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This is an important topic for staff involved in CPD to consider. Teachers in general are not sufficiently educated about religion, or trained about the implications of religious dialogue for the school curriculum, pastoral care and parent partnership. Into this comparative information void comes media attention on religious extremism, filling teachers with some nervousness. Open minded dialogue, involving listening to parents and pupils can break down some barriers. There may be ignorance and intolerance to address. If a school aims to be a learning community (a dominant theme of this book) this process should lead to long-term informed interchanges in an atmosphere of deep respect. This is no insignificant agenda for senior management, and not one that should be marginalised within the role of religious education coordinators and teachers (although these undoubtedly have an important role to play). It is a process that should be characterised by respect, empathy and sincerity, with individuals willing to listen to others and attempt understanding even when they disagree.
This book highlights an issue which is growing in importance now that religious extremists are feared. It is aimed at an academic readership concerned with research into religion and religious education in schools and has drawn on research seminars in London and Birmingham. It claims to do more than that:

“This book therefore investigates what schooling is for. Drawing on research from sociological, psychological, religious and policy studies disciplines, it is most of all a book of philosophy” (p.1)

This cuts to the heart of what we mean by true and real, and challenges the very core of educational principles and values. The book argues that schools should be learning organisations, that people learn by talking with each other (dialogue), and that dialogue in school and in society about religion and religions is important to personal, social and global development. It explores how religious education can contribute to this process and surveys mainstream research and professional literature on religious education. It draws heavily on the philosophical work of Martin Buber (a Jew) and John Macmurray (eventually a Quaker), bringing a conscious rejection of the ‘dualist’ split between sacred and secular. To this he adds the personal construct psychology of George Kelly via Phillida Salmon, for example plotting opposites into the ‘Salmon Line’. This emphasises the self in relation, and as meaning-creating. The sub-title ‘imagining the real’ quotes Martin Buber (p.11) in the sense of using the imagination to see relationships and realities. Self transcendence “is an imaginative movement, imagining the real, a reality of the personal and communal” (p.9).  Much later (ch.11) we get a “model of imaginative learning”, which is actually based around music which should have led him to the Sufi Hazrat Inayat Khan originator of today’s Sufi Order International. Life is not that easy. Many things can be imagined, not all real and often delusional. Edmund Husserl’s ‘transcendental phenomenology’ regarded reality not as imagined but as glimpsed through phenomenological reduction, producing eidetic vision where reality, knowledge and vision come together. 
The book sets itself up (chapter 1) as exploring the philosophy of schooling. Drawing on action research, it describes its method as “action philosophy”, that is, practically located and leading to change. Section A (chapters 2-5) cover dialogue, community, society and learning, exploring self, community, schooling and inclusive research (that is, giving voice to all participants). Section B (chapters 6-10) covers religion and education: religious texts; dialogue on religion; inclusion and exclusions; learning, teaching and pedagogy; and citizenship. This explores open and socially relevant religious education. Section C is called “Learning, research and practice” (chapters 11-14) and covers creativity (especially music); vision within policy; homework as a way of involving the community; and finally ethnographic research as ‘sincere’.
The book contains some annoyances and infelicities. First, it looks and feels like a PhD thesis, although it is not. It even looks like an A4 thesis page reduced to A5, consequently with a type size challenging to the eyes. It is a difficult read, cluttered with a mishmash of quotations, and is in need of careful editing, for redundancy, punctuation, missing words and incomplete references (e.g. bottom of pp. 11 and 191). Quite dense, repetitive and dull, it reaffirms the liberal values that many in religious education have been saying for years. I wish the author would avoid superlatives like “remarkable” (p.21), “immensely influential” (p.29) and “enormously important” (p.6) to describe his choice of literary mentors. The book uses Wikipedia regularly (e.g. pp.18-19 strangely about the history of cuckoo clocks!; and p.62); this ought to be resisted in academic writing as wiki contributions are openly generated, very variable in quality, with texts that shift repeatedly. One reference, wiki/Spirituality_studies (p.19) does not exist. Page 28 has an entry in a diagram “syncretic and/or dialogic religious traditions, including some forms of Baha’i”. This is the only example given; the word syncretic is offensive to Bahais, suggesting an eclectic mix of various faiths, dialogic is meaningless in this context, since the Bahai faith draws its inspiration from belief in divine inspiration and not from dialogue; “some forms of” Baha’i is both meaningless and offensive, suggesting there are sects and divisions. 
This book potentially addresses a real need for schools to come to terms with on a general level – that of encouraging open dialogue both in school and with the community, and treating pupils with respect. Education generally have to come to terms with the religious values of pupils and parents, and have the confidence to know how to scaffold learning based on these values. This interest in ethos and school climate is of great interest to CPD. This book is however not the ideal text for this: its style is not accessible; in another book the author disrespectfully calls pupils “buggers”. It is too focused on the world of religious education, which will confine its readership. However, I hope we do not because of these weaknesses lose sight of the central positive message. 
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