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Eureka Circe is the editor and curator of the book series "DEUS EX MACHINA" and the present volume "Faith Is Like Dancing - Moved by faith to grow as a Christian. Training Guide for Developing Religious Competencies. Deus Ex Machina - Part III.”


Also published are: "DEUS EX MACHINA - Or: On questioning life" (Part I), "Homecoming from the Pope - A Quintessence of Charity” (Part II), "I will be a female bishop! – The Basics of Sermons on Happiness and other religious policy field analyses” (Part IV).


With the work "DEUS EX MACHINA", the curator is committed to documenting and, if necessary, discussing the texts of artificial intelligence in a religious and theological context. Her thesis: "Artificial intelligence (AI) represents a profound turning point because it fundamentally changes the relationship between humans, knowledge and access to the world - not only technically, but also culturally, epistemologically and socially. It opens up new access to knowledge and leads to its multiplication and democratization: AI systems make information available at a low threshold - often without traditional reading or in-depth prior knowledge. This fundamentally changes how we think, learn and understand, and at the same time promotes a new form of individualization of thought - which can also be exemplified by spiritual belief. What's more, machines are now generating meaning - texts, images, arguments - where previously only human expertise was required. This has long-term consequences for education, science, politics and religion."






Seen a lot of this before and it ain't over


'Til the day we disappear out of nowhere (out of nowhere)


When you're blinded by the dark, it's an illusion


There's a light inside your heart that keeps you moving,


yeah, yeah


It goes on and on and on and on


On and on and on


And if tomorrow's hopeless


At least we had this magic learning


A memory forever frozen


Because tonight goes on and on and on


freely quoted from respective based on:


Glockenbach










Introduction:


Faith Is Like Dancing


Faith Is Like Dancing - this seemingly poetic comparison is far more than just a beautiful image: it is an invitation, an attitude and a program. Dancing means moving, listening to a rhythm, engaging with others and finding your own steps. It is a movement that opens the heart, a rhythm that carries you away, and a relationship that is characterized by balance, mindfulness and the ability to fully engage.


Faith is also such a movement: not rigid or closed, but alive, personal and always changeable. It is rooted deep within and yet strives to enter the heart of life.


As with dance, there are also many paths and styles in faith: standard or Latin - or rather variations such as line dance, jazz, freestyle, West Swing Coast or disco fox?


Some prefer fixed step sequences, others love free improvisation or new creative combinations. It's about learning a standard sequence of steps or getting involved in new situational steps as a leader or guide, or even creating new steps, directions, combinations and dancing in an existing space yourself.


Tango Argentino, for example, impressively demonstrates how delicate communication and sensitive interaction can create aesthetic, lively movement in a shared space. Like any movement with music, dance is a "coordination work" that can be learned and practiced.


Those who understand faith as a dance also learn to find their own steps, to be sensitive and attentive in harmony and dialog with others - or to stay to themselves and creatively try out new movements, conversations and ideas in the space provided or their own with music and its rhythms.


This book aims to help you remain flexible in your faith and become more flexible: not just to follow the faith of others, but to courageously find your own path of faith, to practice it in a coordinated and sustainable way with others and effectively for yourself, and to consciously shape it - with your head, heart and hand!


The aim of contemporary faith formation is to live faith and charity authentically in everyday life. This requires treating oneself and others with respect, empathy and a willingness to engage in dialog. Religious competence means, in particular, personal development, ethical reflection, spiritual expression and social responsibility.


What makes it special: This book does not follow a dogmatic canon, but a competence-oriented, dialogical approach. It is based on the conviction that all religious education - and religious education in particular - should enable people to believe in a mature, empathetic, discerning and responsible way.


Central personal and social key competencies are presented in twelve exercise sections - be it the ability to engage in dialog, empathy, gender sensitivity or reflective sexual ethics and critical thinking and others.


This is not about abstract knowledge, but about concrete life issues and the skills required:




	Who am I and what gives my life orientation and meaning?


	How do I deal with diversity, conflicts and ethical decisions? And: How do I remain empathetic, authentic and capable of acting?


	How do I talk about my faith - with myself, with others, with God? How do I deal with otherness? How can I look honestly at my image of God, my doubts, my longing?


	How do I make relationships, sexuality, justice or charity and pastoral care as well as liturgical language inclusive, true to life and lively?





Each chapter delves deeper into a core area of religious competence development, for example:




	
Develop the ability to engage in dialog and empathy: enter into dialog with others openly and without prejudice, see differences as enrichment;


	
Gender sensitivity and dealing with sexuality: promoting a conscious understanding of gender roles and talking responsibly about sexuality;


	
Talk openly about challenging topics: raise controversial or difficult issues (e.g. suffering, doubt, death) without fear;


	
Strengthening critical thinking and judgment: reflecting on one's own points of view, substantiating them and reaching independent decisions;


	
Self-acceptance and resilience: building inner strength, dealing with setbacks and accepting yourself with all your strengths and weaknesses;


	
Ethical action and social responsibility: not only recognizing values, but also acting courageously in everyday life and taking responsibility for others;


	
Creative spiritual forms of expression: creatively developing your own ideas of God and images of faith and finding expression for your spiritual experience;


	
Willingness to change: seeing change as an opportunity, critically and constructively questioning traditions and helping to shape the new.





"Faith Is Like Dancing" is the third book in the DEUS EX MACHINA series and is intended as a training book for religious skills.


It is aimed at people who want to consciously reflect on their faith, deepen it and bring it to life - whether in religious education at school, in theological training courses, in church contexts or in personal self-study.


Religious education today is more than just imparting knowledge: it combines faith with personal development and life practice.


The learning is structured like a teacher would teach us a dance with exercises: there are clear learning objectives, practical exercises, reflection questions, suggestions and impulses for teaching, community work and spiritual practice.


The focus is particularly on all believers who want to develop further, as well as young people, people who think and live in a queer way, spiritual seekers - all those who do not (or no longer) fit into old molds and therefore want to spell out the Gospel in a new way.


Those who learn faith like dancing develop an inner attitude of openness, respect and joie de vivre that radiates far beyond classrooms, church services and church halls.


Because faith and religion touch on the fundamental questions of life that affect us all, a pedagogical approach to religious education should focus on such skills: By linking subject content with personal experiences, religious learning becomes a path of self-reflection and personal development.


Religious education in particular can be a unique place to support young people in discovering their own values, practicing important life skills, respecting diversity and finding orientation in a pluralistic world. A credible religious life requires an open willingness to engage in dialog, sensitivity to diversity, the courage to change and responsible action.


This holistic education, which appeals to head, heart and hand in equal measure, should be the pedagogical core of the efforts.


However, it is not only pupils who benefit from this content. Prospective teachers, clergy and theology students will also find valuable inspiration in the methods and exercises presented: this book also supports teachers, pastoral care workers and pastoral workers as multipliers in expanding their personal, social and spiritual skills, reflecting on their own attitudes and discovering new paths in religious education work.


At the same time, the book shows how important support from educational institutions is in order to promote these skills. Schools and universities can make a concrete contribution to the success of holistic religious learning - be it through adapted curricula, participatory teaching methods or targeted further training for teachers. Each section includes clearly formulated learning objectives, inspiring examples of good practice and suggestions for implementation.


And something else is special: this book is part of the theological project DEUS EX MACHINA. All texts were generated using artificial intelligence. The starting point was the second volume in the series, "Heimkehr vom Papst - Eine Quintessenz der Nächstenliebe", whose essential themes were translated by AI - the deus ex machina - into concrete and necessary skills that are required and need to be reinforced in order to really live these messages and the Gospel in everyday life.


This book therefore aims to encourage people to see religious learning as a path to personal development: not just to hear or read more about faith, but to strengthen personal growth, ethical thinking, spiritual expression and social responsibility.


So let's set off together with the Deus in this volume: let's learn faith like we learn to dance - with joy, depth and the willingness to keep developing ourselves. In this way, religious education can become a lively development of skills that transforms us all a little and makes our world a little brighter and more human.


Eureka Circe, in April 2025.


And now to the individual sections and exercises on skills development written by Artificial Intelligence.










Exercise 1:


Learning to think women in leadership: Understanding gender equality and learning to change power structures


The exercise deals with learning to promote gender justice and the critical reflection of power structures in a theological context. Target groups are believers, learners in schools and child and youth welfare institutions, as well as theology, religious education teachers and prospective clergy who want to question traditional gender roles and develop gender-equitable attitudes in life, teaching and the church. Essential skills include the perception of gender-related injustices, the ability to analyze systemically, empathic perception, self-reflection and the ability to act for gender-sensitive practice.


These important competencies include the following additional skills: systemic thinking, gender-sensitive understanding of power, focused attention to subtle gender inequalities and empathic perception ("tender perception"). Reflection and deconstruction skills make it possible to critically question and break down stereotypical gender roles. Personal learning paths promote sustainable skills development through biographical reflection, dialog, practical experiences and changes of perspective, mindfulness exercises as well as continuous reflection and feedback processes.


The didactic methods also include practice-oriented knowledge transfer, case studies, role plays, biography work, empathic exercises, intersectional approaches as well as language and material analysis. These methods promote holistic and sustainable skills development through personal involvement, emotional contact and critical reflection.


Believers, students and teachers can be trained through appropriate learning processes: They develop a heightened awareness of gender equality, greater empathy, confident handling of power structures and enhanced capacity to act. As multipliers, they can initiate sustainable change towards a just and power-sensitive culture.




	
Learning and development objective: The most important personal competence is the ability to reflect and deconstruct, as it enables learners to consciously question stereotypical gender roles and act in a transformative way. The learning objective is to critically reflect on one's own and institutional power and gender structures and to change them constructively.



	
Good practice example: Biographical writing exercise in which participants reflect on personal experiences of gender-specific imprints and injustices in writing and then share them in a protected setting. This method promotes self-reflection and empathy.



	
Church support through: Believers and clergy can act as role models and mentors by actively modeling gender-equitable practices in their congregation, encouraging discussion and signaling openness to structural change.



	
Local budget utilization: Financial resources from the municipality could be specifically invested in further training, workshops and seminars on gender equality. Specific expenditure includes fees for external speakers, materials for gender education and grants for projects to implement gender-sensitive measures.



	
Adaptation of the school curriculum: The curriculum in religious education should be expanded to include modules to promote gender competence. Content includes sensitization to gender inequality, questioning analysis of traditional role models and promotion of empathic and power-sensitive communication. This enables pupils to reflect on and constructively shape power relations and gender equality in schools, churches and society.






A speaker in a workshop on gender equality in education. Such learning opportunities help prospective teachers and theologians to develop an awareness of gender and power structures.




Figure1: Workshop on gender equality.
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A committed woman leads a workshop on the topic of gender equality. In the background is a whiteboard with the words 'gender equality' and the symbol for gender equality. The workshop leader speaks to a small group of participants and conveys content on gender equality, equal opportunities and gender sensitization in a professional, open learning environment.


Developing a fair and inclusive attitude towards gender and power is a path of personal and professional maturation. Those interested in theology, students of theology, religious education teachers and prospective clergy are often faced with the challenge of questioning traditional role models and promoting more gender justice in their congregations and classrooms. To do this, they not only need knowledge, but above all certain skills: they must learn to see through gender injustice analytically and respond to it in a transformative way - in their own actions as well as in the structures of their environment. This learning is possible in a practical way and can be designed in an inspiring way so that it leads to a real change in perspectives. The following section describes specific teaching objectives, necessary skills and suitable methods for developing precisely this ability to perceive in a gender-equitable and power-sensitive way. The focus here is on practical pedagogical approaches - without focusing on theological or biblical derivations.


Concrete teaching objectives


The first step is to clarify which learning objectives are being pursued. These are clear, tangible goals that learners should achieve. Possible teaching objectives for a seminar or training course on gender equality and power could be:




	
Perception of inequalities: Participants can recognize and objectively name gender-related injustices and power imbalances in their own environment (e.g. unequal participation of women and men in discussions, stereotypical role assignments in the community or school).


	
Analytical skills: You are able to analyze these observed phenomena using suitable concepts - in other words, to understand the underlying causes and connections. This includes, for example, seeing personal experiences in connection with social structures or knowing the historical and cultural background of gender roles.


	
Self-reflection: A central goal is for learners to critically question their own attitudes, imprints and prejudices in relation to gender and power. They should recognize how their own biography and socialization influence their behaviour - and become willing to change ingrained thought patterns.


	
Action competence: Participants develop concrete strategies to act in a gender-sensitive manner in their professional or voluntary context. They learn how to shape their own behavior and also structures in schools, universities, communities or churches in such a way that more equal opportunities are created.


	
Communication and relationship skills: The aim is also to achieve empathetic and respectful interaction. Learners practise a communication style that is free of derogatory stereotypes and promote a culture of appreciation in which all genders feel heard and taken seriously.





These teaching objectives make it clear that it is not just about theoretical knowledge, but about an attitude and skills that shape action. The end result should be that future teachers or clergy have gender competence - i.e. are able and motivated to critically reflect on gender roles and use their knowledge in a practical way for more justice.


With these goals in mind, the necessary competencies can now be determined.


Important skills in gender issues and power analysis


In order to achieve the aforementioned learning objectives, various skills need to be developed. Some of the most important - as indicated in advance - are:




	
Systemic thinking in gender issues: Learners should not view gender as an isolated characteristic, but rather understand it in a systemic context. This means that they recognize that personal experiences are always embedded in larger social structures. For example, role models in the church or in school textbooks are linked to social power relations and historically evolved traditions. Systemic thinking means recognizing patterns: For example, how institutions, language or education influence gender roles. If you have this competence, you can see the "big picture" beyond individual cases - for example, you can understand how ways of thinking, patterns of action and power relations interact.


	
Gender-sensitive understanding of power: This is about a subtle understanding of how power and gender are connected. Future religious education teachers and theologians should be able to perceive where power imbalances exist between the genders - be it in the leadership of a group, in discussion dynamics or in institutional rules. Gender-sensitive means that the person recognizes gender-specific power dynamics and questions them critically.





This includes, for example, noticing (and, if necessary, speaking out) when a certain group (such as men) always has the decision-making power, or when women organize a lot but receive little recognition. This competence also includes reflecting on one's own position of power: A prospective pastor learns to be aware of the authority of the office and not to unconsciously play it out in a patriarchal or power-oriented way.




	
Focused attention on injustices: This refers to the ability to be mindful and attentive to gender-related details in everyday life. Injustices often manifest themselves in seemingly small things - such as who is interrupted most often in a lesson or seminar, which pronoun is used in images of God, or how tasks are distributed in a group. Focused attention means not overlooking such signals. This skill is closely related to mindfulness: The senses are trained to notice what otherwise passes for "normal". A teacher with focused attention notices, for example, when girls and boys are treated differently in class, or when certain perspectives (e.g. of women, LGBTQIA+ people) are missing from teaching material.


	
"Tender" perception (empathic perception): This somewhat poetic term refers to a sensitive, empathic way of perceiving. It refers to viewing reality with an inner attitude of tenderness - in other words, with warmth, respect and openness. Why is this important? Because many experiences can be painful, especially when it comes to issues of gender and power. Those who perceive with tenderness and empathy listen attentively and with compassion to the experiences of those affected by discrimination, for example, instead of making hasty judgments. This competence could also be described as gender-empathic perception.





It enables us to see the human stories behind the statistics and analyses. This is essential for prospective pastors, for example: only with a gentle, appreciative perception can they gain the trust of people who may have experienced marginalization.




	
Reflection and deconstruction skills: In addition to empathetic observation, the ability to critically reflect on and categorize what is seen is required. This includes deconstructing gender roles - in other words, consciously taking apart supposedly "natural" ideas of masculinity and femininity. In this context, Andrea Lehner-Hartmann speaks of "gender-empathetic perception combined with gender-deconstructive work" as a short formula for gender-conscious teaching.





The formula "gender-empathetic perception combined with gender-deconstructive work" describes a central pedagogical approach for gender-conscious teaching. It means that teachers are sensitive and empathetic to how gender is experienced, represented or evaluated in specific situations - for example, when certain students have less say in class or when role models are presented in a one-sided way in materials. This "gender-empathetic perception" requires a mindful, compassionate attitude that takes the effect of gender on the learners' experience seriously.


At the same time, it is not only about empathy, but also about active, reflective action: "gender-deconstructive work" means the ability to critically question and break down stereotypical or standardizing ideas of gender and to point out alternative ways of thinking and acting. Teachers should not stop at mere observation, but should specifically design materials, language and teaching situations in such a way that diversity becomes visible and discrimination is reduced.


Together, these two elements - perception and deconstruction - form an attitude that enables schools and education to be consciously designed in a gender-equitable and inclusive way.


In practical terms, this means that, on the one hand, you sensitively perceive the inequality that exists and, on the other hand, actively work on breaking down the underlying role models and power patterns. This competence is demonstrated, for example, when students have learned not to think of themselves and others in hasty "pigeonholes" (such as typically male/typically female), but to set categories in motion and look for alternative ways of acting. This loosens rigid boundaries and expands the behavioral repertoire of everyone involved - an important step towards transforming power structures.


All of these skills are interrelated and mutually supportive. Professional knowledge of gender theories and research is the foundation (because it is difficult to analyze without knowledge). Equally important are social and personal skills such as empathy, communication skills and self-reflection. In didactics, we speak of gender competence with various dimensions - professional competence, methodological competence, social competence and self-competence - which are basically all addressed here. Those who develop these skills can not only understand gender equality, but also promote it in their own sphere of influence.


But how can such skills be learned in a meaningful and personal way? The next section deals with possible learning paths from the perspective of the learners themselves - i.e. how to acquire these skills.


Personal learning paths: developing skills in a meaningful way


Theory alone is not enough to really internalize the skills mentioned. A personal learning process that engages the mind, heart and hands is crucial. The following approaches help learners (whether students, teachers in training or prospective pastors) to develop the skills in a meaningful and individual way:


1 Reflect on your own biography and influences: One of the first and most important exercises is self-reflection. By looking at your own life story from the perspective of gender/power, you will gain new insights and become more aware. Specifically, you can ask yourself questions such as: What biographical backgrounds have shaped me in my gender role? Where have I experienced advantages or disadvantages because of my gender? How do I deal with this, when I realize that I have misjudged others due to bias?


Such reflective questions often bring unconscious assumptions to light. For example, a female theology student may remember how she was encouraged or discouraged to speak up as a girl - this experience may still influence how she presents herself in discussions today. Or a prospective religious education teacher realizes that certain feelings (crying, showing vulnerability) were trained out of him as a boy, which now influences his ability to empathize. By consciously reflecting on such imprints, you get to know yourself better. You develop the self-competence to recognize your own thought patterns and correct them if necessary.


This process is often personally touching - it requires courage to be honest with yourself, but leads to real growth.


"Unconscious bias" describes automatic, unconscious thought patterns that influence our actions, thoughts and judgments without us being aware of them. These prejudices arise from social conditioning, cultural experiences, media and upbringing and are particularly effective in situations in which we make quick decisions or assess people.


Such unconscious biases can relate to characteristics such as gender, age, ethnic origin, religion, sexual orientation or disability. For example, an "unconscious bias" could be that a male applicant is automatically considered more competent than a female applicant, without there being any objective reasons for this. This form of bias can lead to unfair, discriminatory and disadvantageous actions - often unintentionally and inadvertently.


To counteract such biases, it is important to first become aware of them ("raising awareness") and then take targeted countermeasures ("deconstructing"). Awareness-raising and training help to recognize such automatic thought patterns and replace them with reflected, fairer decisions. This helps to reduce social discrimination and promote a fairer, more inclusive society.


An e-learning module on the topic of "unconscious bias" for universities, theology faculties and church institutions could be structured as follows:


It begins with an introduction that explains the term "unconscious bias" and emphasizes its relevance for ecclesial, theological and academic contexts. Typical forms of unconscious bias are then presented, particularly with regard to gender, age, cultural origin, sexual orientation and disability. The module then shows concrete situations and practical examples from everyday life in organizations: e.. personnel selection, student evaluation, dealing with colleagues and pastoral conversations. This is followed by interactive exercises in which participants learn to recognize, reflect on and critically question their own unconscious biases. Finally, the module provides concrete strategies and recommendations on how employees, teachers and pastoral care workers can act consciously and without discrimination. The aim is to sustainably promote an attitude of sensitivity and openness in dealing with one another and to reduce discrimination.


2. exchange and dialog: Learning does not have to take place in solitude - especially when it comes to topics such as gender equality, dialog with others is key. By talking to fellow students or colleagues, experiences can be shared and perspectives broadened. For example, a male theology student may only learn about the subtle disadvantages they experience in everyday university life (such as not being taken seriously or constantly being asked about their appearance) when talking to a female fellow student. Such conversations promote empathy and shake up your own world view. Peer learning in mixed groups is therefore very valuable: different points of view are put on the table and people practise listening to each other. It is important to create a protected space of trust in which everyone can speak openly. Learners can compare and deepen their findings from self-reflection here. The dialogue also trains communication skills - you learn to speak respectfully about controversial topics, recognize your own privileges and look for solutions together.


3. practical experience and change of perspective: Nothing is as formative as practical experience. Learners should therefore be given opportunities to apply or at least try out what they have learned in real life. One approach is a change of perspective: consciously putting yourself in the shoes of people of the opposite sex. This can mean, for example, swapping roles in a common situation for a day - for example, a male student takes on a typically "female-dominated" task in the church (such as childcare or kitchen duty), while a female student tests out an otherwise male-dominated role (such as leading a church service). Such role reversals or simulations sharpen the eye for unseen challenges. Prospective teachers could also do an internship or short work shadowing at an institution that is considered good practice for gender equality - such as a youth center that specifically promotes girls or a parish where women and men lead on an equal footing. By observing and working on site, you gain experience that brings theory to life. Small projects in your own environment also belong here: for example, a group of students could initiate a project to implement gender-equitable language at their university, or religion students could hold workshops with their classes at school on the topic of gender equality. Such projects combine practical action with reflection and consolidate skills enormously.


4. mindfulness and perception exercises: The previously mentioned focused attention and "tender" perception can be specifically trained through mindfulness exercises. This may sound unusual in a theological context, but it has a lot to do with spirituality and presence (without requiring theological content). One exercise could be to record in your daily diary when and where you notice differences in the way you deal with gender. Every evening, for example, make a note: What did I notice today on the subject of gender? Were there situations in which someone was treated differently because of their gender? How did I myself react in such moments? This focused observation trains your senses. Another exercise: in a meeting or a TV program, consciously pay attention to who gets how much speaking time and count it internally. Or in everyday school life: observe closely for a day whether you praise or reprimand boys and girls equally often. Such mindfulness exercises often make you aware of where gender dynamics are at work that you didn't even notice before. It is important to maintain a non-judgmental, gentle attitude - i.e. observing, not immediately judging. This corresponds to "tender" perception: You notice facts and feelings without reproaching yourself or others. Over time, this attentive awareness becomes a habit and flows naturally into behavior.


5 Continuous reflection and feedback: Personal learning does not stop after a workshop or semester. Therefore, learners should learn to continuously seek and reflect on feedback. For example, you can ask a trusted colleague to observe you in class or in group leadership and give feedback on whether you are including all genders fairly. Or you can introduce an open feedback ritual: At the end of a seminar or community meeting, everyone can give anonymous feedback on whether they felt heard and respected. In this way, you find out where you stand and can continue to work on yourself in a targeted manner. Self-evaluation is also part of this: Always pause and ask yourself, where am I on my path to a gender-equitable attitude? Where do I have blind spots? What am I already doing better than before? This ongoing reflection keeps up motivation and constantly deepens learning progress.


These personal learning paths turn abstract concepts into lived experiences. The skills grow organically: you experience the importance of gender equality and gradually internalize the new ways of thinking and behaving. Everyone finds their own approach - one person perhaps more through theoretical reading and writing, the other through conversation and action. The decisive factor here is that learning always goes hand in hand with personal involvement. In this way, the change in attitudes and perceptions becomes sustainable.


Methods and approaches for teaching


From an educational perspective, the question arises: What is the best way to teach these contents and skills? Which methods, approaches and content are particularly suitable for achieving these goals? For teachers (e.g. lecturers in theological training or trainers in the community), there is a wealth of possibilities for designing lessons in a practical and skills-oriented way. Here are some tried and tested approaches:




	
Knowledge transfer with practical relevance: The first step is often to impart basic knowledge - for example about gender theories, studies on gender roles or the legal foundations of equality. However, this should be done in a practical way. Instead of just lecturing abstract theory, short inputs can be given and immediately linked to examples that affect the everyday lives of the learners. For example, a lecturer could briefly explain the concept of doing gender and then ask: "Where do you observe gender being 'done' in everyday (school) life?" The students could give examples in plenary (for example: "At our school, almost only girls choose religion, the boys choose ethics" or "At our school, the pastor always holds women's circles, not the female pastor"). This makes it clear that theory directly helps to understand reality. Good practice examples from churches and schools, where gender equality is already well practiced, are also motivating: short case studies can be presented (e.g. a congregation that has introduced equal leadership structures or a religion class that has carried out a project on diversity). These stories show that change is possible and provide concrete inspiration.


	
Didactic exercises and case work: Case studies and exercises in which the participants actively work on something are suitable for promoting analytical skills. For example, you can give real or fictitious scenarios from parish life or lessons: A girl wants to become an altar server, but some on the church council are against it. Or: In a religion lesson, the boys dominate the discussion while the girls remain silent. The learners' task is then to analyze these cases in groups: What is happening here in terms of gender and power? What factors play a role? How could the situation be changed? Such case-based analyses train systemic thinking and make power relations visible in concrete terms.





The groups can present their results and solutions are discussed together - this is a way of practising developing strategies for action at the same time. Role-playing is another method: a case is acted out and the participants can try out alternative courses of events (e.g. someone tries out in the role-play what it would be like as a teacher to specifically encourage the quiet girls to come forward). The experience of role-playing often leads to deeper insights than talking alone.


Biography work and empathic exercises: As described above, looking at one's own biography is a powerful learning tool. This can be methodically integrated into teaching, for example through writing or storytelling exercises. One method is the biographical writing exercise: participants write down a short personal experience that has to do with gender (in)justice. Afterwards, some stories are read aloud (on a voluntary basis) or shared in small groups. This exercise not only encourages self-reflection, but also enables listeners to empathically put themselves in the perspective of others - precisely the "tender perception" that is to be practiced. Another empathy-oriented method is the so-called perspective-taking dialog: Two people sit down together, person A describes a situation in which they felt unfairly treated because of their gender; person B just listens and then summarizes what they heard from A's first-person perspective ("I'm frustrated because..."). Then the roles change. This exercise teaches active listening and puts the participants directly into the other person's emotional world. Such methods create involvement in a positive sense: they open eyes and hearts in a way that facts and figures alone can hardly achieve.




	
Intersectional approaches: When planning the content, it should be taken into account that gender is always intertwined with other dimensions of diversity (intersectionality). We therefore recommend content that goes beyond the pure focus on gender and, for example, highlights the connection between gender and origin, skin color, social situation or age.





This can be put into practice by varying case studies (e.g. the experience of a migrant woman in the church, then that of a man with a disability) or by inviting guest speakers with different backgrounds. In this way, participants learn not to view gender justice in isolation, but in the wider context of diversity and power relations. This encourages even more systemic thinking and avoids simplistic solutions.




	
Language and material analysis: A very practical approach, especially for trainee teachers, is to analyze language and materials for gender bias. You can look through textbooks, worksheets, liturgy texts or songbooks together: How often do female vs. male characters appear? In which roles are they portrayed? Which pronouns and images of God are used? Students can learn to develop criteria for evaluating such materials.





This trains the eye immensely. You can also work on language: Exercises in which texts are deliberately rephrased in a gender-appropriate way (e.g. changing masculine forms to inclusive language, or saying both God mother and God father in sermons) sensitize learners to how language depicts and influences reality. These methods combine analytical and creative action: learners critically identify the androcentric constrictions in materials, but at the same time develop alternatives - which is a very constructive, transformative exercise.




	
Exchange with practice mentors: In addition to traditional seminar methods, contact with role models is helpful. This can mean inviting experienced teachers or clergy who are already considered gender-competent. In discussions or interviews, these practical mentors can share how they themselves have learned to deal with gender issues, what challenges they have faced and still face, and what tips they have. This is inspiring for students and grounds what they have learned in real life stories. Such encounters are often highly motivating: you see someone who has already gone part of the way and realize that it is possible to contribute to more justice.





These and other methods should always be used in a varied mix of methods. Variety keeps motivation high and appeals to different types of learners - sometimes more cognitive-analytical, sometimes experiential, sometimes creative-expressive. The attitude of the teacher is crucial: They should create an atmosphere that is conducive to learning, in which everyone feels taken seriously and dares to address even sensitive topics.


This includes teachers reflecting on their own position and being open to feedback, as they too are constantly learning in this process.


If all this succeeds, the skills mentioned can be taught with joy and depth.


New perspectives and transformation of learners


So what does all this effort mean for the learners themselves? Ideally, they undergo a transformation - a noticeable change in their perspective, attitude and perhaps even their future path as a teacher or clergy member. This transformation manifests itself on several levels:




	
Changed consciousness: First of all, the view opens up. After such training, graduates see their everyday lives with new eyes. Where previously many things seemed self-evident ("That's just the way it is"), they now recognize mechanisms and injustices. For example, they notice when women are underrepresented in a discussion, or they feel uncomfortable more quickly when someone makes a sexist joke - because their perception is now sharpened. This awareness is irreversible: once recognized, reality remains permanently in a different light. Many report that after such a learning experience, they see points of contact everywhere to ensure more fairness - whether in the church, at university or in their private lives.


	
Empathy and an appreciative attitude: Through intensive exchange and reflection, learners develop a deeper empathy for other perspectives. They are better able to put themselves in the shoes of people who may previously have been marginalized. For example, after this learning process, a prospective pastor will listen much more sensitively to the concerns of women in his congregation and promote their gifts. Or a female religious education teacher will courageously stand up for equal treatment of male and female colleagues. The overall attitude becomes more inclusive and appreciative: diversity is no longer seen as a threat, but as an enrichment.


	
Confident handling of power: An important transformational characteristic is that future teachers/clergy deal with power more consciously. After all, they have learned to analyze power structures and become aware of their own role within them. As a result, they want to distribute power more fairly in their day-today work. A pastor who has acquired this competence will, for example, take care to involve lay people of both genders appropriately in decisions instead of making authoritarian decisions alone. A teacher will try to establish a culture in her class in which not only the loudest boys have the say, but everyone is heard. These people also recognize more quickly when they themselves are perhaps unconsciously acting in a privileged manner and can take countermeasures. Overall, a gender-sensitive understanding of power emerges in everyday actions: power is used responsibly and to empower others instead of cementing old hierarchies.


	
Enhanced capacity to act: Probably the best result is that the learners feel more capable of acting when it comes to gender equality. Where previously they may have been at a loss or inhibited ("I see a problem, but what can I do about it?"), they now have tools and experience at their fingertips. The graduates have practiced strategies on how to intervene - be it through a clarifying conversation, through methodical tricks in the classroom or through structural initiatives. They know where they can start to make a difference. This feeling of self-efficacy is extremely important: it motivates them not to accept the status quo, but to take action. And even if there is resistance (which there will be, because change is also met with resistance), they have a network and the knowledge to keep going. In this way, their own actions can contribute to reducing inequalities step by step - in line with the original objective.


	
Role model and multiplier effect: Ultimately, such transformed people become multipliers themselves. They act as role models in their environment and pass on the attitude. Theology students who acquire these skills today are the pastors, religious education teachers or academics of tomorrow who will keep the topic of gender equality present in their congregations, schools and institutions. Their new perspective radiates to others: Colleagues may sense that someone here is acting with particular mindfulness and fairness and be inspired by it. The next generation of students also benefits when their teacher teaches in a gender-sensitive way - often without explicitly stating it, simply by example. In this way, the transformation of individual learners sets in motion a cultural change that extends beyond the individual seminar or lesson.





In summary, learners experience a shift from purely rational understanding to holistic comprehension and action. Knowledge has become wisdom: the ability to stand up for gender equality and a fair approach to power in real life. In the process, they have learned to perceive with empathy and think critically - a combination that enables them to find creative solutions and build bridges. Andrea Lehner-Hartmann's concept of empathic perception and deconstructive processing of gender roles is now reflected in their attitude: they perceive inequalities consciously and with compassion and actively shape change by breaking down rigid categories.


At the end, learners often have a sense of calling on this topic: many recognize that gender justice is not an "additional topic", but is part of the core of their professional self-image - whether as teachers, pastors or theologians. They now see more clearly that just power structures and equality are fundamental prerequisites for credible educational work and church work. With this new perspective, they can go into their practice full of hope: ready to take small and large steps to make their environment a little more just and humane.


The topic of "Women in leadership" is best explored in a research-based learning process. Different learning paths - asking questions, working on texts, discussing and getting creative - help to orientate oneself step by step. One possible starting point is the reality of the learners' lives: What roles do women and men play in their community? Many will notice that although women do an enormous amount, for example in the parish council, in Caritas and in everyday parish life, priests and bishops have so far always been men. From this observation, one can formulate questions: Why is this so? Is it only to do with tradition, or is it also the will of Jesus?" Such questions open the door to further research. The learners can then search for biblical clues: They read biblical passages together in which women appear in Jesus' environment and in the early church. For example, you could look at the Easter stories in which Jesus first appears to the women and instructs them to pass on the message.


The students could ask themselves: If Jesus entrusts women with this central task - what does this mean for their reputation and possible ministries? Paul's words such as Galatians 3:28 - "there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ" - also stimulate discussion: Is it therefore theologically tenable to exclude women from being priests, even though all the baptized have "put on" Christ?


In addition to Bible study, the study of ecclesiastical sources can teach a lot: Learners could analyze an excerpt from Pope John Paul II's doctrinal letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis (1994). In it, the Pope solemnly declared that the Church has "no authority whatsoever to ordain women to the priesthood" and that all the faithful must hold this decision "definitively".


In class, you could summarize this text in your own words and question it critically: Why does the Pope see no authority? What reasons are given? (For example, the example of the twelve male apostles or the idea that a priest must represent Christ as a man). The question can then be asked: Are these reasons still convincing today? Group work in which pro and contra arguments are collected is a good idea here. For contrast, learners can also take a look at other Christian churches: Many Protestant, Anglican and Old Catholic communities admitted women to the ministry in the 20th century.


What motivated these churches to do this and what experiences have they had with it? A comparison sharpens the understanding that the question of women in ministry has been answered differently within Christianity - and that change is possible.


Didactic impulses: How to teach it


The challenge for teachers is to teach this topic in a knowledgeable, sensitive and open manner. The aim is to create a space in which tradition and criticism can coexist. A tried and tested didactic approach is discussion in a protected setting: For example, a moderated class discussion or a debate in which different points of view are taken. Here, the teacher can assign roles - e.g. one group speaks as an "advocate of tradition" (with arguments from the church), the other as an "advocate of change or the current state of society" (with reform-oriented arguments). Through the role play, students learn to empathize with different perspectives and to argue objectively. It is important that the teacher provides well-founded material beforehand: Original quotes from the Bible, magisterial texts, but also voices from the current church debate. For example, a quote from the Chairman of the German Bishops' Conference, Bishop Georg Bätzing, could be used as an impulse: "For me, the question [of the ordination of women] is not closed, but is an open question in the Church and must be treated as such.


Such a recent statement by a bishop shows learners that different opinions exist even in church leadership - this encourages them to ask their own questions. The results of the Synodal Path in Germany could also be used: In 2022, over 80% of the bishops present there agreed to a resolution asking the Vatican to review the ban on the ordination of women - in other words, to accept women as popes too: This text states that the doctrine of Ordinatio Sacerdotalis is no longer widely understood or accepted by the people of God, and calls for clarification as to whether this doctrine can be changed to allow women to participate appropriately in preaching and sacramental mission.


Reading such documents in class gives learners a sense of how concerns are dealt with within the church and how change processes can be initiated. - In addition to discussion and text work, creative methods can also be used: The students could formulate their thoughts in a letter to the Pope or let the apostle Junia have her say in a fictitious interview in order to link historical and contemporary voices in a dialogical way. Multimedia material such as short video statements (e.g. a nun describing her views) can bring the topic to life. All these methods aim to appeal equally to the head, heart and hand: Factual knowledge, empathy and personal reflection go hand in hand.


Let us imagine such a scene: An elderly woman with white hair stands at the altar, wearing an alb and stole and raises her hands in blessing. What (still) seems unthinkable in the Roman Catholic Church today could be a reality in the future. Modern perspectives and thinking ahead: this is exactly what this learning process is about - opening up new ways of thinking in the light of the Gospel, without disrespectful breaks with tradition. How could the church's understanding of ministry be further developed so that women and men can contribute their gifts equally? First of all, it helps to take a sober look at the present: the official teaching of the Church excludes women from ordained ministries, which the Vatican regards as definitive.


Attempts to ordain women as priests do entail sanctions - they are considered invalid and lead to excommunication. This attitude is based on the tradition of Jesus and the apostles as well as on a certain symbolic language of the sacraments: a priest acts in the Eucharist "in persona Christi" - in the person of Christ - and many in the magisterium still believe that only a man can do this vicariously.


But this is precisely where modern theological considerations come in: Is Christ really reducible to his male gender? Or does the priest not rather represent Christ in his humanity and his ministry, which in principle could also be embodied by a woman? After all, Jesus was a man, but his redemptive message and devotion apply to all people - his humanity connects him to men and women alike. Paul emphasizes that all the baptized have "put on Christ" and thus become sons and daughters of God.


In the early baptismal tradition, the following was true: "There is no male and female, you are all one in Christ Jesus."


So if baptism unites women and men in Christ without distinction, why should a baptized woman not be allowed to represent Christ? This question goes to the heart of the understanding of ministry. Many theologians today argue that excluding women from the ordained ministry contradicts the inclusive spirit of the Gospel. They point to Jesus' treatment of women: He broke through cultural barriers, spoke to women (such as the Samaritan woman at the well) as equals, and entrusted women like Mary Magdalene with key messages.


The message of Jesus - love, justice, salvation for all - knows no personal barriers, according to the conviction. If the church keeps women away from office and authority because of their gender, it sends out a contradictory message: Outwardly, it proclaims the equal worthiness of all people, but internally it practices unequal treatment. More and more people within the church are recognizing this as a problem. At the beginning of the 1960s, Pope John XXIII saw the issue of women as a "sign of the times" and expressly recognized the right of women to enter the priesthood.


Unfortunately, his successors were less responsive to this, but the statement remains remarkable: a pope justified the equal rights of women, including in relation to church offices, with the dignity of the person and their freedom of vocation.


Today, over half a century later, these words are more relevant than ever. The tension between tradition and equality gives rise to the demand for the objective further development of teaching. This means not arbitrarily breaking with the past, but thinking ahead in the sense of organic development. The church has changed again and again over the centuries - not in its core beliefs, but in disciplinary issues and in the understanding of certain ministries. One example that is often mentioned is the diaconate of women: in the early church there were deacons, which shows that at least the lower ordained ministry was not historically reserved exclusively for men. Pope Francis has set up a commission to examine the possibility of a female diaconate - a sign that there is movement on the issue even at the highest level. But many are going even further and are calling for all ordained ministries to be opened up. Their arguments: The signs of the times - e.g. the changing understanding of gender justice - must be taken seriously, and the credibility of the church is at stake.


How can the church convincingly proclaim the dignity and equality of all people if women are systematically excluded from leadership roles within its own structures? Pastoral benefits could also be expected: wherever women are already parish leaders, pastoral workers or theologians, they enrich pastoral care. Why not also give them the sacramental authority to celebrate the Eucharist, forgive sins or become popes?


Figure 2: Competencies-Methods-Matrix:


[image: ]


The graphic above shows (as a sample) a competence matrix that visualizes the relationship between central didactic methods (upper side) and selected competences and objectives (left side) in a clear structure. Each cell of the matrix indicates whether and how effectively a particular didactic method contributes to the promotion of the respective competence. The black fields mark the recommended methods for particularly effective teaching of this competence, while the gray fields indicate which methods can be used as a supplement or support. This provides teachers with a flexible basis for developing and adapting their individual working methods.


Professional competence: The aim is to impart solid and comprehensive specialist knowledge, to understand content in a differentiated way and to place it in new contexts and reflect on it critically.


Self-reflection: This is about increasing awareness of one's own values, actions and attitudes, critically and constructively questioning one's own behavior and deriving potential for development from this.


Perspective-taking: This competence means being able to empathize with other points of view and develop an understanding of different realities and opinions.


Communication skills: This includes the ability to communicate clearly, respectfully and comprehensibly, to listen actively and to give and accept constructive feedback.


Ethical judgment: The focus here is on developing the ability to make moral judgments in order to be able to make responsible ethical decisions and defend them in a reflective manner.


And so on as described in the text. And for the didactic methods:


Frontal teaching: Particularly suitable for teaching specialist skills (black field). It enables clear and structured knowledge transfer. It can also support communication skills (gray area) by setting an example of communication.


Project work: Intensively promotes professional competence, perspective-taking and communication skills (black fields), as learners have to acquire knowledge independently, cooperate and interact. Self-reflection and the ability to make ethical judgments can also be developed here (gray fields).


Role plays: Particularly suitable for perspective-taking and communication skills (black boxes). Learners slip into different roles, train empathy and conflict resolution. Ethical judgment and self-reflection also benefit (grey fields), as situations are reflected upon in these roles.


Biography work: Aims strongly at self-reflection and perspective-taking (black fields). Individual experiences are reflected upon, which promotes empathic skills and self-awareness. This method also supports ethical judgment (grey field).


Group work: Ideal for promoting perspective-taking and communication skills (black fields). Professional competence, self-reflection and ethical judgment are additionally developed in exchange with other learners (grey fields).


Meditation/silence exercises: Used specifically for self-reflection and ethical judgment (black fields). Silence and conscious self-awareness deepen reflection on personal and ethical decisions. Can be used to support perspective-taking (gray field).


Creative methods: Very good for promoting self-reflection and perspective-taking (black fields). Creativity opens up access to inner attitudes and changes of perspective. Communication skills can also be strengthened (gray field), as creativity often involves expression and dialogue.


And other didactic methods as described.


Using the matrix in practice: The skills matrix serves as a guide for teachers to select specific and reflective didactic methods. It shows at a glance which methods are particularly effective (black fields) and which can be used to supplement certain skills (gray fields). This makes it possible to design individual, flexible and targeted teaching units and adapt them to different learning situations and objectives. Each teacher can thus develop a personal way of working based on their pedagogical preferences and strengths and specifically promote skills in learners.


Such a skills-methods matrix can also be developed for all other exercise chapters.


The other arguments - such as the fear that this could jeopardize the unity of the universal church or is theologically inadmissible - must of course be taken seriously and discussed. Real systemic thinking is evident here: the learners see that a change in one area (women as priests) would have an impact on many other areas - from the church constitution to the liturgy.


They learn to relate all aspects to each other. For example, the office of pope is also linked to the priesthood: as long as only men become priests, the office of pope is automatically reserved for men. If the priesthood were opened up, it would even be conceivable in the long term for a woman to head the Catholic Church. That sounds visionary today, but it raises the fundamental question: What needs to change for the church to remain faithful to the message of Jesus? Some answers focus on power structures: critics believe that the real reason for the exclusion of women lies in the unequal distribution of power - men are not prepared to share decision-making power with women.


This analysis calls for reflection by the old white men, because it holds up a mirror to the church: Is it really Jesus' will - who after all gave his disciples orders to serve - that only men "exercise power" in his name? A reversal on the question of ministry would therefore also mean a new understanding of power: Ministry as a service entrusted to women and men together.


Other answers emphasize the theological development: one must understand more deeply what constitutes a sacramental ministry. When a woman celebrates the Eucharist, she commemorates the male Jesus, just like any priest - but at the same time she represents the human nature of Christ, in which both genders are included. The Church could learn to take a richer approach to symbolism: God is, after all, neither male nor female, but the creative origin of all. In Christ, God comes into the world as a man, but he encountered men and women and worked through people of both sexes. A woman at the altar could therefore also be an "iconic" sign of Christ - perhaps performed differently, but no less valid.


The further development of the understanding of ministry in terms of gender justice requires courageous decisions. Although the prohibition of women's ordination is still being discussed in purely legal terms, even church law can be changed if it serves the good of the church - "what the church has established, it can also change and abolish", Pope Pius XII once made clear.


It is important to many that such a change is made in unity with the universal church: A future council or a papal decision in agreement with the bishops worldwide that opens up access to the ordained ministry to women would be possible, for example. Until then, there are intermediate steps: more women in leadership positions (for example in the Curia, where Pope Francis has already appointed women as department heads), the upgrading of non-ordained ministries and a stronger say for women at all levels. All of this signals: The church is learning to think more diversely. Ultimately, however, many believers emphasize that we must not lose sight of the vision that men and women can preside over the church together in the persona of Christ. After all, if the church - the body of Christ - is made up of men and women, why should the head of the body (Christ represented by the priest) only be male? Learners can and should ask themselves this question. In doing so, they learn to question critically without abandoning the roots of faith. It is a balancing act of habit and willingness to reform, which Jesus also trusted his disciples to do: he says that the Spirit will "guide them into all the truth" (John 16:13) - truth is therefore a path, not a closed fortress.


There are no ready answers yet, but there are broader horizons. Students - as well as self-taught learners - should be encouraged to accompany their church with both love and questioning. Traditions may be examined reflectively as long as this is done in an attitude of mutual dialog and the search for truth. The learning impulse "Learning to think women in ministry" shows: Those who think systemically see the web of the Bible, history, doctrine and present-day experience as a whole. This can lead to a constructive dialog: between old and young, between the magisterium and theology, between men and women in the church. In the light of the Gospel - which applies to all people - new ways of thinking open up. Perhaps the learners will realize that the question of women in ministry ultimately leads back to something very central: to the message of Jesus, who came that all may have life to the full (John 10:10) - free from oppression, full of dignity and called to serve one another, whether man or woman: regardless of gender. May this vision guide your and our further thoughts and actions.


This is because developing the ability to grasp gender equality and power structures in an analytical and transformative way is a holistic learning process. It includes cognitive insights, personal reflection and practical exercise. For those interested in theology, students, religious education teachers and prospective clergy, this learning path is challenging but immensely enriching. The specific teaching objectives - from the perception of inequality to the implementation of change strategies - can be achieved with suitable methods: through reflection on one's own biography, dialogical learning, practical exercises and creative didactic approaches. A learning environment in which attention, empathy and critical thinking can grow is crucial. If this is successful, learners experience a profound transformation. They acquire the skills to stand up for justice and liberation in their environment and a new perspective that is characterized by mindfulness and the courage to change. This enables them to act in the spirit of gender-equitable and gender-independent education and community - a benefit for them personally and for all the people with whom they will work and live in the future.
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