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RE-Imagining RE: A new vision for the subject 
 
When we imagine, what do we do? If we take a dictionary definition, then we form a mental 

image of something that is not perceived through our five senses. The word has its roots in 

the Latin imaginari meaning to represent or form a mental picture and from the Old French 

imaginer which means to sculpt, carve or decorate. What I like about these definitions is 

that imagining is not something static. It is something which changes, it moves, it is not final. 

This I think is important in the world of education. The landscape changes constantly. It is 

also important in the world in general, and particularly in relation to religion and 

worldviews. Things are not the same as they were even 10 years ago… 

 

As Grace Davie says in ‘Levelling the ground’: 

The current state of religion in Britain is paradoxical. On the one hand, religion has re-

entered the public square and demands a response. On the other, a largely unchurched 

population has difficulty dealing with these issues in the sense that it is rapidly losing the 

concepts, knowledge and vocabulary that are necessary to talk well about religion. 

 

The word re-imagine was first recorded in 1825. Other words to come into existence in 1825 

included spherical polygon, womanpower and bonanza! An eclectic mix. So… what was 

being re-imagined in 1825? Well cans for food storage, detachable shirt collars and 

Stephenson’s Locomotion No 1 became the 1st steam locomotive to carry passengers on a 

public rail line. All of these took something that already existed and re-imagined it… 

needless to say they have all been reimagined again in different ways since 1825.  

 

So to re-imagine means to take a concept or idea and imagine it in a new way. It means I 

take it and reinterpret it imaginatively to create something new. However, we must 

acknowledge that this is fluid, and changeable. So what does it mean to re-imagine RE? 

 
I’m using some definitions of imagination taken from the work of Murray Hunter. Murray 

Hunter is an academic, entrepreneur, consultant, and researcher with wide interests. He has 



been involved in business, higher education, and public policy for over 30 years within the 

Asian region across Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand. 

 
Imagination is strategic 

It is concerned with a vision of what could be. The ability to recognize and evaluate 

opportunities by turning them into mental scenarios, seeing the benefits, identifying the 

resources needed and put it all together into a strategy. This requires thought experiments 

and attention to mental evaluation of the consequences of one’s vision. In some ways it is a 

form of wisdom.  

I believe the thinking behind the CORE report and the vision presented is an example of 

strategic imagination. The vision acknowledges the changes in education and in society, and 

presents the results of a thought experiment, which I believe is carefully evaluated in terms 

of its consequences. I’m not sure what went on in the meetings of Commissioners, but with 

such a diverse group of people I can imagine that conversations were robust, sometimes 

difficult, but I am sure the focus was strategic. What is the world of RE telling us about the 

subject and what do we need to do about it? In summary, as I am sure you are aware the 

vision of the CORE report presents a new named subject – ‘religion and worldviews’ and an 

entitlement for all pupils to have access to high quality teaching whatever kind of school 

they attend. The question for us I think is are we going to help realise this vision, to bring 

strategic imagination into reality? 

 

Imagination is effectuative 

I know, this was a new word for me too!! This means that the imagination combines 

information together to synergize concepts and ideas. It acknowledges that these are often 

incomplete or need to be enhanced and modified. Effectuative imagination incubates a 

problem and may chew over it for some time. Over the last 10 years there have been 

numerous reports about RE- New Settlement, Living with Difference, RE for Real, Making a 

Difference, CORE, Ofsted Realising the Potential and so on. They largely make similar points 

– we need clarity of purpose, we need to consider statutory change, we need to help pupils 

understand the lived reality of religion and so on. I think we have done a lot of effectuative 

imagination in RE!! The CORE report synergizes much of these. However, further synergizing 

might be needed.  



Let’s take the proposed statement of entitlement. This is a series of 9 bullet points setting 

out what pupils must be taught, alongside the importance of well qualified teachers and 

appropriate resourcing. As I have effectuatively imagined over the last year (yes it was a 

year ago this report came out) I have realised that this statement has been much 

misinterpreted. We need to be clear. It is an entitlement, not a set of curriculum guidelines. 

There will be many interpretations of the entitlement. This is fine!  The last third of it is 

often forgotten completely i.e. the bit about teachers, time and resources. So we may need 

to do a bit more chewing over what we mean by this entitlement statement, to ensure it 

does not become some kind of checklist which teachers tick off! Rather it becomes a vision 

which shapes a whole way of thinking … my summary, and it’s a working summary and 

probably a bit crude is: 

Pupils are entitled to be taught knowledge and understanding of: 
  

a. what religion and worldviews are and how they are studied; 
b. the impact of religion and worldviews on individuals, communities and 

society; 
c. the diversity of worldviews in society 

  
by well-qualified teachers who are given adequate time and resources to fulfil this 
entitlement. 

 
In groups…how would you summarise it? Look at my example…. Good, bad, too much, too 
little? 
 
Imagination is intellectual or constructive. It considers varying hypotheses and ponders 

over them. It develops from a plan or idea with a particular purpose which must come to 

some kind of conclusion. Hunter cites Darwin’s Origin of Species as an example of this which 

took over two decades to complete. Intellectual imagination is a deliberate act, a conscious 

process. I believe that the work I have done with Olivia Seymour, Gillian Georgiou and 

Richard Kueh falls into this form of imagination. We began with a hypothesis, which was 

that we can’t just do theology in RE! This was partly a response to the very excellent 

Understanding Christianity resource, but a realisation that we can’t just teach Christianity 

through this particular lens. This led us to imagining what other lenses we needed to look 

through and why. This led us on a journey through the purpose of RE, which we primarily 

consider to be about religious literacy- enabling children and young people to hold balanced 

and well-informed conversations about religion and worldviews. A journey which took us to 

promoting a balanced approach to RE through multi-disciplinary lenses, in particular 



through theology, philosophy and the human/social sciences. Before we start to argue 

about the number of disciplines, I would just say that even in science they have had to pick 

three (mainly) i.e. biology, chemistry and physics…. We all have to make choices about 

curriculum.  The Commission on RE report stresses the importance of studying religion and 

worldviews through a wide range of academic disciplines. There is anecdotal evidence from 

TRS-UK, that the study of religion is actually on the increase. There may be a decline in those 

studying theology and religious studies (and yes we do need to do something about that!), 

but religion and worldviews are being studied in anthropology, law, politics, sociology, 

Oriental studies, African studies… the study of religion and worldviews is actually alive and 

well!!  

Why has my intellectual imagination led me to a very specific hypothesis around 

disciplinarity?  Let me spend a few minutes explaining this, but you can read more in We 

need to talk about RE, and also in a new forthcoming publication called, I think,  REForming 

RE. Both edited by Mark Chater. I will also expand this and consider examples in my 

workshop this morning. 

 

Academic traditions provide a chain of connection between the different ways in which 

humans have thought about, talked about and questioned religion and worldviews 

throughout history and in the contemporary world. These disciplinary fields must, of course, 

be re-contextualised for schools. Disciplines provide different ways of understanding the 

world, they employ different methods and their bodies of knowledge are distinct. Engaging 

with disciplinary knowledge and utilising the skills associated with academic disciplines 

provides pupils with the toolkit they need to understand the complexity of worldviews. This 

approach means that the disciplinary knowledge and expertise gained by pupils can be 

applied to all aspects of life. For example, they can interrogate the worldview of a novel or 

TV documentary, or they can use their knowledge when studying Shakespeare or critiquing 

a website. The disciplinary lenses enable pupils to hold balanced and well-informed 

conversations about religion and worldviews wherever they may encounter them.  

 

Let’s take an example. Let’s take the concept of reincarnation. 

 

What theological questions might we ask? 



What is the origin of this concept? How is it presented in key texts? How reliable are these 

texts? Who was the author writing for? How has this concept been interpreted through 

history? It is understood in the same way by Hindus and Buddhists? 

Pupils might use some textual criticism or critical exegesis of texts, and yes I do think this is 

possible with 5 year olds. 

 

What philosophical questions might we ask? 

How does reincarnation help believers make sense of reality? Do arguments explaining 

reincarnation make sense? What evidence is there for reincarnation? 

These are particularly questions of logic and epistemology. Pupils will use their powers of 

reasoning. 

 

What human/social science questions might we ask? 

Do believers mean the same thing when they talk about ‘reincarnation’? What impact does 

a belief in reincarnation have on daily life? In what ways does a belief in reincarnation shape 

identity? How many people today in the UK believe in the concept of reincarnation, how 

does this compare to other places in the world? How does this impact on culture/society? 

Pupils may use qualitative and quantitative data, interviews and observations to investigate 

reincarnation through this human/social science lens.  

 

It is really important that we engage with research that is taking place about religion and 

worldviews. i.e. in the fields of theology, philosophy and human/social science. The 

ResearchforRE attempts to summarise some of this research for teachers.  

 

Can we see how asking different kinds of disciplinary questions adds a richness to the study 

of religion and worldviews?  

 

In the workshop we will consider other questions and do some examples together.  

 

This approach encourages pupils to explore different and new ways of thinking. It helps 

pupils to understand religion and worldviews in their complexity. Most importantly in a 



crowded curriculum, these disciplines provide an intellectual credence to what has, for 

many years, been I think a confused and often confusing subject. 

 

Imagination is necessarily hermeneutical. It extends our experience and thoughts. Our 

imaginations are unique interpretations based on our prior knowledge, positioning and 

experience. Imagination is never neutral. This is very important in RE.  Everything we 

encounter in life is interpreted. Life in my view is essentially hermenutical. Let me give you 

can example. My husband and I were staying in a hotel in Kensington in London. On the wall 

was a large mural of dinosaurs. I brought my own prior knowledge and positioning to this- it 

made sense to me as the Natural History Museum was just up the road. My husband 

however said, ‘what is that about… pointing at it…random or what?! His interpretation of 

his surrounding was based on different experiences and prior knowledge. Needless to say I 

explained my understanding, which then changed how he viewed what was in front of him. 

Or another example would be in the Roald Dahl’s BFG. The BFG gives Sophie some 

frogscottle and the bubbles go down instead of up. Sophie is somewhat perturbed by this. 

Her opinions are rooted in her worldview where the bubbles go up! It is the same in RE. We 

cannot but help interpret things around us. Life is one hermeneutical circle! As we integrate 

new facts, information, knowledge into a meaningful whole…. This means, I think, that we 

must approach new knowledge with humility, listening for wisdom.  

 

Focusing on the disciplines is not some kind of disembodied form of learning, we bring 

ourselves to the disciplines, and they bring themselves to us. By framing questions through 

the disciplines what we do is to ask questions which are not just a matter of feeling or taste 

or opinion. We give some academic credence to the enquiry questions we ask. BUT there is 

no doubt in my mind that we bring our prior knowledge, our own position, our own 

experience to these questions. AND there is no doubt in my mind that as a result of study 

one is changed. There must be change, even if the change is having more knowledge! Some 

have criticised the CoRE report for a lack of engagement with the personal aspects of RE, my 

view, is that they are fundamentally implied in any study of RE because of the 

hermeneutical nature of learning.  

 

Let’s have a look at an example from our history colleagues… a hermeneutical game… 



 

I could say more about this, but there isn’t time! Let’s just say, I think that for me a 

multidisciplinary study of religion and worldviews necessarily acknowledges that pupils 

bring themselves to what they are learning, and that we need to consider more the 

relationship between the knower and the known, between the teacher and the subject. We 

need to make this far more explicit; we need to acknowledge our own worldviews. This is 

why I love the work of Ruth Flannagan. Just want to give a shout out to her! See here 

amazing work for our Primary ITT project online.  

 
 
BUT Beware of imagination!! 
 
Imagination can involve memory reconstruction. Memories carry attitudes, values and our 

identity. Memory also fits into our current view of the world, so it is selective. It is a bit of an 

echo chamber. It can be easy to hark after the ‘good old days’… when I taught in this way or 

that…. however, memories can also provide us with a different perspective or insight. We 

don’t for example want to make the same mistakes. We do need to learn from the past. We 

need to accept and acknowledge I think that RE grew up as a subject largely about faith 

formation. It has tried to find its identity particularly post-1988 but even before that was 

trying to reimagine itself. I believe that we are at the cusp of significant change. We can 

allow our memories to shape the vision by learning from the past, or we can stay with a RE 

that is purely a reconstruction of our memories… CoRE provides a vision which reflects 

insights from the past but places it firmly in the future.  

 

Almost the opposite of this is Imaginative Fantasy. Let’s not get too carried away with our 

vision. We can’t have a whole school curriculum which is just RE! However, we can use 

imaginative fantasy to develop stories and pictures of what the new vision of RE is like. 

Fantasy encourages us to be innovative, to consider different possibilities. We can present 

these stories and pictures to others- through blogs, networks and hubs. Innovative RE for 

Real project based at Goldsmiths University is presenting case studies which include Inter-

Bake, Tradition in Transition and Exploring Faithism. This will report in the Spring Term. 

Another really exciting project called REConnecting Lincolnshire uses story, image and film 



through a theatrical production to explore personal and institutional worldviews. These are 

great expressions of religion and worldview studies encapsulating the vision of CORE. 

 
I’m getting excited, and this perhaps reflects my Emotional imagination – we can be very 

passionate, and need to be! We mustn’t let our emotions run away with us too much 

though! Need to keep grounded. 

 

Lastly, we can dream!! 

 

Well, maybe it started that way. As a dream but doesn’t everything. Those buildings. These 

lights. This whole city.  

Somebody had to dream about it first. And maybe that is what I did. I dreamed about 

coming here, but then I did it.” 

James and the Giant Peach 

I think we have more than a dream, although perhaps it did start as one. I think we have a 

re-imagined vision for our subject. A re-imagined RE which is: 

- strategic - for this moment 

- effectuative -synergising ideas 

- intellectual - rooted in disciplines 

- hermeneutical - acknowledging positioning 

We need to be aware of memory, fantasy and emotion, but these all have a good side to 

them too for re-imagining RE! 

 

At Culham St Gabriel’s we want to help the RE Community in re-imagining RE. Our 

programmes such as REONLINE, Teach:RE and ResearchforRE support this, as well as our 

grants programme. We support the vision of the CORE report wholeheartedly. We think the 

time is right for change. So, lets re-imagine together. 
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