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From The Editor: 
My father tells me that even as an atheist in shell-shocked Berlin, he was 
aware of something that lay beyond himself. Struggling for words, he 
called it ‘the goodness.’ He has never doubted that it was this ‘goodness’ 
that saved him that night when he dived for cover as a bomb exploded 
near him. When he got home he discovered that there was a hole in his 
leather coat where a piece of shrapnel had passed through. I think the 
philosophers Raimond Gaita and Iris Murdoch would have agreed with 
him that there is a ‘goodness,’ a ‘reality’ that lies beyond our immediate 
horizon, while contesting its capacity to intervene in his circumstances. 
Nevertheless, both philosophers contend that to ignore this reality is to 
run the risk of living one’s life in illusion.1 Indeed, Murdoch would argue 
that the moral life, this ‘goodness,’ is only capable of endless deepening 
because of the infinite depth of the reality to which it is answerable. We 
know its endlessness, its transcendence, she says, because we sense the 
distance between the ‘very good’ and the idea of perfection which calls 
us to seek ever deeper attunement to ‘the world as it really is.’2 In fact 
‘goodness,’ Gaita claims, is ‘absolute,’ and has about it an ‘ethical other-
worldliness.’3 Charles Taylor goes even further, pointing out that a wholly 
immanent or naturalistic account of reality struggles properly to do justice 
to the human experiences of creativity, ethics and art.4

But does such a reality square with the one posited by Robert Crotty in 
his The Third Revolution: Rethinking Religious Education, in which he 
recounts the three revolutions that upended his approach to Biblical 
studies? Are we better off staying with, in the words of Mr Kumar in Life 
of Pi, ‘a scientific explanation of reality… (with) no sound reason for 
believing anything but our sense experience’? Peter Williams in Truth, Faith 
and Hope says ‘yes,’ that such a correspondence meaning of truth assists 
in evaluating the quality of our beliefs. Certainly in matters of tolerance, a 
much more realistic treatment would free things up, enable a debate, and 
open more rational ways of solving problems. For, as Julie Arliss claims 
in The Big Idea of Tolerance, if it is left as an end in itself rather than a 
mechanism for negotiation, tolerance actually becomes a discussion-
stopper. And it is for this exact reason that Peter Baron in Moral Education 
– A UK Perspective, extolls the virtues of ‘critical realism.’ Thomas Brennan, 
in Lessons from a Middle Eastern Refugee School, also underlines 
the importance of critical thinking in matters of cross cultural relations, 
teaching, and service learning. And Nicky Ansell appeals to a plethora of 
approaches through her guided tour of The History of Hell.

Perhaps the bird in TS Eliot’s Burnt Norton is right when she utters this 
reflection on humankind: ‘…human kind/Cannot bear very much reality…’ 
And even if that were wrong, maybe we need to lighten such a reality 
for our students as suggested by Lat Blaylock in Expressing the Spiritual: 
Poetry for every Pupil, by treating puzzling questions as fertile ground for 
the poetic imagination.

While it is recommended that we strike a balance, Iris Murdoch reminds 
us that many of our most profound moral differences are an expression of 
the fact that we see different worlds.5 It is the difference between people 
whose fundamental moral belief is that we all live in the same empirically 
and rationally comprehensible world, and other people whose fundamental 
belief is that we live in a world whose mystery transcends us.6

Nikolai Blaskow   
Editor

1	 Cited	in	Dr	Sarah	Bachelard’s	yet	to	be	published	book,	Resurrection and Moral Imagination

2	 Murdoch,	Sovereignty of Good,	London:	Routledge,	1970),	p.93.

3	 Gaita,	Good and Evil: An Absolute Conception,	2nd	Edition	(London:	Routledge,	2004),	
Chapter	12.

4	 Charles	Taylor,	A Secular Age	(Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press,	2007),	p.597.

5	 Iris	Murdoch,	‘Vision	and	Choice	in	Morality,’	Proceedings	of	the	Aristotelian	Society,	supp.	
vol.	30	(1956):	32-58,	p.41.

6	 Murdoch,	op	cit.,	p.47.
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Lessons from an African Refugee School

Background

I am Interim Principal of an African refugee 

school in Cairo, Egypt. African Hope Learning 

Centre (AHLC) serves over 450 students 

from 14 different African nations. The staff 

are mostly refugees themselves, and only a 

handful of teachers have formal qualifications.

Refugees in Egypt cannot access state 

education and healthcare. Unless they have 

the thousands of US dollars needed to attend 

an international school, informal schools like 

ours are the only option. Discrimination and 

violence are constant companions. For UN-

recognised refugees there are some support 

services. For those not registered, the school 

food program may be their only food each 

week.

The school was originally formed by the 

community to meet their felt need for 

education. As it grew and more refugees 

came, the community realised they needed 

help. A local international evangelical church 

partnered with the school, helping them get 

international volunteers and funding. 

20% of the annual budget comes from school 

fees, but the rest comes from donations and 

the occasional, increasingly hard to find, grant. 

True service learning

It is a problem for me to see a preacher 

in a Western church or in the Christian 

media say “God loves you and so do 

I.” How can he love me when he has 

never met me, never smelled me, 

never touched me? Loving others has 

lost its meaning. It’s a commitment, a 

decision, and it’s work. 

– Mazhar Mallouhi 1

As a Muslim follower of Jesus, Mazhar 
Mallouhi comments that love is something 
that comes from meeting and serving others.

AHLC is reliant on volunteers due to the 
low educational levels of teachers. Our 
refugee teachers would barely pass Grade 
7 in Australia. While staff training can help, 
volunteers are essential to improve our 
student outcomes.

With the aim of entering US Universities (the 
largest source of fully funded scholarships), 
students are given the opportunity to prepare 
for the SAT test. Two students from an 
international school, currently preparing for the 
SATs themselves, volunteered to assist in our 
class. Now these 16 year-old volunteers are 
teaching the AHLC SAT class.

It is well documented that if you want to know 
something well – teach it. Not only is this 
service learning project mutually beneficial, it 
has also changed the perspectives of those 
involved.

One of the student volunteers gave me an 
envelope with the equivalent of $200 USD 
with a note;

After working with these students at the 
school I realised that the money my 
parents gave me for my birthday would 
be much better used by the students. I 
would rather know that this money was 
paying for rent to keep the school open 
or for food for kids that need it than for 
me to buy another thing to put on my 
shelf.

This student is now considering becoming 
a teacher himself, and is focussed not on 
earning money, but how he can use his 
education and resources to serve people in 
need.

I know this story is not unfamiliar. The lesson 
for us in Australia is that experiences where 
students meet poverty and hardship face to 
face enable them to deeply understand the 
struggles these people face.

There is an Egyptian proverb, ‘If you steal, 

steal a camel, and if you love, love someone 

as beautiful as the moon.’ If schools are going 

to engage in service learning, they should do 

it well. 

Discussion: How can your school involve 
students in authentic service learning? How 
can we measure success in this area?

The importance of critical thinking

I think Jesus would have been called 

a heretic and a relativist a long time 

ago because his teachings do not lend 

themselves to resolution. They pull you 

onto the horns of the dilemma so you 

have to hang there like he does on the 

cross, with the mystery of good and evil, 

and let it teach you and let it transform 

you.

 – Father Richard Rohr2

In poor RE teaching we teach the truths of a 

particular branch of a particular tradition as the 

truths by which all other thoughts are to be 

measured. As one of my less able teachers 

in Cairo taught; ‘there are truths you are 

Love is something that comes 
from meeting and serving 
others.
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When we teach students 
to categorise, we make it 
very easy to dismiss people; 
to marginalise people. This 
destroys community.

allowed to be critical of, and there are truths 

that you need to be protect and don’t need 

to be critical of.’ He protected his truths of an 

African-Pentecostal tradition and was teaching 

critical thinking as a tool to reject opposing 

ideas.

We spend much of our time honing the skill 

of sorting right from wrong. Necessarily so 

- we need doctors who correctly diagnose 

different diseases and treat them. But this is a 

lower order thinking skill. It is not one we can 

use to engage one another. When we think 

dualistically we are more inclined to judge 

others as wholly right or wholly wrong. When 

we teach students to categorise, we make it 

very easy to dismiss people; to marginalise 

people. This destroys community.

The heart of my teaching is not to simply 

teach the correct answer, but to teach 

students to pursue truth wherever it may 

be found; to be critical of information. Not 

only for the sake of good education, but for 

protection, as there are many people who 

would take advantage of refugees. Scams 

targeting refugees are prevalent and often all 

too successful.

To get from school to give lectures I regularly 

take taxis. In Egypt, discussing religion and 

politics with strangers is normal and, as I chat 

with the drivers, the same story recurs – the 

Muslim taxi driver complains that the problem 

with Egypt is the Christians and the Americans. 

The Christian taxi driver says it is the fault of 

Islam. Seldom does anyone talk about a lack 

of national resolve or the character of the 

political and religious leaders.

In the West, critical thinking is the mark of 

good education. In the Middle East, critical 

thinking is a vital survival tool.

I live a 10 minute walk from the school in 

Cairo. Each day I walk over the bridge passing 

the same two beggars. A woman with terribly 

injured feet sells tissues. A man with no legs 

sits in the dirt selling packets of biscuits. Some 

days I give, and sometimes I do not. When I 

don’t I felt awful. 

The problem I face is not primarily one of 
guilt, but of wanting a simple rule to follow, 
thus removing the need for me to make 
a daily decision. Then I could give or not 
give consistently based on some personal 
justification. Once we do this the internal 
dialogue stops. Once a decision has been 
made, and a rule constructed, learning and 
development falter. We no longer have to 
engage fully with the situation in front of us.

We should encourage students to avoid 
making rules for every situation they come 
across. Such rules can destroy the ability to be 
present in the moment. They destroy critical 
and creative thinking and destroy true human 
interaction. 

Discussion

What is dualistic thought? How does it get in 
the way of relationships?

Have students consider situations where 
they had to decide between helping one and 
hurting another. Examine the process and 
how we can manage the situation.

Have students explicitly identify the benefits of 
critical thinking about their own cultures and 
prejudices.

Cross cultural learning

Mazhar (A Muslim follower of Jesus), 
once spoke with a Muslim peasant who 
noted that Jesus was very hospitable. 
After all, he said, didn’t Jesus make sure 
there were a lot of leftovers when he 
fed the 5,000? Mazhar’s spontaneous 
response was to thank this simple, 
‘uneducated’ Muslim man for giving 
him a new perspective on the life of 
Jesus, as he had never thought about 
Jesus’ miracle in those terms before.

– Reverend Paul Gordon Chandler3

Sometimes teachers learn more from students 
than they teach them. Similarly, many say that 
those who serve cross culturally are actually 
the ones served.

The story above is a perfect illustration. In the 
Middle East, where hospitality is a matter of 
great honour, the fact that Jesus would ensure 
that all of his followers had excess food was 
the mark of a truly great man.

Similarly, I was walking down the back streets 
of Old Cairo with a friend of mine when we 
were greeted by a local man who invited us 
to see his mosque. We followed him through 
narrow streets, markets and goat herds. When 
we entered, we found the most beautiful 
mosque I had seen. The interior was littered 
with lush palm trees and flowers. It was an 
oasis from the dusty and noisy streets.

Once a decision has been made, 
and a rule constructed, learning 
and development falter. We 
no longer have to engage fully 
with the situation in front of 
us.

…those who serve cross 
culturally are actually the ones 
served.
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The Imam greeted us and invited us to sit and 
talk with him. He looked at me and, seeing 
my basic grasp of Arabic and local custom, 
made an assumption. He said in Arabic ‘You 
are a teacher for the poor?’ I said ‘yes.’ ‘And 
you receive no money?’ I again replied ‘yes.’ 
He said ‘this you do for God?’ I said ‘yes.’ What 
he said next was surprising. Usually people 
assume that all foreigners are here to spread 
their worldview, but this was not his concern. 
He smiled and thanked me in Arabic. He said 
‘Why is it that a Christian from Australia would 
be here to teach our poor? Our poor should 
be cared for as a duty given by Allah (the 
Arabic word for God). You, Christian, are here 
because you know God is merciful. Where are 
the Muslims from outside of Egypt helping 
us to care for God’s poor?’ He offered us a 
blessing and we went on our way.

It is easy to accept the dominant discourse 
about Islam and Middle Eastern society, 
but when you experience it, stereotypes 
melt away. Yes, there is a rapidly rising 
fundamentalist movement. Yes, there is 
oppression of women. But this, I believe, is 
not the pervading desire of most educated 
leaders in Islam and in Middle Eastern 
Christianity.

As one of my taxi driving Egyptian friends put 
it; ‘Muslims love God, Christians love God. We 
all want a job, food, schools and hospitals. 
What is the problem?’

Discussion

Who are the teachers from other faiths that 
uphold similar core truths to your own faith 
tradition? 

Why is this concept challenging for some 
religious groups?

Why does our previous teaching get in the 
way of progress? 

The heart of religion

Once every hundred years Jesus of 
Nazareth meets Jesus of the Christian 
in a garden among the hills of Lebanon. 
And they talk long; and each time Jesus 
of Nazareth goes away saying to Jesus 
of the Christian, ‘My friend, I fear we 
shall never, never agree.’

– Kahlil Gibran4

One of my less exciting jobs has been 
teaching ‘Basic Christian Doctrine’ at the local 
tertiary institution. This was quite some task as 
there were no two students who shared the 
same denominational background, attended 

the same church or had the same nationality. 

In the third lecture when talking about the 
issue of women’s ordination, a student put 
his hand up and said; ‘Teacher, tell us which 
opinion is right so we can teach that.’ He was 
not alone in his request.

This didactic approach was also present at 
AHLC. The teacher would stand at the front 
and give a lecture on a topic that the students 
would copy word for word. 

So much of ‘Christianity’ has been about 
creating new ‘law codes.’ The students in my 
class did not want to know about the breadth 
of Christian thought on the issues. What they 
really wanted to know was who was saved 
or condemned, right or wrong, allowed to 
teach or not. So much of this ‘Christianity’ was 
cultural.

There is a great divide between the teachings 
of Christ, of restoration and healing (good 
news), and the ‘Christianity’ of culture, which 
is about exclusion and discipline (oppression).

To address this we turned to the core text of 
Christianity, and painstaking exposed students 
to the teaching of Jesus in great detail. I 
banned the phrase ‘The Bible teaches…….’ 
and would not let students use scripture out 
of context to support their point.

Many of my students were surprised to 
discover that they hadn’t ever really learnt 
about Jesus of Nazareth. They had been 
brought up to reproduce the purity codes of 
their church – the very thing Jesus came to 
destroy.

Discussion

In our teaching, are we encouraging students 
to follow new purity codes, or a cultural 
Christianity, or are we encouraging students 
to know the teaching of Christ?

Are we exposing students to other world 
religions in an academically truthful way and 
allowing students to explore core truths, or 
simply teaching the cultural aspects?

The truth about cultural baggage

We face a problem when we cross cultural 
barriers. In our effort to not offend, we can 
become complacent about issues that are not 
compatible with healthy communities, or even 
basic human rights. 

At AHLC, parents complain because we do not 
allow teachers to beat students. Often school 
leaders are forced by a community elder to 
make a decision that goes against what they 
know to be good practice. In these cases the 
leader asks me, as the foreigner, to overrule 
the decision in order to remove them from 
their cultural obligations.

One evening I ran into 3 of my tertiary 
students who were training to be teachers. 
We were standing in line to order some 
food. These students, refugees themselves, 
insisted on paying for me. I refused. Even 

There is a great divide between 
the teachings of Christ… and 
the Christianity of culture.
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as a volunteer I could certainly afford $2 for 
my meal. By refusing I unwittingly offended 
them deeply. Their duty was to honour me 
as a teacher – even if that meant not feeding 
themselves or their children.

But a bigger problem in the honour culture 
is that teachers and leaders demand respect 
without feeling they have to earn it. Many 
times I have had to step into behaviour 
management situations when a student raised 
a very fair issue, only to be suspended for 
questioning the teacher.

In some parts of Africa, money is considered 
to belong to the community and be designed 
for use, not saved. When seeking money 
from another person, the person seeking the 
money has the right to decide if their issue 
warrants the funds. In this situation, any gain 
made by one person working hard to ‘get 
ahead’ is soon lost to another’s need.

A big problem for the refugee community 
is that those who can leave often seek 
after money and personal gain elsewhere, 
rather than using their abilities to assist their 
community. The hard realisation is that the 
refugee community can also fail in its duty to 
itself. 

We have no answers, but suggest that cultural 
critique of our own, and other communities is 
a rich topic for classroom discussion. 

Discussion

What are some harmful cultural practices in 
your own community?

How are these practices held as positive?

What happens to those who shun their 
cultural baggage?

What are the ethics of expecting refugees to 
dump their cultural baggage upon entering 
your country?

Understanding the needs of the 
developing world

Robert Calderisi, previous leader of the World 
Bank’s Regional Mission in Western Africa and 
the Bank’s international spokesman on Africa, 

has written that the current aid strategies in 

African are not working5. He is not alone in 

suggesting that the systemic approaches to 

ending poverty and suffering are not meeting 

the goal of restoring fragmented people 

groups.

Our response as teachers of spirituality is 

to engage students in a holistic program of 

learning, which sends them on a path of 

discovery of truth and responsibility to others. 

As the Sufi teacher Jalal ad-Dìn Muhammad 

Rumi encouraged his people, ‘Be a lamp, or 

a lifeboat, or a ladder. Help someone`s soul 

heal. Walk out of your house like a shepherd.’6

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote ‘We are not to 

simply bandage the wounds of victims 

beneath the wheels of injustice, we are to 

drive a spoke into the wheel itself.’7 As we 

search for truth we must also carry out our 

ministry of meeting the refugee, the outcast, 

the broken and the hurting. An imperative 

part of our call as teachers of religion is to 

empower students for this great task, for there 

is much injustice, and few who are actively 

fighting it.

In the developing world with few resources 

and low pay, I saw the necessity for good 

teachers and volunteers to come alongside 

and assist students in their educational quests 

and character development. 

As expressed in a prayer written by Old 

Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann; 

We feel the tension and the slippage 

between the deep truth of our faith 

and the easier settlements of our 

society. We do not ask for an easy 

way out, but for courage and honesty 

and faithfulness. Give us ease in the 

presence of those unlike us; give us 

generosity amid demands of those in 

need, help us to honour those who 

trespass as you forgave our trespasses.8

Thomas Brennen 
Thomas Brennen completes his service at 

African Hope Learning Centre in June 2013. 

For more information about the school  

and how you can help, please visit  

www.africanhopelc.com.

Tom will return to Australia as a teacher at 

Concordia Lutheran College, Adelaide and will 

present a workshop at the July 2013  

DAN Conference. 

Images in this article kindly supplied by  
Hiro @ G’s Photo Works  
E. polepole53@hotmail.com
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