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Abstract 

This article explores the theoretical and legal foundations of Religious Education in Brazil, considering its 

contemporary configuration based on the principles of secularity, plurality, and inclusion. The study is 

justified by persistent challenges related to teacher education, curriculum definition, and the overcoming 

of confessional practices in public schools. The objective is to critically reflect on the role of Religious 

Education in fostering ethical, civic, and critical student development. A qualitative approach is adopted, 

grounded in the methodology proposed by Lakatos and Marconi (2017), through a bibliographic review 

and analysis of normative documents such as the LDB, BNCC, and PCNER. The results indicate that 

despite legal advances, significant gaps remain in the implementation of the subject, particularly 
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regarding curricular coherence and professional qualification. It is concluded that strengthening Religious 

Education requires effective public policies, continuous teacher training, and a pedagogical approach 

committed to human rights and religious diversity. 

Keywords: Religious Education, Education, Secularity, Religious diversity, Teacher education. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The National Common Core Curriculum (2017) constitutes a fundamental normative document of 

Brazilian educational policy, as it defines the essential learning outcomes of Basic Education and guides 

the construction of an education grounded in equity and respect for sociocultural diversity. In this context, 

Religious Education is recognized as a curricular component that must be offered in a secular, plural, and 

inclusive manner, promoting knowledge of different religious and non-religious traditions, as well as 

interreligious dialogue. As established by the BNCC, this field of knowledge contributes to the ethical, 

civic, and critical formation of students, strengthening democratic values and respectful coexistence in the 

school environment. 

Moreover, the contemporary conception of Religious Education departs from confessional 

practices and assumes the religious phenomenon as an object of historical, cultural, and social study. Such 

a perspective requires specific teacher training in the field of Religious Studies and the development of 

pedagogical practices that foster listening, respect for differences, and the appreciation of students’ 

spiritual diversity. By treating religious knowledge as a cultural production of humanity, the subject 

contributes to the consolidation of human rights, the secularity of the State, and the plurality of ideas in 

the educational space. 

In this regard, secularity constitutes a structuring principle of Religious Education in public 

schools, as discussed by Knoblauch and Valente (2022), who highlight the challenges of ensuring 

informative and critical instruction without favoring specific beliefs. In contexts marked by cultural 

diversity and ideological disputes, Religious Education presents itself as a sensitive field that requires 
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constant theoretical and pedagogical reflection, especially with regard to promoting dialogue, mutual 

respect, and democratic coexistence. 

Furthermore, when properly structured and conducted by qualified professionals, Religious 

Education can become a privileged space for the development of alterity and civic awareness. By 

addressing themes such as identity, belonging, values, and spirituality, it stimulates students’ critical 

reflection on themselves and on others, fostering relationships based on respect and solidarity. Thus, the 

classroom is transformed into a learning environment in which the religious phenomenon is understood as 

a constitutive dimension of human experience, without a doctrinal character, in accordance with the 

principles of a democratic state governed by the rule of law. 

For Knoblauch and Valente (2022), the principle of secularity, which separates State and religion 

in many educational systems, raises questions about how religious education can be neutral and 

informative without favoring any specific religion. This is a complex, sensitive issue and remains in a 

constant process of construction and evolution, especially in contexts marked by cultural diversity, 

ideological conflicts, and the need to promote an education focused on mutual respect, dialogue, and 

democratic coexistence in schools. 

According to Silva and Rosseto (2022), Religious Education in public schools goes beyond 

established content; it opens up dialogical possibilities and forms of knowledge by addressing the diverse 

religiosities present in students’ daily lives. In this way, empathy, mutual respect, appreciation of cultural 

diversity, and the development of critical civic awareness are promoted. It also contributes to the 

construction of a more just, inclusive, and democratic society by fostering understanding among different 

beliefs and worldviews. 

Finally, the objective of this article is to explore the theoretical and legal foundations of Religious 

Education in Brazil, highlighting its historical evolution, current challenges, and future perspectives. It 

also seeks to understand how this curricular component can contribute to the ethical, civic, and critical 
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formation of students, promoting respect for religious and cultural diversity within the school 

environment.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The research adopts the methodology proposed by Lakatos and Marconi (2017), characterized by 

a qualitative and exploratory approach. A comprehensive bibliographic review was conducted, including 

official documents and recent academic articles, with the aim of understanding the multiple facets of 

Religious Education in Brazil. 

Furthermore, the investigation sought to identify theoretical and practical contributions that may 

support the implementation of Religious Education aligned with the principles of secularity, inclusion, 

and respect for diversity. To this end, curricular guidelines and research developed in recent years were 

analyzed, with emphasis on contemporary debates concerning the role of religious education in promoting 

interreligious dialogue. The choice of this approach allowed for a deeper understanding of the challenges 

faced by educators and the possibilities for constructing a critical, ethical, and plural pedagogical practice. 

 

THE HISTORICAL EVOLUTION AND LEGAL MILESTONES OF RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 

IN BRAZIL 

The presence of Religious Education in Brazil dates back to the colonial period, marked by the 

activity of the Society of Jesus beginning in 1549, with the arrival of missionaries led by Manuel da 

Nóbrega. The Jesuits assumed a central role in the organization of formal education, founding schools 

that became a reference in the public and free education of the period. Although initially directed toward 

Indigenous catechesis, these institutions progressively came to serve the interests of the colonial elite, 

consolidating an educational model strongly linked to Catholic doctrine and to the cultural domination 

projects of the Portuguese Crown. 
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This educational model remained in force until the mid-eighteenth century, when, in 1759, the 

expulsion of the Jesuits from Portuguese territories, ordered by the Marquis of Pombal, brought about a 

restructuring of public education. As a result, education came to be administered by other sectors of the 

Catholic Church, while nevertheless maintaining its confessional character and the centrality of religion 

in school formation. This period reveals the close relationship among State, Church, and education, a 

characteristic that would influence later configurations of Religious Education in the country. 

With the promulgation of the 1824 Constitution, the first Brazilian constitutional charter, 

Catholicism was officially consolidated as the religion of the Empire, reinforcing its presence in 

institutional spaces, including education. Religious Education, in this context, assumed a mandatory and 

confessional character, reflecting the conception of unity between State and religion. Only with the 

Proclamation of the Republic in 1889 and the issuance of Decree No. 119-A of 1890 did the process of 

separation between Church and State begin, ensuring freedom of worship and establishing the 

foundations for the secularity of public education. 

Moreover, the 1891 Constitution deepened this movement by declaring public education secular 

and guaranteeing the free exercise of religion, marking a significant turning point in the history of 

Religious Education in Brazil. However, throughout the twentieth century, the subject returned to the 

school curriculum under different legal formats, such as the decrees of the Vargas Era and subsequent 

Constitutions, always under tension between the secularity of the State and social demands for its 

permanence in the educational system. These historical milestones demonstrate that Religious Education 

in Brazil constitutes a field marked by political, cultural, and pedagogical disputes, whose understanding 

is fundamental for the analysis of its contemporary challenges. 

In 1931, during the government of Getúlio Vargas, religious education was officially reintroduced 

into Brazilian public schools by decree, assuming an optional character and becoming part of the school 

timetable. This measure represented an important milestone in the debate on the relationship between 

State and religion in the educational field, rekindling discussions about the secularity of public education. 
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Thus, this period marked an intensification of reflections on the limits and possibilities of Religious 

Education in a constitutionally secular State. 

Consequently, the Constitution of 16 July 1934 reintroduced religious education in public schools 

as an optional subject, evidencing a partial retreat from the previous secular model. This provision was 

maintained in the Constitution of 10 November 1937, during the Estado Novo, reinforcing the symbolic 

presence of religion in the school space. Although optional, religious education became part of the regular 

timetable of public institutions. These provisions demonstrate the historical oscillation of the Brazilian 

State between formal secularity and confessional accommodations. In addition, the period reveals the 

instrumentalization of education as a mechanism of social and cultural control. 

At the outset, the Constitution of 18 September 1946 reaffirmed optional religious education in 

public schools, preserving freedom of conscience and belief. On 20 December 1961, the first Law of 

Guidelines and Bases of National Education (Law No. 4.024/1961) was promulgated, maintaining this 

provision and assigning educational systems the organization of its offering. Religious education came to 

be understood as an optional component, without cost to the State, since this period consolidated 

educational regulation in dialogue with democratic principles and individual rights, given that the 

legislation reflects an unstable balance between religious plurality and historical tradition. 

Later, on 11 August 1971, Law No. 5.692 reformed primary and secondary education, reaffirming 

religious education as an optional subject in official establishments. The legislation inserted this provision 

in an authoritarian context in which education assumed a central role in moral and civic formation. The 

legal provision reinforced the normative presence of religion in the curriculum, albeit under the aegis of 

optionality. One observes the coexistence of State control and religious references in educational policy. 

This milestone highlights continuities and ruptures in the relationship between education and religion. 

Furthermore, the Federal Constitution of 5 October 1988 reaffirmed the secular State and ensured 

religious freedom, maintaining optional religious education in elementary education. On 20 December 

1996, Law No. 9.394 (LDB) regulated this offering, assigning educational systems the definition of 
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content and prohibiting proselytism. Subsequently, Law No. 13.796 of 3 January 2019 amended the LDB 

to guarantee the right to absence for reasons of religious observance, with the possibility of making up 

activities. This normative advance strengthens the protection of religious diversity in the school 

environment. The historical trajectory reveals a construction marked by disputes, advances, and 

reinterpretations of the principle of secularity. 

The implementation of Religious Education in Brazilian public schools presents obstacles 

involving both theoretical and practical aspects. One of the main challenges is the clear definition of the 

subject’s object of study, since, unlike confessional instruction, the Religious Education provided for by 

Brazilian legislation must adopt a secular and plural approach aimed at knowledge of the various religious 

traditions, without the intention of converting students or privileging any belief. According to Machado 

(2025), religious education must adopt a non-confessional approach, since the State, from the outset, has 

not managed to implement a National Common Curricular Guideline for this subject. 

 

CHALLENGES AND PERSPECTIVES OF RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CONTEMPORARY 

TIMES 

Religious Education in contemporary times faces structural challenges that express historical 

tensions among the principle of State secularity, the cultural and religious diversity of Brazilian society, 

and educational practices still strongly marked by confessional legacies. Although the legal frameworks 

ensure its optional and non-confessional offering, the implementation of this curricular component occurs 

unevenly across school systems, varying according to regional contexts, political conceptions, and 

normative interpretations. This heterogeneity compromises the formative potential of the subject and 

highlights the need for critical reflection on its epistemological, pedagogical, and ethical foundations. 

Moreover, the absence of guidelines that are widely understood and operationalized contributes to 

mistaken interpretations regarding the educational objectives of Religious Education. 
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Historically, Religious Education was associated with confessional and catechetical models, 

especially during the colonial and imperial periods, which still reverberate in contemporary pedagogical 

practices. Even after the consolidation of the secular State, traces of approaches centered on hegemonic 

religious traditions remain, often legitimized by local customs or by sociocultural pressures. These 

practices strain the principle of religious neutrality in public schools and challenge the construction of a 

truly plural and inclusive education. In this sense, it becomes essential to understand Religious Education 

as a field of knowledge, guided by the critical analysis of the religious phenomenon, rather than as a 

space for indoctrination or proselytism. 

One of the most relevant challenges concerns the training of teachers who work in Religious 

Education within public school systems. In many contexts, the teachers responsible for the subject do not 

possess specific training in the field of Religious Studies, which makes it difficult to approach the various 

religious traditions and philosophies of life in a systematic, critical, and contextualized manner. This 

reality favors pedagogical practices based on personal experiences, individual beliefs, or confessional 

references, compromising the secular and educational character of the subject. As a consequence, 

Religious Education runs the risk of distancing itself from its formative and social objectives. 

The late regulation of the licentiate degree in Religious Education, instituted only in the 1990s 

through Law No. 9.475/1997, reveals a historical delay in the professionalization of the area. To fill this 

gap, extension and specialization courses began to be offered as emergency alternatives to initial training. 

Such initiatives contributed to minimizing the deficiency in training, although they still prove insufficient 

in light of the existing demand in school systems. Since the absence of consistent continuing education 

programs aggravates this scenario, it limits teachers’ professional development and weakens the 

pedagogical quality of Religious Education. 

Another significant challenge concerns the production, selection, and use of teaching materials. 

When guided by confessional perspectives, these materials tend to reinforce symbolic exclusions, 

stigmatization, and practices of religious intolerance, contrary to the constitutional principles of secularity 
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and respect for cultural diversity. Furthermore, materials that privilege only one religious worldview end 

up rendering other beliefs, spiritualities, and philosophical conceptions invisible, negatively affecting 

students belonging to religious minorities or those who profess no religion. 

In line with this, Silveira (2010) states that intolerance of any kind toward the Other, different 

from us, generates discrimination, prejudice, conflict, violence, and even war. Thus, constant updating in 

Religious Education makes it possible to keep pace with social and cultural transformations, maintaining 

its relevance and coherence with the challenges of the twenty-first century. 

The strengthening of interreligious dialogue in schools also stands as one of the main perspectives 

for the future of Religious Education. Such dialogue does not mean relativizing differences, but rather 

recognizing and respecting them, promoting listening, empathy, and mutual understanding. The school 

can become a privileged space for this exercise in democratic coexistence, contributing to the formation 

of conscious, critical citizens committed to the values of social justice, peace, and equity. In this context, 

Silva (2024) states: 

Religious Education, by addressing issues related to spirituality and ethical values, has a unique 

potential to foster inclusion and respect for differences. However, its effectiveness depends directly on 

teacher training, which must prepare teachers to deal with the specificities of students and promote 

inclusive pedagogical practices (Silva, 2024, p. 3). 

Moreover, the development of teaching materials requires the participation of qualified specialists 

in the fields of Education and Religious Studies, capable of ensuring informative, critical, and 

pedagogically accessible content. In this context, the work of these professionals helps prevent 

proselytizing practices and strengthens a plural school environment grounded in dialogue, respect, and the 

appreciation of diversity. Thus, Religious Education can fulfill its social and educational function, aligned 

with human rights and the promotion of a culture of peace. 

Another critical point in the implementation of Religious Education concerns the absence of a 

clearly defined national coordination for this subject. This gap results in heterogeneous pedagogical 



EDUCATION AND RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 

School, Culture, and Society - 1st Edition - ISBN: 978-65-83849-48-9 

practices among states and municipalities, generating significant disparities in the quality of the education 

offered. Consequently, without a National Common Curricular Guideline that is widely disseminated and 

effectively monitored, many schools end up reproducing confessional models, sometimes sustained by the 

personal convictions of administrators or teachers, in disagreement with the current legal principles. 

In addition, the reconciliation between the constitutional principle of secularity and the offering of 

Religious Education in public schools remains a sensitive issue in the educational field. Although the 

Federal Constitution of 1988 ensures freedom of belief and the separation between State and religion, 

Article 33 of the LDB authorizes the optional offering of the subject in Elementary Education. This 

duality gives rise to recurring debates about the best way to implement Religious Education without 

violating students’ rights, especially in contexts marked by the predominance of a single religious 

tradition. 

Despite the legal advances observed in recent decades, the persistence of confessional practices in 

public schools reveals that religious intolerance still constitutes a concrete challenge. The resistance of 

certain social groups to the proposal of a secular Religious Education compromises fundamental 

democratic principles and directly affects students’ right to freedom of belief. Consequently, such 

resistance perpetuates symbolic inequalities and reinforces processes of exclusion within the school 

space. 

Overcoming this scenario requires the implementation of firm educational policies committed to 

compliance with the law, as well as the incorporation of interreligious dialogue as a central pedagogical 

strategy. Interdisciplinary projects that integrate Religious Education with areas such as History, 

Geography, and Portuguese Language broaden the understanding of religions as historical, cultural, and 

social phenomena. These initiatives favor the development of socioemotional competencies, such as 

empathy, respect, and active listening, which are fundamental for democratic coexistence. 

The participation of families and the school community proves essential for the consolidation of a 

plural and inclusive Religious Education. Much of the resistance stems from a lack of knowledge 
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regarding the pedagogical objectives of the subject, which can be overcome through training actions, 

pedagogical meetings, and spaces for collective dialogue. It is fundamental to understand that Religious 

Education does not replace family or community religious experience, but rather offers analytical tools 

for understanding the multiple religious and philosophical manifestations present in society. 

The future perspectives of Religious Education point to the need to consolidate pedagogical 

practices aligned with the principles of secularity, inclusion, and cultural diversity. This requires 

continuous investment in both initial and continuing teacher training, ensuring theoretical, 

methodological, and ethical mastery of the religious phenomenon. The use of digital technologies also 

emerges as a promising perspective for contemporary Religious Education. Digital platforms, audiovisual 

resources, hybrid methodologies, and virtual learning environments broaden students’ cultural repertoire 

and encourage more dynamic and contextualized approaches. These tools make it possible to present 

different religious traditions in a critical and interactive manner, strengthening interreligious dialogue in 

the school environment. 

Furthermore, the strengthening of academic research in the area constitutes another fundamental 

axis for the advancement of Religious Education. Interdisciplinary investigations contribute to the 

maturation of the field as an area of scientific knowledge, supporting the formulation of more effective 

public policies and the qualification of pedagogical practices. The dialogue among research, teacher 

training, and school practice proves indispensable for the consolidation of the subject. 

Finally, overcoming the challenges involving Religious Education depends on the ethical and 

political commitment of the various actors involved in education, including teachers, administrators, 

universities, public policy makers, families, and students. The consolidation of a plural, secular, and 

inclusive Religious Education requires valuing difference as a pedagogical principle and maintaining a 

permanent openness to dialogue. In this process, the school reaffirms its role as a space of comprehensive, 

democratic, and humanizing formation, contributing to the construction of a society that recognizes 

religious diversity as the cultural and spiritual heritage of humanity, as noted by Nascimento et al. (2021). 
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The analysis of the challenges and perspectives of Religious Education in Brazil highlights the 

complexity of this curricular component in the contemporary educational scenario. When guided by the 

principles of secularity, plurality, and human rights, Religious Education reveals a significant formative 

potential. It contributes to the construction of an ethical, democratic, and inclusive education. Its 

relevance goes beyond religious content and reaches civic formation. 

The challenges identified, such as insufficient teacher training, the lack of inclusive teaching 

materials, and resistance to non-confessional models, demand concrete actions from public authorities. 

Clear educational policies, continuing education, and oversight of pedagogical practices are essential 

measures. Institutional commitment is indispensable to ensure the effectiveness of the legislation. 

It is concluded that Religious Education must be understood as a space for critical reflection, 

dialogue, and the promotion of human rights. When conducted responsibly, it fosters respect for diversity 

and strengthens democratic coexistence. In this way, it contributes to the formation of conscious, ethical 

subjects prepared to act in a plural society. 
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