Religious Teachings in Egypt and Switzerland.

By

Sami Aldeeb, Doctorate in Law

Responsible for Arab and Muslim Law

Swiss "Institut de droit comparé" Lausanne
www.sami-aldeeb.com
saldeeb@bluewin.ch
(Text sent for the symposium of March 4th 2000 organized by The Movement for Human Rights Beyrouth)

                                                 Happy is he who learns by the mistakes of others

                                                 Unfortunate is he who learns from his own mistakes
INTRODUCTION

We shall attempt in the following pages to provide a summery of religious education in the Egyptian and Swiss public school systems. We shall begin by providing the principals of Human Rights relative to this question.

I. PRINCIPALS OF HUMAN RIGHTS.

The proclamation (documents) of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights establishes a certain number of principals which must serve to guide teaching (education). We will cite the most pertinent articles.

1) Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948

Article 18

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion: this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in a community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.

Article 26

1. Everyone has the right to education[…]

2. Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.  It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.

3. Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.
2) International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966, Implemented in 1976

Article 18

1. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.  This shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching.

2. No one shall be subject to coercion, which would impair his freedom to have or adopt a religion or belief of his choice.

3. Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs may be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

4. The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and moral education of the children in conformity with their own convictions.

3) International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966 Implemented 1976

Article 13

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to education. They agree that education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and the sense of its dignity, and shall strengthen the respect for human rights and the fundamental freedoms.  They further agree that education shall enable all persons to participate in a free society, promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations and all racial, ethnic or religious groups, and further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace. […]

3. The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians,[…] to ensure the religious and moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions.
4) Conventions on the Rights of the Child, 1989 Implemented in 1990

Article 14 

1. States Parties shall respect the rights of the child to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.

2. States Parties shall respect the rights and duties of the parents and, when applicable, legal guardians, to provide direction to the child in the exercise of his or her right in the manner consistent with the evolving capacities of the child.

Of the above mentioned articles we can deduce the following principals:

- All persons have the free right to choose their religion or to change it.

- All persons have a right to religious education.  This education shall be given respecting the rights of man and promoting comprehension and tolerance.

- Parent shall decide the religious education of their minor children according to their own convictions.

11. RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN EGYPT

In 1989 we published in the journal "Praxis juridique et religion" under the title: "Religious education in Egypt: judicial and practical status "pp. 10-41. Although antiquated, we do not think that the situation in Egypt has changed since this publication.  We provide you here the essential elements relative to our subject.

1. Egyptian legal dispositions

Religious education indicated in the Constitution of 1971 states:

Article 12

Society shall be committed to safeguarding and protecting morals, promoting the genuine Egyptian traditions and abiding by the high standards of religious education, moral and national values, the historical heritage of the people, scientific facts, socialist conduct and public manners within the limits of the law.

Article 19

Religious education shall be a principal subject in the courses of general education.

The law on religious education No. 139 of 1982 here below, further completes these dispositions:

Article 1

Pre University teachings take aim at the student's cultural, scientific and patriotic formation and in successive stages, the existential, national, mental, social, physical, character, and sportsmanship in order to prepare the Egyptian man 

Who believes in his God, his country and in the value of good, the truth and humanity…

Article 6

Religious education is a fundamental basic in the teaching cycles. In order to succeed in this subject you must obtain a mark of 50% at least this mark is not included in the final total.

The Minister of Education and the School organizes periodical contests for those who have learnt by heart the Koran

And bestows the best of these, rewards and bonuses according to the system which shall be established by the

Supreme counsel of the school.  

Article 16 of this law on religious education cites the beginnings of the objectives of the basic teachings (according to Article 4 that dates to 9 years):

Religious teachings as a fundamental basic in the teaching cycles is established in order to achieve the following objectives.

- to insist on religious, national, character, sportive education during the different school years…

2. The Educational System in Egypt

In Egypt, there is a basic general instruction that leads to University studies and instruction that leads to technical and professional education.  This general instruction (teaching) is principally divided in two categories

-Civil teachings (madam): given by private and public schools.  These are either nationals established by Christian Egyptians, or foreign States such as France, England etc… These are now subject to the Egyptian State, with the exception on those schools where children from the diplomatic corps study and those established by a foreign state.  

Private schools, like public schools follow the programs established or approved by the government. 

-Azharite teachings: L'Azhar has university with several branches but also pre-university distinct from civil (public) schools, having their own programs approved by the Azhar and the government. Pre University education is given free, but only to Muslims. It insists on religious matters and the Arab language. 

We will only talk about civil (public) education, but we must remember that religious teachings in Azharite schools is much more intense that in public schools.

3. Religion in the school curriculum

Religion in the public school system is taught 3 hours a week for the elementary level for a total of 27 to 34 hours of study, and two hours in the preparatory and secondary levels for a total of 34 to 39 hours of study.  In Azharites schools religious education is much more intense in the 6th grade level religion is taught 24 hours a week for a total of 42 hours, in the third year of preparatory, religion is taught 13 hours a week for a total of 39 hours of study.

Egyptian public schools teach Muslim and Christian religion according to official government programs. Parents cannot dispense their children from religious education nor can they choose the religion of their children. If one of the parents is Muslim the children are considered Muslim and are educated in that religion, in the case of the parents renouncing their religion (Muslim) the

children are still considered Muslim. Regardless there is no possibility of learning any other religion than that dictated by the state.  Two Bahrain Muslim parents were summoned by the Christian principal of a school to ask what religion they wished the children to be taught.  They left the choice up to him. The principal then decided to put the children in the Muslim religion And said " I prefer that children in Christian classes in Christian and not Hybrids" .His decision is concurrent with Egyptian Law that children with Muslim background be educated in Muslim.

Islam taught in Egyptian schools is a Sunnite Islam, without distinction between different schools. No mention is made of Shiitisme.   Education follows a program established by the government.  The state tries to control religious education because of the political implications: 

by setting the program which will be taught, and establishing the questionnaires of the final exams at the end of each term, by nominating its supervisors and making the directors responsible for the fanatic tendencies inside their establishments.  

Like their Muslim colleagues, Christian students have to learn their religion according to official courses established by the minister of education and the schools. The board is made up Coptic Orthodox and a catholic expert and a protestant expert. It tries to establish a manual, which covers norms accepted by all Christian communities. In this way the intervention of state has a beneficial effect on Christian Unity with the risk of having a "colorless and odorless" teaching.

Each Christian school completes its religious teaching according to their religious options.  For Catholic schools a catechism center in Cairo has prepared and distributed specific manuals in addition to the ones imposed by the government.  The different communities take charge of teaching their faithful in Sunday Schools (meetings held on the Friday, public holiday). 

In Government run schools, the teaching of Christianity is left up to the Christian professor on hand. In absence of one the Muslim teacher will take charge on the teaching according to the government program. It would seem that in certain schools they merely put the Christian student 

in Muslim Religious Education or send them out to recess. In the private sector Christian schools teaching is entrusted to priests, pastors or a nun.

The subject of religion is placed first on the certificate (diploma).  In order to graduate from one year to another you must pass the exams in this material.  Failures are rare. These grades are not totaled with the other grades for the final results. Entrance (acceptance) to University is based on grade average; the grade for religion does not play a role.

Although studying under the same roof, students are not interested in the religion of their fellow classmates. There exist no ecumenical reunions. Libraries at government run schools contain no 

Religious Christian books. The supervisor has the right to remove any questionable religious book. This closure of other religions by the government is in contrast with the will of wanting to impose Muslim teaching in Arab manuals to Christians and Arabs alike. 

4. Religion in Arab speaking courses.

Religion is not limited to the framework of the subject material of Religion per say but can also be found in the framework of other courses, notably in the teaching of the Arab language.

Although Christians In Egypt number between 5 and 10 % of the population (their exact Number is a state secret), books in the Arab language are all written by Muslim Authors. Also, Muslim teachers who usually are in charge of teaching this subject matter almost always also teaching Muslim religion. Even Christian schools must have a professor with a Faculty of Arts degree 

from a public university: the University of Azhar or the university of Dar al -Ulum (Branch of University of Cairo). Both these schools are closed to Christian Students 

The subject of the Arab language is saturated with religious elements elusively Muslim.  In this way the Christian student is obliged to learn the Muslim religion by way of the Arab Language while his Muslim colleague is totally ignorant of the Christian religion.  The will to convert Christians is not excluded.

5. Exterior religious manifestations (demonstrations)

Religions not being a private affair these demonstrations are obligatory.

Whether Christian or Muslim all schools must have a place of prayer for Muslim students, unless if in a neighborhood full of mosques. There are no such places for Christian students in government schools

The principal puts in charge a teacher of "Arab Language" to moderate this place of prayer to avoid fanaticism .We wish to point out that it is forbidden to form religious associations in school.

In one case, an inspector of Arab language and of Muslim religion insisted in one Catholic school that school activity cease during the noon prayer in order to permit Muslim students to pray. It was necessary for highly placed persons in the investigation service to contra this decision.

Under certain Islamic norms, Muslims must abstain from shaving his beard or mustache.

Under Sadate, the government served against these "bearded Individuals", considered as subversive elements. A student growing a beard was sent home until he shaved under the pretext that it was dirty (unsanitary). The Islamic dress code also posed a problem, but the state imposed uniforms and a certain standard to Muslim students to avoid "veiling" (niqab), the covering of face and hands.  Christian schools also insist on uniforms but do not dare oppose "veiling" for fear of a chain reaction

6. Manual Contents

The analysis of 54 Egyptian Pre University Manuals relative to reading, literature and Arab poetry, Islamic and Christian religion permits us to come 

A. Contents of Muslim Religious manuals.

These Muslim religious manuals include the social and the political; and further an accentuation of dogmatism

No mention is made in these books on Christianity although we find indirect attacks to the Christian dogma on the "Trinity".

In reference to religious tolerance these manuals conform to Muslim teaching which authorizes the existence of these monotheistic religions and recognizes its prophets. We learn that Islam is the natural religion that we are born to it, but that it is the parents that turns the child away from Islam and makes them Jewish, Christian or other. There lies the ambivalent attitude towards other religious adepts. Islam is shown as the only religion before God. A certain text state that the message (word) of Mohammed is necessary to convert to Islam the "kefirs" amongst the "ahl al-kitab"(Christians And Jews) and the "moushriks"(polytheists).  Those who still do not believe after receiving this message are the worst of creation, and those who believe and do good are the best. (Literal translation on my part) Another text states that those who do not believe in Mohammed and plot against him shall on the day of resurrection be punished. The terms "kefir and moushriks"is not limited to the non monotheists, but also included in certain texts Christians and Jews which are however tolerated.  Another text states that the guilty must be punishes regardless if the oppressed is Jewish. 

Again another text on family rights criticizes mix marriages between Muslim and non-Muslim and forbids all such practices. 

If books on the Muslim religion proclaim about help to all human kind, this generosity it seems is sometimes limited only to Muslims.

The holy war (Jihad) is mentioned in numerous Islamic religious school texts. it maintains that Muslim do not succumb to the enemy of it's faith, religion, that which causes disorder in its homeland and country. The Muslim word must be held up as the highest. This is why he will fight till final victory, so that Gods word is superior and the word of the non-believers is inferior. We sometimes cannot distinguish what makes it a defensive or an aggressive war in order to promote Islam to the World.

It is not easy to have a clear idea on what rapport Muslims may have with the state.  A finely veiled fight against the state can be divulged by way of these texts even though the government establishes them. We know that Muslims disapprove of the Egyptian State not integrating the Islamic norms on all its levels.  All laws contrary to Muslim Rights must be abolished.  Certain texts state positively that God is the best legislator for man, and that the Koran is the first and only source of law. If a norm exists in the Koran, all that is contrary to it is only passion.  If the majority do not follow the norms (Standards) of God it does not follow that they should not be applied regardless. They site notably these norms are relative to their interests.

B. Contents of Manuals on the Arab language.

Manuals in the Arab language are strongly influenced by Muslim religion.  Their authors, all Muslims do not hide this fact.  The introduction of one manual writes. "plant in the hearts of the students the highest values that deepening the belief in God, in their religion, their homeland their Arab nation and all humanity, propelling them to do goods deeds and a good conduct".  The problem is that these authors are referring only to Muslim religion. 

These books are made up of numerous "Koranic" texts and narration's of the prophet Mohamed but not a single text of the Old or New Testament.  At times certain biblical narration's that can be found in the Koran are only taught in the "Koranic" framework that differs often from that of the framework given in the bible. This creates discordant information on this same subject in the 

minds of Christians. Let us make known right now that the themes of these texts are solely for the era after the Muslim conquest of Egypt. The pharaoic era or Christian Copt is totally skipped.

In the course of teaching the Arab language the Christian student is obliged to recite phrases and concepts that are purely Islamic. If for a Muslim the text of the Koran is the word of God, it is not so for the Christian. In spite of this every text of the Koran begins with "What does God say?"

Numerous texts try to instill student's social virtues and the praiseworthy behavior, but always according to Islamic texts, often drawn out of the Koran, as if Islam has a monopoly on virtue and good deeds. One such book teaches students (Muslims & Christians) how to escape hell: believe in God, pray, fast at Ramadan and to make a pilgrimage to Mecca. Two pages prior, it says God will avenge the disbeliever's (Kefirs) Those who do not believe in the Koran will not escape Gods retribution.

C. Contents of Christian religious manuals.
These manuals if colored by the adherence of a faith in the religious framework of the state, have their own values.

These manuals, including the ones well established by the state and the ones established by the Institute of catechism of Cairo, present the primary principals of Christianity with no concessions to Islam. Therefore there is the question of the holy Trinity, the divinity of Jesus, his crucifixion and subsequent resurrection, four themes on which the Koran has a different view. 

Neither the Catholic books nor the State ones mention the primacy of Peter.  The sacraments are absent in these State books and only the Catholic ones mentioning the sacrament of the Eucharist.

Christian religious manuals make no reference to Muslim religion, the Koran, Mohammed, or Muslim, negatively or positively. On the other hand reference is made to the bible as the sacred book of Christians.  We also at times find mention of Jews. One such text explains that Christians are opposed to fanaticism, contrary to Jews, ancient Greeks, and Romans. and Indians (Hidou). It states that examples of fanaticism of Jews are too numerous to mention. It gives as example the case of Jonas whom upon seeing Innerve converting to God is so irritated that he demands death for himself, not knowing that God is present for everyone. Atheists also come under attack.  Another texts states that atheists consider man like an animal, depriving him of principals, idealism, and the hope of an after life. Atheists impose the law of the jungle and abolish the fraternity of man.  Christians must however deal with atheists under the principal of loving your fellow man and deal with him without vehemence or fanaticism and pray for his soul. 

The homeland, states one book is the family our efforts, money and our blood for whom we must offer our fidelity.  Wars in the name of religion are rejected: citing specifically the crusades.  Another such book maintains the principal "religion is for God but the homeland is for all". It is respecting this principal that Christians have been able to live with other religions.  

The rapport with the state is less intense in Christianity, which do not have many strictly judicial norms. Obeying God and its commandments, obey the laws and norms of society, this is your duty: in order to guarantee the security of the individual and society is so stated in one publication. Another forbids recourse to interest in commercial relations, but adds that the show of profit in commerce is permitted. Lending to the state and businesses is permitted providing that the loan serves the public and the benefits profit the state.
7. Future Perspectives.

Although it is difficult to predict the future on religious teaching in Egypt, the thoughts expressed in these books on "Islamic" education leave us with the forecast of a greater "Islamification". These books are written by university professors and are taught in the framework of the Faculty of Education who in turn prepares these teachers. Their goal is to direct all disciplines to the religious Islamic point of view, including scientific matters.

The most important and urgent problem on the blueprint of religious education in Egypt remains the existence of two teachings: azharite and civil.  An Egyptian professor proposes to unify pre university teaching at least for youths under the age of 15.  This spitting of teaching causes schizophrenia among the nation.  It is feared that if we abolish azharites schools, religious teaching will be increased in public schools.

If Egypt suffers today of a rise in religious fanaticism and of tensions inside the Muslim community, between Muslims and Copts it is due to its own large dose of religious education.

 This system is also responsible of happenings in Algeria where by after its independence Egyptian teachers notably out of work azharites descended on Egypt by the thousands to plant religious fanaticism, and now are reaping the fruits of their bitter labor.  If Egypt wants internal peace, she must in our opinion remove religion from the education system and replace it with a common ethic teaching leaving up to the different communities the right to teach its followers the elements of their faith.  But in order to avoid that this extra curricular teaching gives way to fanaticism and an uncontrollable sectarianism, it must guarantee the liberty of free thought and forbid all call to violence.

111. RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN SWITZERLAND

Switzerland is comprised of as many or more religious communities than Egypt or Lebanon.

How does it deal with religious teaching in their schools?

Switzerland is a federal state composed of 26 cantons. In addition to the constitution and federal law, each canton has it's own constitution and laws.  Federal law is established in a minimal general framework that each canton respects.  It is not possible now for us to review religious education in each canton. We will limit ourselves to a general framework established by the Swiss constitution and the situation in one of these cantons, that of Vaud.

1) The general federal framework

2) Legal federal dispositions

Switzerland has adopted a new constitution, as of January 1 2000 it is an update of the old constitution of 1874, often amended.

Article 49 of the constitution of 1874 stipulated:

1) The liberty of conscience and belief is inviolable.

2) None can be forced to take part in any religious association, religious education, a religious act, nor be penalized for a religious opinion.
3) All persons acting as a parental authority /tutelage have the right to dispose according to the above principals the religious education of the children until the age of 16.
4) Any limitation or condition of ecclesiastic or religious nature, whatever they may be cannot restrict the exercise of civil or political rights
5) None can for any religious cause or opinion, discard their civil duties.  
This article must be completed by article 27 relative to public instruction that is in anticipation of paragraph 3 that states "all public school must be opened up to all members of religious persuasions, without their having to suffer any constraints in their liberty of belief and conscience".

One must also add article 303 of the Swiss Civil Code that completes on the federal plan the constitutional dispositions relative to religious education. This article states:

1) The father and the mother dispose of the religious education of their children.

2) Null are all conventions that limit their liberty on this matter.

3) A child of 16 has the right to choose his own denomination.

The new constitution alleges the formulation of new dispositions of the old constitution on the plan of religious education without changing their meaning. Article 15 says:

1) The liberty of conscience and belief is guaranteed.

2) All persons have the right to freely choose their religion, and to forge their philosophical convictions and to profess individually or in a community.

3) All persons have the right to adhere to a religious community or to belong, or follow a religious teaching.

4) No person shall be forced to adhere to a religious community or to belong to, or accomplish a religious act or to follow a religion.

If the new constitution does not mention the rights of parents, this is because this right is set down in article 303 of the Civil Code that still remains in force.

Although and initial project in the new constitution foresaw in article 78 al.5 that "public schools must be frequented by students of all religions without prejudice to their liberty of conscience and belief ", this clause does not figure in article 62 relative to public instruction, which stipulates in paragraph 2 that " the cantons have made provisions that basic education be available to all children". Do the authors of this constitution presume that the mentality of the people has sufficiently evolved not to find it necessary to remind the public of the neutrality of public teaching?  Whatever the case may be, schools are obligated to respect the above mentioned article 15 paragraph 4 that affirms that "No persons shall be forced to…..or to follow a religion".  This article may be invoked not only what may concern public schools but also private ones.

3) Position of Doctrine and Jurisprudence

Relative to the new federal constitution; the federal message of November 20 , 1996 , explains that the rights of freedom of conscience and belief are established for all, and to have their own religious convictions,(belief in God or several Gods), or not to believe at all. This right endows

all persons to accomplish a religious act , or to adhere to a religious community or to follow a religious teaching.  However no one can use this article to demand his or her upholding in a religious community if they are to be excluded by them.  The 4th paragraph gives the religious community the same protection in the case of exclusion. In this way, none can be forced to accomplish a religious act or to adhere to a religious community, or religious education.  This paragraph adds the federal government {forbids mandatory religious teaching in the public schools}

In basically concerns the prohibition of religious teaching in the public school systems, the Swiss doctrine, explains that is a direct consequence of the principal of neutrality of the confessional system in public schools.  By "religious education" all teaching is directed to the relationship of man towards the divinity, and the transcendent.  This notion is to be interpreted as liberally as the sphere of protection surrounding the liberty of religion.

This doctrine ads that the federal constitution does not exclude that a school proposes religious education as a discipline in its study plan.  The school can choose to teach religion or leave it up to the religious community.  But it cannot take measures to oblige the study of religious education. The school shall take measures to make this discipline optional, or it shall at least take measures to allow for dispensation. In the case of dispensation it may require it in a written form , but not indicating the motive for it.  If the student is 16 years old he can request it for himself or the parents can ask for this dispensation.  

The objective behind this non-confessional character of public schools is to insure social integration of the population and to imprint the neutrality of public services. This is one of the elements of the secularity of the state and its agents.

Teaching in public schools must be achieved in such a way not to discriminate against any religion, or conviction, and not to impose any religious behavior. Any disparagement of religious confession or convictions would violate the liberty of conscience, or belief, no matter what character intentional, or not. 

This neutrality of the public school is not limited to religious teaching, it should not be of a proselyte character, but should extend itself to the organization of the school and attitude of the teachers. For this reason the federal courts decided in 1990 (ATF 116 Ia 252) that the presence of crucifixes were not permitted in the public schools, even if the overwhelming majority of the students were catholic.  The federal court's response was that since they are the trustees of neutrality (religion) in the schools,

The state cannot make avail of the right to manifest in any circumstance, in the framework of teaching it's own attachment to any religion.  It must avoid identifying itself to any religion, be it in the majority or minority, in this way judging the convictions of it's citizens diverse religions.  On can speculate that he who frequents a public school, sees in the presence of such a symbol the wish to confer the concepts of the Christian religion in matters of teaching or to place teaching under the influence of such a religion.  Not to be exempt also are the people who feel

excluded in their religious convictions by the constant presence, in the schoolroom, by a symbol that they do not adhere to.

 The federal courts rejected in 1997 (AFT 123Ia 296) the petition on a Swiss woman that married a Muslim and converted, to wear a headcover while teaching in the Swiss school system.

For the federal courts,

 the secularity  of the state boils down to the obligation of neutrality  that imposes itself to abstain , by public acts   (religious ) susceptible to compromise the liberty of it's citizens in a pluralistic society.  In this way it preserves the liberty of religion for its citizens, but also maintains in the spirit of tolerance and peace.

The federal Courts added:

the religious orientation of teaching ,by the teachers - in favor or not of one or more religions-cannot be imposed by any constraining matter.. Article 27 paragraph 3 of the constitution prohibits programs, or methods of teaching or school systems that have a religious orientation or, on the contrary are hostile to those convictions. By the same token the school cannot identify certain religious conceptions- majority or minority-to the detriment of members of other confessions. It must take into account the religious phenomenon without compromising the liberty of religion of it's students, notably by exerting constraints or devaluating certain predetermined convictions.

The federal courts invokes also religious peace:

The court's decision not to allow the wearing of headcovering is in line with the principal goal to protect religious convictions of it's students and parents, but also to issuer religious peace, of neutrality in the religious aspect of the school systems, that under some circumstances is still fragile. In this regard, the school would risk being a lieu of religious confrontation if their demeanor or their dress habits authorized teachers, to manifest their own convictions in this domain.  

One can deduce from the federal norms below mentioned the four fundamental principals:

i) The constitution guarantees the religious liberty to adhere or not to a religious community, or to follow or not a religious teaching.

ii)  The father or mother arranges for the religious education of his child until the age of 16.  At 16 the child can choose for himself.

iii) The constitution forbids compulsory religious education in the public schools; this must be organized in respect with the confessional neutrality.
4) Practice in the Canton of Vaud 

Two dispositions within the constitution of the Canton of Vaud deserve mentioning. 

Article 17,

Paragraph 3: Teaching must confirm to the principals of democracy. Article 18 ads:

Article 18,

Paragraph 3: Public schools must be frequented by the members of all religions, without there having to suffer in their liberty on conscience or belief.

Paragraph 4: In the public schools religious teaching must conform to the principal of Christianity and demarcate itself from other branches of education.

The Vaud school laws of June 12 1984 gives precision's concerning religious education:

Article 4

The school respects the religious convictions, morals, and politics of their parents.

All matter of propaganda in forbidden

Article 53

The teaching of the history of the bible, conforms to the principals of Christianity, and is given to students in optionally by the teaching staff. The department dispenses the teacher who asks for motifs of conscience. 

The application of the Regulation of October 23 1985 adds.

Article 89

The parents who wish to dispense their children from biblical teaching must, in principal at the beginning of the year, do so in writing to the headmaster, who in turn will inform the teacher.

5) The educational system in Vaud.

Public school consists of 14 years of schooling 11 of them compulsory. 

 Two years of preschool

 Six years of primary. Based upon the marks received, the students are divided into 3 options that last 3 years:

Three Year Option

 pre specialization( doctor teacher etc…)

 general option

 apprenticeship

Three years of specialization based on options

 Specialization matriculation followed by University.

 Apprenticeship, with a particular specialty for a field of work

 Simple apprenticeship.

6) Religion in the school curriculum 

Confessional religion is not offered during these years. It is the religious community that is in charge of religious education to their members.

The schools however insure bible studies of one hour per week for the 6 years of primary studies. During the 3-Year option, there are courses in Christian Culture given daily, half days, and group sessions. During the first and second year of specialization no courses are given. Only during the 

third year is there an optional religion class.

None of these classes are obligatory. Parents can ask for dispensation for their children. At 16 they can choose for themselves not to follow these classes. No exams are given therefor no marks obtained.

Public schools can avail themselves of manuals supplied by the " Association Enseignement Biblique Romand" (ENBIRO). These are manuals supplied and approved by Protestants and Catholics. They are approved by Public Instruction and distributed free to students along with other schoolbooks.

The teachers in the public schools, independently of their religious adherence give Bible studies based on these manuals An atheist can give these classes. But the teacher can also ask dispensation for maters of conscience. 

7) Contents of manuals. 

After reading these ENBIRO manuals I find they leave a lot to be desired. Teaching the bible, notably the Old Testament is not an easy thing and risks hurting some people's sensibilities because of political implications. Being a Christian Palestinian myself I was very annoyed by the utilization of the Biblical expressions like "Chosen People" and "Promised Land". Pastor Claude Schwab, president of ENBIRO, indicated to me that Swiss Jews were upset because these manuals utilize the term "Palestine" to denote the territory where the biblical events occurred. Jews wanted also to illuminate the story of the martyrdom of Ethane, who was stoned by Jews.  ENBIRO tries to remedy these problems as much as possible. It also is going to change the term "Palestine" to "Palestine/Israel".  But will it reconcile the irreconcilable. 

These manuals have given me the possibility to confront Jews in the Swiss Newspapers. A communiqué of the "Swiss Union against Intolerance", on the 27 May 1991, rose against a Missal of the monastery of Barroux integriste, approved by the Roman Curie, that contained «grave incitement to anti-Semitism»This missal demands that you "pray for traitorous Jews ", and continues by saying " God, grant us this prayer that we ask for these blind people Make it such that they are ripped away from darkness".  Following this statement I addressed the Swiss press in the following letter:

According to the Swiss Telegraphic agency of May 27 1991, the Swiss Union against intolerance protested to the Auxiliary Bishop of Geneva Monsignor Amedee Grab, against the publication in France of the anti-Semitic Missal that demands you "pray for these traitorous Jews"  This union is entirely correct in protesting against these racist comments that appear in these religious works.

This is unfortunately not the only racist reference.  There are others in educational manuals and in the catechism in French/speaking Switzerland, works taught to our children in school and in the church.  I have read them all and was appalled by the use hundreds of times of the terms like "people of God", the "chosen ones", etc… 

 Such expressions taught to our children leads them to believe. That some people are above others, and that God of Love is racist. These racist comments are repeated often in our churches, prayers, parishes, and in widely published parochial bulletins. My wish is that all these educational works and catechisms that circulate in Switzerland, Christian, Israeli, and Muslim, be revised to eliminate all trace of racism, so that tomorrow our children will not imitate Hitler and other racists that litter this already polluted earth. 

My letter did not please the Zionist milieu in Switzerland that replied on July 9 1991 in a letter addressed to the Geneva Tribune under Mr. Maurice Cohen.

Here is his reply:

Several of us have had a good laugh while reading the pitiful letter that Mr. Albeed (Tribune of June 12) that tried to condemn the famous French "anti-Semitic missal", that advocated  that the Bible be censured , in order to conform no doubt with the OLP, which we know foresees the destruction of Israel 

We must no longer say of Israel that they are the chosen people, otherwise M Albeed would we obliged to say that the God of Israel is racist.  The eternal according to Mr. Albeed assumes a heavy responsibility in choosing Israel to receive the book.  Mr. Albeed wishes God well and amicably reproaches God for this gap of language that happily, according to him can easily be corrected.

But God will decidedly not do another . At every turn in the Torah, the Eternal says: "I am the God of Israel" and no one else. He went so far as to tell his people what lands were meant for them.  So have we made an autodafé  of this inexhaustible best seller that is the Torah?

Three times alas!, there exists no UN that will influence the oil producing countries capable to censure the Lord.  

Aldeed in Arab means "bear". So how does one say "Thick"?

In any case, what inconsequence to the Eternal!
In response to the Mr. Cohen's letter I sent the following letter, that was never published;

Let us reassure Mr. Cohen (Tribune July 9)  My letter of June 12 does not advocate censure of the bible "in order to conform with the UN Charter( proposed by M. Cohen). My goal is much simpler: eliminate our religious educational works and catechism (Christian, Israeli and Muslim) concepts such as "Chosen ones", "People of God", etc.

True the bible contains such racist concepts, like many others (read chapters 9 & 10 of the book of Estrus)..

 But it is not the only religious books that use them. No one is asking me to censure these books that belong as a 

heritage to all humanity and testifies of the progress of the human spirit.   All that I ask is that we do not teach our children obsolete racist concepts as immutable dogmas, even if these concepts come from religious books.

Anyone who accepts the inequality of human beings must keep vigil so that religion is not used as a conveyance for racism and intolerance.  It its about time that organizations, Swiss and international ones, that fight against these two scourge, and open their eyes to this very grave and dangerous problem. Their present silence is inadmissible and condemnable. If this is your opinion, contact me.

Future perspectives

Every society has it's own debate on religious teaching in schools, in order to avoid religious confrontations, and insure social peace. 

In Switzerland, this debate is intensified by the cosmopolitan nature growing in society and the multiplication of cults. I have discussed this with the president of ENBIRO, the Pastor Claude Schwab, who is himself a teacher of the history of the bible at the Normal school in Lausanne. 

According to this pastor the teaching of religion must remain outside the school. But, it would be necessary to introduce a course in religious science, a subject open to all religions without distinction or proselytism.  For this pastor, these Swiss students, in the majority Christians must not forget their Christian roots in civilization, and must at the same time be open to religions that they frequent. Yet again non-Christian students have the right to know the roots of the society that greets them. Both ask fundamental questions " under the cover of confessional neutrality, the school has no right to suppress into the dark zones of the occult and para-religious A teacher can render the service of offering space to questions of sense., providing to do it in a non dogmatic way. The game of convictions must follow the rules that rule a pluralistic society. 

Professor Roland Campiche asks that schools give "wide and neutral information (it does not ask to convert or indoctrinate) on religion and their history, because religions are too partial. We do not want to preach  catechism 

Professor Roland Campiche wrote in 1991: "There is no reason that school children know less about God than the geography of Maghreb"   This professor regards the question of God should be approached in school three angles;

· Cultural angle: The Christian tradition profoundly marked history and the morals of this country.  Ignoring this heritage, in particular it's biblical composite, is ignoring your roots. 

· Comparative angle: how to arrive tolerant attitudes for example, in regard to Muslim Turks if the knowledge of its religious tradition is based on stereotypes. Teaching of religious history is a must if one wants to avoid ethnic groups from entering in self made ghettos. This education should also include new religious movements. The younger generation is often the target of their propaganda and should have the right to a minimum of information.  

· Ethnic angle: The power to acquire tools to permit them to elaborate an ethnic judgement 

should be part of the rights of citizens.  

The safer guard of individual liberties, its openness to other cultures and its refusal to impose religious teaching does not please certain milieus. This is why Muslims living in Switzerland often resort in case of divorce to the abduction of their children in order to impose their Muslim religion. 

CONCLUSION; OUR OPINION 

Both Switzerland ands Egypt have at heart the upholding of confessional peace, but adopt two totally diametrically opposite attitudes in order to achieve it.

Switzerland wants to safe guard its individual freedom and opens itself to other cultures.

As for Egypt, it resorts to an educational system that one can qualify as dictatorial resorts to brainwashing.  This system is opposes the rights of man because it forfeits individual liberties and practices proselytism with total disregard of others. The price paid by the Egyptian system is too high, inquisition against intellectuals, bloody inter communal conflict and a growing political instability.  This system is responsible for what is happening today in Algeria. One must avoid this at all costs, notably Libya the Arab country that benefits most from liberty of opinion and press.  One must not permit it to become another Egypt. 

In my opinion, religious communities, outside the public school system must insure religious confessional education.  Communities must not use coercive power on parents, they should remain free to send or not send their children to religious education, and upon reaching the age of 16 they would be free to choose.

As for public schools they must remain neutral, and open to all flows of religious thinking, exempt of all racists or xenophobic sideslipping, and ban from its texts concepts like "infidels", "Kefirs", and "moushriks". It must offer its students a course in religious history as large as possible and at the same time classes in Ethnicity conforming to Human Rights. Both these classes and its contents must be approved by the state, and must be compulsory This is the best way to arrive at a unification of fundamental principals that one must base itself upon for a modern nation. These principals will exercise a regulatory function, in the face of religious education in the different religious communities that often discriminate, and are disrespectful on the basic right of man.

But one must not altogether put aside religious confessional education.  One must also see that classes of Arabic language are not used to convey partisan religious doctrine. Under the excuse of teaching the Arab language, one must not try to make use of proselytism and impose religious convictions to the detriment of other convictions. 
 
1Sami Aldeeb, Doctorate in Law
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