cognitively enriching, but also formative in empathy,
responsibility, and social awareness.


b.      For Schools


Schools need to create an atmosphere that
encourages healthy intercultural encounters. This may be implemented through
collaborative programs across classes, social service activities, guided
interfaith dialogues, and habits of mutual respect within the school community.


In addition, schools should support teachers
through training in intercultural pedagogy, communication ethics, and
reflective learning. When the entire school ecosystem participates,
transformation does not stop at the classroom level, but shapes the character
of the school community as a whole.


c.      For Curriculum


The CRE curriculum should provide greater
space for reflective, participatory, and contextual learning experiences.
Learning materials should not only present doctrine, but invite students to
connect it with everyday life issues and the realities of social diversity.


Assessment practices also need to shift from
memorization-based testing toward process-oriented evaluation, such as
reflective journals, service projects, portfolios, and observation of
attitudes. Thus, the curriculum functions not merely as a content guide, but as
a tool for forming faith that is critical, dialogical, and responsible.


Overall, this section affirms that Christian
Religious Education cannot be reduced to the transfer of religious knowledge.
Rather, it becomes a process of forming persons who live with mature faith,
respect diversity, and actively contribute to building peaceful communal life.


 


Conclusion


This study demonstrates that the development
of Western epistemological thought ranging from rationalism, empiricism, and
critical philosophy to positivism eventually gave rise to constructivism, which
understands knowledge as the result of active construction through reflection,
experience, and social interaction. This framework helps us recognize that
faith learning in Christian Religious Education (CRE) cannot be understood
merely as the transfer of information, but rather as a dialogical process that
shapes ways of thinking, behaving, and relating to others.


From this synthesis emerges the Mutual
Transformation Framework, a model that situates teachers, students, and the
learning community within a shared process of transformation. The model
emphasizes that CRE does not only shape theological understanding, but also
nurtures intercultural sensitivity, communication ethics, and a commitment to
life grounded in love and justice.


Academically, this research contributes by
integrating Western epistemology, constructivism, interculturality, and CRE
into a coherent conceptual framework. Practically, the model offers direction
for teachers, schools, and curriculum developers in designing learning
processes that are reflective, dialogical, and relevant to the realities of a
pluralistic society.


Further research is needed to examine the
implementation of this model in classroom practice through field observations
or action research, so that its impact on faith formation, character
development, and social awareness can be measured more empirically. Future
studies may also explore the application of this framework across different
cultural contexts and educational levels. In this way, Christian Religious
Education can continue to grow as a space of learning that liberates, fosters
dialogue, and transforms communal life.
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