Beyond Self – A Spiritual Pedagogy for a Secular World.

Schools are adept at responding to the physical, mental, emotional and social needs of children but lack confidence in responding to their spiritual needs.  This resonates with the reduced allegiance of people to formal religions and the increase in more informal expressions of spirituality in the wider community.

To where do our younger generations therefore turn, when seeking sources of significance?

Neurological research is affirming that the human search to answer ultimate questions, reflects the capacity of the human brain to conceive of the questions, to seek the answers and, to desire meaningful answers.

Emerging from the Modernist era, in which reason has predominated as a mode of knowing, it is not difficult to foresee a shift to the other extreme, whereby, only subjective modes of knowing will be given credence as sources of significance.

An educational approach to this spiritual vacuum that is not religious in its foundations but, rather, neurological, would be timely.

Advanced in this paper are five modes of knowing: consciousness (representations), emotion, reason, conscience and imagination (projection).  Each is grounded in neurological research and each relates to a domain of personal ultimate concern that, for most people, constitutes a lifelong discovery of identity, belonging, meaning, value and purpose.

It is proposed that the five modes of knowing have the capacity to transform a student’s dominant sources of significance from egocentric to ‘other’ centred, when intersected with an approach to teaching and learning that is grounded in principles garnered from those who have lived exemplary lives (for example, Mahatma Gandhi, the Dalai Lama, and Nelson Mandela).

Three principles - a heightened awareness of the world around them; seeing themselves as part of something bigger; and humble service to the wellbeing of others - these principles provide a pedagogical approach called “The 3Rs” : Recognition, Reflection and Response.
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Beyond Self II – A Transformational Pedagogy
Introduction

In “Beyond Self Part I – Neurological Foundations for a Holistic Education”, five neurological capacities were introduced, namely, representations, emotions, reason, conscience and projection. In Part II, these will be called ‘modes of knowing’. Each of these was linked to the human capacity and need to ask ‘big questions’ of life. The capacity to ask them and, to expect satisfying answers, was defined as the spiritual domain. Advanced, was the notion that a learning experience that does not include access to these questions and that does not nurture the associated modes of knowing, misses an important dimension, if seeking to provide a complete or holistic educational experience is part of a school’s objective.

All human beings have the neurological capacity to exercise the modes of knowing. These capacities do not in their own right however, produce people who think of others before they think of themselves. In fact, the modes of knowing have developed as survival mechanisms and the survival instinct usually has self as the focus. Representations as a basis for identity, tend towards making our own needs seem unique compared to the needs of others; emotions as a basis for belonging, tend towards possessiveness; reason as a basis for meaning, tends towards exclusive conclusions and beliefs; conscience as a basis for virtue, tends towards judging others who think and behave differently; and projections as a basis for purpose, tend towards goals that are self-satisfying.

If an educational experience is to have any impact on transforming the selfish orientation of our students to an orientation towards others, a means by which the modes of knowing can be transformed, needs to be found.

Why does it matter? A Changing Context
Increasingly evident in our western world and reflected in our schools, is an interface between two worldviews.

Modernist worldview

This objective world-view, perhaps best represented by Newtonian physics, has dominated our worldview and certainly our pedagogies in recent generations. Taken to extremes, only knowledge empirically verifiable is given status. This world-view reduced the modes of knowing primarily to the senses and reason thereby, reducing access to modes of knowing that in pre-Modernist times had facilitated finding answers to the big questions. Such a worldview has given humans a pre-eminence in the natural world that has enabled us to satisfy our material desires but at a cost to our sense of identity, belonging, meaning, virtue and purpose that is yet to be counted. 

Post-modernist worldview

Increasingly evident, for example in phrases such as, ‘student-centred’, is a new approach. Flowing from, or at least concurrent with, Einstein’s relativistic physics, has emerged the more subjective or relativistic world of Post-Modernism characterised by a deconstruction of knowledge to the personal level. Taken to its extreme, only knowledge that is experienced by the individual has credence and anything apprehended by the individual as significant, in answering the big questions. Such a worldview can ultimately only make the cost of the Modernist era further exaggerated as ‘what is good for me is good’ feeds our veracious human appetite for more of everything.

We currently stand between these two worldviews: one that is predominantly objective, the other predominantly subjective.. Rather than being a case of one or the other, a complementary understanding of both world views would be preferable. Seeking complementarities, in which objective (cognitive) modes of knowing are in dialogue with subjective (affective) modes of knowing, each providing accountability to the other, seems to be a more responsible and realistic approach to giving voice to the big questions in educational settings.

In Search of Role Models
At the heart of this paper is the notion that education can nurture the emergence of exemplary people. On the surface this may appear as a somewhat idealistic notion. However, there are people who have lived and live, recognized by many people around the world, as exemplary in the way they lived/have lived their lives. If education is ultimately about helping to make the word a better place, and making the world a better place has something to do with being less selfish and more selfless, then who are the role models? Where do we go to find a possible pedagogical paradigm?

Most of us could come up with a list of five or six exemplary people quite quickly and would probably find that there is a high degree of commonality between our lists. My list would include Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela, the Dalai Lama, and Aung San Suu Chi. You may agree or disagree with some that I have included. However, taken as a sample, what are the characteristics common to this group? None of them were/are perfect. They had their own human weaknesses just like the rest of us. The one common characteristic that I can identify among this group is their willingness to make personal sacrifices for the sake of making the lives of others better, be that ‘better’ in a material, political or spiritual sense.

What then is it about the way these people see the world and live their lives which gives them their selfless vision and, the strength to enact it? I have identified three characteristics that may be instructive in terms of developing a pedagogy that could help students to orientate their modes of knowing towards others.

Heightened awareness of the world around them, particularly of themselves in relationship with the natural world and the needs of other people. This awareness is made by possible by means of access to a wide range of modes of knowing.

The recognition of a ‘bigger than me’ dimension, which is apprehended  with awe, wonder, reverence or respect.

Humility in response to the ‘reverence’ for the ‘bigger than me’ that is enacted through service to the betterment of humankind and the natural world, often involving self-sacrifice.

Heightened awareness becomes possible when the whole range of modes of knowing are fully developed and used. The ‘bigger than me’ can include anything as vast as God,  or the Universe,  to something as more bounded such as an ideal, a place or a community of people. Humility is a largely spontaneous outpouring of concern for the wellbeing of others that expresses itself in practical ways that could be called service and can often involve self-sacrifice. 

Transformational Pedagogy
A pedagogy that applies the principles of heightened awareness, the bigger-than-me, and acting with humility, has the potential to transform the modes of knowing from a selfish orientation to a selfless orientation. A pedagogical approach based on these three principles, could be simplified to be called Recognition, Reflection and Response.

Recognition

Reminiscent of the basic Piagetian building blocks of learning, assimilation and accommodation, recognition comes into play when we are confronted with new information which we recognise as being either familiar or novel. New information has the potential to challenge or threaten whereas familiar information is more reassuring. Were new topics in the classroom introduced in ways that challenge and/or affirm a student’s sense of identity, belonging, meaning, virtue and purpose, awareness of the world around them would be heightened. More so, if our neurological capacities to represent, feel, reason, make good choices and project, were all drawn upon in the learning process.

Reflection

Having made students more aware of threats and affirmations to identity, belonging, meaning, virtue and purpose, the ‘big questions’ will have been given a voice. A deeper engagement with the big questions arises from a classroom approach that leads students on a deep exploration or reflection of the ‘bigger than me’ attributes of others (identity), of special people and icons (belonging), of profound ideas (meaning), of what is true and good (virtue), and of grand visions and dreams for the future (purpose). The overall effect of reflective approaches to ‘put us in our place’ – not in a subservient or deprecating way, but by giving us the sense that we are part of something bigger than ourselves and that the whole world does not revolve around our egocentric needs and wants. 

Response

When we respond to the needs of others, we enact the notion that we are part of something bigger than ourselves – another person’s needs take priority over ours. Without enactment (humility-in-action), the first stages of Recognition and Reflection may only serve to be catalysts for self -absorbed navel-gazing, the antithesis of our transformative enterprise.

Applying lessons learnt in the classroom to the wider world of life, is the key to nurturing lives lived for others. By means of practical applications such as fieldwork or simulated activities, the transformative pedagogy seeks to provide students with opportunities to enact service in the face of selfishness (identity); community-mindedness in the face of possessiveness and jealousies (belonging); concord and collaboration with others in the face of exclusivism (meaning); responsibility to do the ‘right’ thing in the face of intolerance and condemnation (virtue); and commitment to the dreams and hopes aspired for in pursuit of a better world (purpose). By enacting these, transformation becomes possible, at individual and community levels, by placing the interests of others before one’s own.

Two Pathways
Throughout our lives, most of us probably move rather inconsistently between a pathway ‘for self’ and a pathway ‘for others’.  Our students, as with us, their role models and mentors, have the potential to give greater priority to one orientation and less to the other. 

One pathway is more ‘for self’ whereby heightened awareness of self (identity), attachment (belonging), coherence (meaning), choice (virtue) and possibility (purpose), enhance selfishness. In this case, affirming selfhood becomes a catalyst for reinforcing self-absorption; affirming attachment becomes a catalyst for possessiveness and jealousy; affirming coherence becomes a catalyst for imposing one’s conclusion or beliefs on others; affirming values becomes a catalyst for judging others; affirming vision becomes a catalyst for seeking one’s goals to the exclusion of others’ needs.

The other pathway is more for others whereby heightened awareness self (identity), attachment (belonging), coherence (meaning), choice (virtue) and possibility (purpose), enhance selflessness. In this case, affirming selfhood becomes a catalyst for thinking more about others; affirming attachment becomes a catalyst for sharing; affirming coherence becomes a catalyst for respecting the conclusions and beliefs of others and being able to collaborate peaceably with them; affirming values becomes a catalyst for seeking to make a difference; affirming vision becomes a catalyst for making the needs of other individuals and/or communities a priority over one’s own goals and aspirations.

Conclusion

An education that seeks to prepare children for life in the most profound sense, will want to give voice to the big questions, a place for a wider range of modes of knowing, and a teaching and learning approach that is based on recognition (heightened awareness), reflection (the bigger than me) and response (enacted humility). I trust this paper has been a catalyst for the first of these and the beginning of a pedagogical journey with all three.
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