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Abstract: Christian Education in a Secular Democracy. Balancing Secular Citizenship and Sacred
Belief. The essay examines the challenges and opportunities that Christian education faces in
balancing religious teachings with the demands of secular democratic values. It explores how
Christian schools nurture students in Christian virtues, while equipping them to participate actively
and responsibly in a pluralistic, but democratic, society. It also points to the role of the curriculum
design, dialogical teaching, and civic engagement in integrating Christian virtues with civic
responsibilities. By analyzing these pedagogical strategies, the essay argues that Christian education
can train and prepare individuals, who are committed to their faith, but also are well-prepared for
life in a secular democracy.
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Introduction

The essay explores the possible tensions and connections between Christian education and
secular democratic values, with the focus on how Christian schools could approach the task of
effectively educating students to become citizens who are conscious about their religious virtues and
their civic responsibilities. Nurturing values is one of the challenges for Christian education, because
they prepare students to engage responsibly a pluralistic society, where secularism has strong
foothold. The challenge, therefore, lies in fostering love, justice, morality, and integrity, as Christian
virtues, within the secular democratic context, where pluralism, critical thinking, diversity, and
personal autonomy are core principles. The essay aims to provide insight into how Christian
education can navigate the realities of a secular democratic system, while maintaining and protecting
the fundamentals of Christian values.

As a theoretical essay, the study approaches concepts such as the curriculum and pedagogical
principles, in order to explore how Christian educational institutions address societal and legal
expectations, without compromising their religious integrity. The essay also draws upon historical
and contemporary issues that beget the discussion about how Christian values can coexist and
complement secular democratic principles in education. Throughout the essay, it is argued that
Christian education is capable to develop responsible citizens who are faithful to their Christian
identity and who act and engage societal issues in a responsible manner.

The essay argues that Christian education can balance the teachings of Christian virtues with
preparing students for an active and responsible participation in secular democratic societies. It can
also be argued that balancing does not mean accepting or identifying with some secular concepts,
that go against Christian teachings, but instead it refers to acknowledging that secular principles do
not always go against Christian teachings[1]. Christianity does not reject secularism on a whim but
informs society of its views on political and social matters to create the environment that would allow
the shaping of a more just and harmonious society. A partially overlapping set of values and
principles consist of the biblical principles of love, justice, and integrity, and the secular principles of
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democratic and/or secular principles of justice, human dignity[2], and common good[3]. Ethical
citizens, with an informed view of the issues of contemporary society, can be educated in Christian
schools, provided they integrate faith-based instruction with critical thinking, acknowledgment of
diversity, and civic responsibility. Students who are educated in Christian schools, through dialogical
pedagogy, as a key component of curriculum design, are able to engage with secular democratic
values, while being grounded in Christian faith[4]. Spiritual and civic life do not exclude one another,
even if they are built on different world views.

There is a wide range of possibilities that allows the exploration of the challenges and
opportunities that arise from the balancing act between Christian education and the principles of a
democratic society, that are secular in nature. The analysis provides practical strategies for addressing
potential conflicts that might arise from curricular content and legal requirements, together with
proposing opportunities for integration. The essay proposes perspectives into how educators can
maintain religious integrity, while preparing students to engage in a society characterized by cultural
pluralism in a democratic setting. Within this purpose, the essay argues that Christian education can
train students who are both faithful to their beliefs and active, accountable, responsible and mature
citizens in democratic settings.

The Tensions Within

Cultures, religions and philosophies coexist in a pluralistic society, while education engages
them in a structured manner and presents the contents to students, one of the purposes being that of
shaping future citizens, who are informed, active and responsible[5]. Education is considered the
primary means to achieve the educational ideal of shaping the citizens. The family environment, as
well as the community in which children grow, contribute, sometimes decisively, to how the
educational ideal is achieved. Pluralistic societies also have a significant secular element, which
influences moral education and the relationship between individuals[6]. At an educational level,
Christian educational institutions have a difficult task to achieve. On the one hand, they need to
nurture Christian virtues and faith-based values, while on the other, they need to equip students to
participate effectively and responsibly in a secular democratic system. Christian schools do not offer
the option of retreating from society to preserve a Christian core of values, but instead argues for
students to engage society and if possible, to have a positive effect on it[7].

Christian education grapples with the spiritual and moral formation of students, using biblical
teachings. It also works on the development of Christian virtues, that shape the life of faith in the
service of God and fellow man, together with care for nature[8]. An issue of particular importance is
that the school curriculum is shaped by theological perspectives, which place the authority of
Scripture at its core, but which view moral and ethical issues through a religious lens, which could
differ from one Christian tradition to the other. Despite the differences, different Christian traditions
find enough common ground in matters of morals[9]. Therefore, Christian education aims for
academic excellence and living a life based on Christian principles. The fundamental Christian
principles are love, humility, and integrity, to which justice can be added, with the meaning of
judging all things in the light of God’s principles and acting based on them. These principles are
absolute and unchanging[10]. Divine authority is non-negotiable, and the afore-mentioned principles
are grounded in it.

Secular democratic values would promote and prioritize pluralism, personal autonomy,
equality, as well as the capacity for individual reasoning and the right to have individual choices,
without religious pressure[11]. Critical thinking, promotion of diversity of thought and belief, as well
as the ability to engage in civil discourse despite differences, could be considered characteristics of
democratic citizenship. The separation of church or religion and state is a prerogative of secular
democratic systems, but it is also a characteristic of modern democratic thought, which was not
secular in the sense that it denied the existence of God. The purpose was the creation of an
environment where no single belief system would dominate the public sphere, while individuals
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would have the freedom to create personal and individual views on all matters, religious and
secular[12].

Christian education works within a secular society, therefore Christian schools face challenges
in their approach to their own curriculum and the type of society outside its walls. The curriculum is
the first significant challenge to address by Christian education[13]. In a conservative Christian
environment, the expectation would be, in most cases, that disciplines, such as science, human
sexuality, and ethics, fit a rather conservative theology, whereas these issues are not approached in
this manner in schools that have a liberal theological identity. The issue is significant, since secular
curricula address issues such as evolutionary theory, gender identity and sexual orientation, together
with critical race theory and the plethora of LGBTQ issues[14]. These approaches would not integrate
the Christian view, whereas public funded Christian schools might have to accommodate them. The
challenge to Christian schools is not keep these subjects away from their students, but to approach
them properly, as societal debates are useful in tackling the issues[15].

Cultural pluralism adds to the complexity of the issue, because in pluralistic societies students
come from different backgrounds into the Christian schools. Christians have a wide range of views
on matters of theology and politics, which could interfere with the way a certain Christian school
choses to address such issues[16]. Staying true to a certain denominational foundation in matters of
doctrine and theology, might be a challenge among the staff. However, the ability to engage with
students in a respectful manner on all opposing views builds the fabric of a democratic society[17].

A significant tension is the extent to which state laws can enforce education to integrate subjects
that are free from religious coercion, especially in publicly funded schools. These schools can be
confessional, thus certain subjects might go against the doctrinal views of the school[18]. National
educational standards could be forced into schools, but the issue is whether these confessional
schools are allowed to stay true to their religious identity. Being a private school does not guarantee
that national educational standards may be avoided. Christian schools, if compelled to integrate a
secular curriculum, would have to work around and address the issues in their interactions with
students[19].

The tension encompasses the issue of moral and civic education. Although moral discipline is
not taught as a separate subject, it is embedded in all Christian teachings and doctrines, as it is one of
the foundational issues in Christianity[20]. Moral education permeates all disciplines, since the
Christian worldview considers the existence of a personal God, who is also a moral God. Teaching
students about how to live morally is also extended to how to view education from a moral
perspective, regardless of whether they are scientific or humanistic in nature. Creation reflects the
attributes of God, therefore, humans, as part of the created order, choose to live or not in accordance
with God’s revealed knowledge, whether in nature or in the Bible[21].

Civic education is taught separately, as a distinctive set of disciplines. In the Romanian
curriculum, elements of civic education are integrated at kindergarten level, continued in the 34 and
4t classes in primary school, followed by a set of four distinct disciplines during gymnasium, namely:
critical thinking and children’s rights (5% grade), transcultural education (6t grade), education for
democratic citizenship (7t grade) and financial education (8" grade). During gymnasium and
primary school, they are compulsory disciplines, integrated in the curriculum[22]. The Romanian
educational system renamed civic education as social education, at the gymnasium level. In high
school, civic education is optional. Among many themes, civic education focuses on issues such as
tolerance, freedom of expression, and equality before the law[23].

The views of traditional Christians or Christians who adhere to a nationalist take on Christianity,
might find it difficult to reconcile these issues with other types of Christian perspectives. However
difficult and diverse Christian views might be, Christian education can offer the optimum
environment for informed debates on various issues, that might be different from one denomination
to the other[24]. Highly trained educators can use their knowledge and skills in debating and
communication to foster the possible outcomes that are deeply rooted in the Biblical teachings. Some
of the most important issues for Christian education are marriage, family life, and human dignity, as
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they apply to most situations that students face in their daily lives. Educators could develop the
environment where Christian teachings and democratic principles are engaged in significant and
consistent manner, so that students might have the best view on the broader society[25].

The discipline of critical thinking is integrated as a separate subject in certain curricula (such as
the Romanian one), but from a secular perspective it focuses on issues of questioning authority,
seeking evidence, and forming independent judgments. Despite the idea that Christianity is about
the opposites of these principles, it does place a significant emphasis on righteousness, which makes
it possible, even recommendable, to question the authority, but not to simply overthrow it, instead,
to defend the Biblical truth[26]. It is the same for seeking evidence and forming independent
judgments, even though believers submit to a set of teachings/dogmas and rules that they learn
through catechisms and within families, where possible. In some churches, the priesthood is seen as
the intermediary between God and the believer and the world, which led some to believe that
questioning their authority is equal to going against God. Christianity is in a constant dialogue with
all fields of knowledge[27], which informs it and leads its leaders and teachers to elaborate more
meaningful ways in which the believers can think and relate to God. Christian education places
emphasis on faith, obedience, and acceptance of doctrinal truths, but not in a way that annihilates the
believer or cancels one’s independent thoughts[28]. For Christian education, critical thinking can
work together with faith and reverence for religious teachings. The spiritual formation of students is
of paramount importance for the churches and the wide Christian peoples, because students who are
better informed and engage with the issues of contemporary society, the better it is for the following
generations, who will develop skills that matter in shaping society[29].

The Influence of Democratic Ideals

Throughout its history, Christianity managed to offer principles that were developed into
democratic ideals, such as human dignity, justice, and equality. Christianity asserts that human
beings were created in the image of God, therefore they have intrinsic worth and there is also
ontological equality between human beings, which does not affect the differences between them,
because they give a person’s individuality. In a rather concise manner, the concept of justice and
common good were developed by theologians such as St. Augustine and Thomas Aquinas[30], who
argued that human societies should develop human flourishing in accordance with divine law.
Modern democratic thought, as was developed by John Locke, argued that natural rights and
government legitimacy, were heavily inspired by Christian views on the sanctity of life. The Christian
teachings on justice were developed into the democratic ideals of fairness and social responsibility.
Christian activists, such as William Wilberforce[31], who promoted the abolition of slavery, and
Martin Luther King Jr., who organized rallies to support civil rights, Christianity became the source
for many a social justice reforms[32]. Christianity lays great emphasis on the concept of community
and care for others, regardless of how difficult and costly the care must be. Within a democratic
system, the care for one’s neighbor is translated into social welfare, and activism into civic
engagement. The purpose of such a democratic perspective is the fostering of a society that protects
individual rights and collective well-being.

Christian education, based on values, may clash with pluralistic societies and their secular
principles, especially in the reals of secular laws or societal norms. The basic belief of Christian
education is that it relies on absolute moral truths, derived from Scripture, which could be different
from democratic ideals, such as individual autonomy, moral relativism, and freedom of choice. These
recurrent ideals are manifest in areas such as sexuality, gender identity, reproductive rights, and
science[33]. A contemporary debate, that takes place in Romanian churches, in both historical and
evangelical branches, about the possibility of having LGBTQ+ principles taught in public schools, as
part of the school curriculum, in the societal context, where marriage is defined as the union between
one man and one woman[34], is like a bonfire kept alive by the media[35]. The scenario describes
Christian schools as having to face legal and societal pressure to include non-discriminatory policies
in the curriculum that would affirm diverse sexual orientations and gender identities. Such issues


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202502.0418.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 6 February 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202502.0418.v1

5 of 11

would be in direct conflict with Christian doctrines[36]. Regardless of the future outcome, Christian
schools need to consider their response and adaptive strategies, where they need to comply with
secular mandates, especially in public schools, while maintaining religious integrity.

The Christian stance on life and human dignity, manifested in pro-life issues such as abortion
and euthanasia, can conflict with secular laws that protect an individual’s right to choose what to do
with they own bodies[37], which is another stance that comes into conflict with Christian teachings
and ethics. Teaching ethics and human rights becomes a challenge for Christian schools, especially
when students come into contact with alternative or contrasting views, promoted by the broader
society[38]. Cultural secularization can marginalize religious perspectives in the educational
discourse, creating a rift between religious distinctiveness and the secular educational landscape.
Christian school engage the secular values by trying to remain relevant while upholding their faith-
based mission. The pressure posed by cultural secularization is discernable in the efforts to integrate
and adapt to legal, cultural, and societal expectations, that are part of secular democracy[39] L
Christian schools would have to ensure that students are prepared not to avoid, but to meaningfully
engage the religious and secular elements that are part of a democratic system.

Integrating Virtues

Perhaps a beneficial way to align Christian education with the demands of secular citizenship is
through the common virtues. If Christianity’s principles are, among others, love, justice, humility,
and service to others, there must be similar civic values in a democratic system. The equivalent of
Christian love, as expressed and taught by Jesus Christ, is solidarity and community engagement,
which encourages students to care and engage the vulnerable in their communities, and contribute,
therefore, to the common good. Christian education fosters a deep sense of social responsibility
through teaching the practical aspects of faith[40]%, that allows them to engage in the welfare of
others, through direct action and civic participation.

As for justice, Christianity promotes equality and fairness, principles that correspond to the
democratic ideals of social justice and human rights. Christian schools guide students in addressing
issues such as economic inequality and environmental stewardship. The way students are taught to
engage such issues is focused on honoring both their faith and fellow citizens. Equality under the law
is a principle that complements the Christian teachings of care for the weak and the oppressed, which
allows Christian education to train students on how to advocate for policies that support the dignity
and worth of everyone[41]. Forgiveness and mercy fit the civic goals such as conflict resolution and
restorative justice, that enable students to engage in peaceful, but productive way to engage and
possibly solve societal challenges.

Character development stands as a core principle of Christian education, which aligns with the
democratic citizenship principle of moral discernment. In this context, students become familiarized
and able to learn about honesty, integrity, and responsibility. The result, in the long term, is an
engaged citizen. A distinctive Christian teaching is focused on the principle of servant leadership,
that emphasizes a mindset where students consider leadership as an opportunity to work for the
common good. Self-promotion is not a negative endeavor, unless it is achieved at the expense of
others[42]. Christian education equips students to become ethical leaders, who prioritize justice and
community welfare, in a society that can fit both secular and Christian teachings and principles.

Pedagogical Approaches

! John LOUGHLIN, “Human Dignity: The Foundation of Human Rights and Religious Freedom,” 2016,
https://doi.org/10.15581/001.19.313-343.

2 Sungwon KIM, “Development and Validation of a Scale for Christian Character Assessment for Young
Childrenl,” Religions 10, no. 5 (May 2019), p. 318, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10050318.
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As this is a theoretical approach to the issue of Christian education and citizenship education in
a democratic setting, characterized by pluralism and globalization, with a background of
secularization, the pedagogical approaches will also have a theoretical element to them. Therefore,
they may present perspectives that are not applicable to real life situations but might anticipate
certain chains of events[43]. Christian education can accommodate religious instruction with civic
education, by designing a curriculum that combines faith-based teachings with various societal
issues. In this context, a Christian curriculum integrates Biblical teachings on justice, mercy, and
compassion, that are applied to issues such as poverty and human rights. A practical approach to
Christian faith benefits students, who might not have had any or just limited engagement with the
issues of the community in which they live. This approach might also encourage students’ active
engagement in the public life of the community, fostering a deeper sense of meaning for the concept
of citizenship. Service learning is focused on integrating practical approaches to charity and
stewardship to real life projects. Food banks and homeless shelters offer the opportunity to engage
and alleviate suffering, as well as spiritual growth[44].

Comparative religious studies offer an enlightening perspective on religious diversity, which
should have the effect of deepening and reaffirming one’s belief in the context of the contributions of
Christianity to the concept of democracy. Studying different religious views on justice and
governance, through civic education, shapes the students’ perspective on how to meaningfully
engage with other belief systems. Students would also benefit from observing which religious system
best promotes and integrates democratic ideals and perspectives, not only in contemporary society,
but throughout their history. Christian teachings would have to integrate perspectives on history and
literature[45], while observing how various historical figures managed to engage their cultural
contexts and change them, as for example the abolition of slavery and civic rights movements.

Christian education has a substantial focus on dialogic teaching, which promotes open
discussion between Christian and secular viewpoints. Students gain a deeper understanding of the
issues at hand, from multiple perspectives, through structured discussions[46] 3. The purpose
revolves around the way Christian values align with or differ from secular ideals, on various topics,
ranging from human rights[47] to climate change. Open-ended questions are a means through which
teachers encourage students to think deeply about the intersection between faith and public life. The
process offers students information and the tools to meaningfully engage secular ideals and to defend
their beliefs, in a respectful manner[48]. Through this strategy, students practice their skills in civic
discourse, which is an integral element of a democratic system.

The topic of civic engagement through community service is challenging, but it can bridge
Christian education and secular citizenship. The Christian principles of service allow students to
apply their faith-based perspective in local projects, amongst which joining missions in derelict areas,
helping the poor or taking care of children in daycares or organized pre-school institutions, would
benefit the local community. The concept of servant leadership is connected to democratic values in
public service. Students can also think about how Christian teachings on justice and mercy can inform
solutions to social issue, that have a bigger impact on the communities, such as homelessness or
inequality[49]4. In all these situations, students would make a practical connection between their faith
and civic engagement.

Dealing with Criticism

3 Antony LUBY, “A Culture of Dialogue. Vision, Pedagogy and Dialogic Skills for the RE Classroom,” British
Journal  of  Religious  Education 43, mno. 2  (April 3, 2021), pp. 150-160,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01416200.2019.1628006.

4 Regan Harwe SCHAFFER, “Service-Learning in Christian Higher Education: Bringing Our Mission to Life,”
Christian Higher Education 3, no. 2 (April 1, 2004), pp- 127-145,
https://doi.org/10.1080/15363750490429417.
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One of the main criticisms of Christian education is that it promotes indoctrination, which can
negatively affect critical thinking, creating an environment which promotes exclusion of the others,
who are not of the same mindset. Critics highlight theological dogma and moral absolutes as the
main elements that prevent students from engaging with diverse perspectives, submitting to extreme
conformity, with limited or no intellectual autonomy. Critics argue that this type of Christian or faith-
based education is incompatible with open-mindedness and critical inquiry in the educational
process. Democratic societies rely on individuals being able to reason autonomously and in a critical
manner, to identify the threats to the democratic system[50]. The specific cases and institutions that
promote indoctrination should be identified and engaged, while the others should be allowed to
promote intellectual engagement with secular society, to promote and uphold democracy.

Christianity is a truth-seeking religion, claiming to have access, limited as it may be, to the
ultimate truth, represented by God. The truth-seeking characteristic makes Christianity compatible
with critical thinking, many a time, exercised through Socratic questioning dialogical teaching.
Christian education encourages students to develop critical thinking skills and engage with
meaningful questions, followed by evaluating various viewpoints, and making principled
decisions[51]. Some Christian circles are offering readymade answers for various societal issues, but
Christian education should promote critical thinking, to reconcile faith and civic responsibility.

A proper Christian education engages with secular scholarship and competing worldviews,
through religious studies or ethics classes. Students are presented with various belief systems, such
as secular humanism or atheism. In any case, students are taught and trained to address these systems
in a respectful manner, and with intellectual curiosity. By being exposed to other systems of belief,
the Christian students’ asses their own beliefs in a critical manner, becoming better equipped to
understand and interact with individuals from diverse backgrounds[52]. In this view, faith and
critical thought are complementary, contributing to a wider and deeper understanding of the human
condition.

Christianity may also be described as a religion that excludes any elements that do not fit its
teachings or practice. To stay faithful to its understanding of the Bible, Christianity must reject
teachings that do not fit its own identity. However, that does not mean Christianity cannot have an
informed dialogue with other points of view, other dogmas and religious views[53]. Issues such as
gender roles, sexual orientation, and family structures, can be addressed in a thoughtful manner,
with compassion and care, but also with a clearly stated identity, which cannot accept certain
differences or views. Acceptance does not mean that Christianity should identify and readily accept
any antithetical ideas, but it can show willingness to engage in a respectful and informed manner,
even if highly critical. The acceptance that is expected from Christianity, is not shown by the systems
that accuse it of being exclusionary[54]. Yet, Christian education can prove that there can be religious
convictions and diversity, in dialogue and practice, that promote a genuine and mature democratic
system.

Conclusions

Democracies are not, by definition secular, but the secular element is considerably more
pronounced than the religious one, which is incorporated into the system, not at its helm. The
influence of religion plays an important role in a functioning democracy. The way it interacts with
the democratic system is the result of Christian education, which takes place mostly within families,
churches and the Christian schools. The latter is challenged to balance religious teachings with the
demands of the secular citizenship. The characteristics of Christian education are moral and spiritual
growth, and promotes love, justice, and compassion. Despite its communitarian characteristic,
Christianity depends on individual autonomy, engaged with diverse worldviews, which shape, as a
result, one’s perspective on the world. The essay aimed to present ways in which Christian education
can reconcile Christian perspectives with secular perspectives in a democratic setting, through
curriculum design, pedagogical strategies, and civic engagement.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202502.0418.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 6 February 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202502.0418.v1

8 of 11

From a historical perspective, of which the essay scratched only the surface, Christian education
has contributed to the development of democratic ideals, while supporting religious virtues and civic
responsibilities. The alignment of Christian values and democratic principles opens the possibility of
schools, especially Christian ones, to train and foster ethical citizenship. In such an educational
environment, students are prepared to live out their faith, while engaging in the public sphere in an
active and responsible manner. Pedagogical strategies, such as dialogical teaching, which promotes
critical thinking and open discussions, aim at aiding students to reconcile their religious convictions
with their roles as active citizens. Despite justified criticism about indoctrination and legal
compliances imposed by the state upon education, Christian schools can prove that their efforts are
channeled towards deepening the students’ intellectual curiosity, respect for diversity, and
compliance with secular mandates, without having to compromise with their religious beliefs.
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