
A Lived Religious 
Experience 

how can we use 
children’s literature to 

bring the lived religious 
experience to life in the 

classroom?
Ani Lawrence



Why Do We Teach RE?

• Knowledge and understanding of own, and others’, faiths, practices and 
beliefs;

• Knowledge and understanding of our own, and others’, cultural heritage and 
how this has been influenced by religious beliefs and practices;

• Development of own ideas, values and identities;
• Respect for self and own and identity and that of others – tolerance and 

acceptance (and celebration!);
• Development of an aptitude for debate – provoking challenging questions 

about meaning and purpose (religious studies as a rigorous academic pursuit 
in its own right);

• Ability to critically evaluate texts, sources of wisdom, authority etc. –
“weighing up the value of wisdom from different sources”;

• Ability to clearly articulate personal beliefs and values whilst respecting 
those of others.



Religious reading of Texts – some approaches

You can use the text in a number of ways:

Text as Sacred:
Lectio Divina 
Marginalia
Havruta
Reader response theories -the reader makes 
the text

Text as mirrors, windows and doors:
Explicit explanations of protagonist
Read as is.
Reflection
Identity.

Possible themes or lenses through 
which to approach texts:

Belief
Empathy
Compassion
Golden Rule
Acceptance
Belonging
Betrayal
Commitment
Control
Innocence
Spirituality
Artefacts/Symbols
Forgiveness
Sorrow
Transformation
Judgement – and many many 
others!



Knowledge and understanding of 
own, and others’, faiths, practices and 
beliefs:

Books as Mirrors–
and Books as 

Knowledge Givers 







Knowledge and understanding of our 
own, and others’, cultural heritage 
and how this has been influenced by 
religious beliefs and practices:

Stories as situated in 
their cultures, and as 
cultural capital givers
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The call to prayer comes once again, and this time tips Fatima fully into the land of 
the living… Fatima slips out of the charpai and pulls on a shalwar under the tunic 
she usually sleeps in. She moves swiftly out of the bedroom and into the 
bathroom where she performs wudu in front of the shaky but clean sink. Her 
ablutions complete, she leaves the apartment with a dupatta on her head, a lamp 
in her hand, and a prayer mat under her arm for the open rooftop of the building 
in which she lives.
The rooftop is deserted, as it usually is at this time of the morning. Other faithful 
Muslims in the building she lives in prefer to pray in the comfort of their own 
homes .Fatima places the lamp on the mid-level wall that runs around the rooftop 
and gazes out at the expanse of the desert. Northern Taaj Gul, so called because 
the buildings in this area are built of rosy pink stone, is right next to the wall that 
surrounds the entire city of Noor… Fatima spreads her prayer mat, pointing it 
north toward the Kaba. The time before dawn is precious, as the air has a 
delicious chill to it that the sun doesn’t allow during the day. Jama Masjid is lit up 
like a beacon; from her vantage point on the rooftop, Fatima can see groups of 
boys and men making their way to it for the Fajr prayer. Turning her back to the 
city, she, too, prays the four rakats of Fajr, bowing down with her hands on her 
knees for the ruqu before touching her forehead to the ground in a sajdah. After 
the prayer, which culminates in a dua, she gathers her belongings and returns to 
the apartment, where Sunaina is still sleeping. Briefly, Fatima considers returning 
to bed but shakes her head and stifles her yawns. She has an errand to run.





Development of own ideas, 
values and identities:

Windows for gazing 
upon the lived religious 

experiences 
of the protagonists –
how do they do it?







Respect for self and own and 
identity and that of others –

tolerance and acceptance (and 
celebration!):

Doors to open 
and experience 

others’ beliefs in 
context





On my first day in the new house I needed some advice, so I had a word with God.
I told him I was very grateful to have my own bedroom, even though I was finding being 

locked in it doing Bible solitary since breakfast a bit frustrating.
“Please don’t take that personally,” I said.
I asked God to forgive Grandpop and the other church elders for punishing Dad by hiding us 

in a secret house.
“I don’t think they realise how mean they’re being,” I said. “And pig-headed.”
Finally I asked God a question.
“When you’re locked in an upstairs room, “I said, “and you can’t see any street signs out the 

window and you couldn’t see any last night when you arrived because it was dark, and you couldn’t 
memorise the route from your old house because you didn’t recognise any landmarks after the Breezy 
Whale carwash, how can you find out the address of the new house so Dad knows where to come 
when he’s ready to be meek and obedient?

It was a difficult question, but I knew God was used to those.
I thanked God for listening. Almost immediately He gave me an idea and I got busy. For I 

remembered what Dad had taught me. Don’t sit back and wait for God to do it all. Ask for His advice, 
but be prepared to do the hard yards yourself.

Which I was.
I turned to page one of the Bible. Dad reckoned the Bible was more a book of advice than a 

book of rules, and I was pretty sure that somewhere in it I’d find the clue I needed.



Development of an aptitude for 
debate – provoking challenging 
questions about meaning and 
purpose (religious studies as a 
rigorous academic pursuit in its 
own right):

Children’s Literature 
as vehicle for asking 

the difficult 
questions 







Ability to critically evaluate texts, sources of 
wisdom, authority etc. – “weighing up the 
value of wisdom from different sources”:

Children’s literature as a 
vehicle for the development 

of Critical Literacy skills –
context, authorial intent, 
reader response theory.









Ability to clearly articulate personal beliefs and 
values whilst respecting those of others:

The beauty of story in 
expressing awe, wonder 

and spiritual 
enlightenment



Then suddenly the Mole felt a great Awe fall upon him, an awe that turned his muscles to water, bowed his head, 

and rooted his feet to the ground. It was no panic terror – indeed he felt wonderfully at peace and happy – but it 

was an awe that smote and held him and, without seeing, he knew it could only mean that some august Presence 

was very, very near. With difficulty he turned to look for his friend, and saw him at his side cowed, stricken, and 

trembling violently. And still there was utter silence in the populous bird-haunted branches around them; and still 

the light grew and grew.



Perhaps he would never have dared to raise his eyes, but that, though the piping was now hushed, the call and 

the summons seemed still dominant and imperious. He might not refuse, were Death himself waiting to strike him 

instantly, once he had looked with mortal eye on things rightly kept hidden. Trembling he obeyed, and raised his 

humble head; and then, in that utter clearness of the imminent dawn, while Nature, flushed with fullness of 

incredible colour, seemed to hold her breath for the event, he looked in the very eyes of the Friend and Helper; 

saw the backward sweep of the curved horns, gleaming in the growing daylight; saw the stern, hooked nose 

between the kindly eyes that were looking down on them humourously (sic), while the bearded mouth broke into 

a half-smile at the corners; saw the rippling muscles on the arm that lay across the broad chest, the long supply 

hand still holding the pan-pipes only just fallen away from the parted lips; saw the splendid curves of the shaggy 

limbs disposed in majestic ease on the sward; saw, last of all, nestling between his very hooves, sleeping soundly 

in entire peace and contentment, the little, round, podgy, childish form of the baby otter. All this he saw, for one 

moment breathless and intense, vivid on the morning sky; and still, as he looked he lived; and still, as he lived, 

he wondered.



A Religio-Artefactual Approach to 
selecting and using fiction in the 
RE classroom (and beyond…)



Choosing the text





Approaching the text





Analysing the individual elements 
– rituals and artefacts















Thank you – and do 
keep in touch with 

your own 
experience of using 

fiction in your RE 
classrooms

a.lawrence.1@research.gla.ac.uk


