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TICK ✓ THE WORDS YOU ARE FAMILIAR WITH:PREPARE YOURSELF:

Should we take interest in 
other religions?

Is our faith a private 
matter?



have received. This is how a chain 
of continuation is woven out of 
living traditions that characterize 
peoples and nations. 

We receive all this in the process of 
our education and this is how our 
identity is formed. Religion plays 
a very important role because 
it touches on those important 
questions that man has asked 
since the beginning of time, and 
for which no generation has 

found satisfactory, definite answers. 
Science, technology, informatics 
and other fields of knowledge are 
all founts of wisdom that enrich 
our lives, and make them better 
and more beautiful. But there is yet 
another aspect in our life, which is 
just as important, and this is our 
spiritual side. When we ignore this 
part of our being, we are ignoring 
a fundamental aspect of our very 
existence. Rational man can think, 
reason, be creative and imagine.

In his book No Man is an Island, Thomas 
Merton states that no man is created 
to be alone, cut off from society. On the 
contrary, Merton holds that man needs 
others in his life to able to reach his full 
potential.

“This is why it is important to live not for 
ourselves, but for others…. When we do 
so, we are first and foremost able to face 
and accept our limitations…we realize 
we are human, like everybody else, with 
our faults, which faults are important 
in our life. It is because of these faults 
that we need others and others need us. 
Some of us are weak in one thing, and 
others are weak in another and so we 
complement each other, and by filling 
in on each others’ faults we make each 
other more complete.”

The moment we are born, we 
become part of a tradition made 
up of religion and values. In every 
society, these elements are passed 
on from one generation to another 
and they shape the identity of 
peoples and individuals. The word 
‘tradition’ comes from the Latin 
word ‘tradere’ which means ‘to 
pass from one hand to another’. We 
inherit what our parents received 
from their parents. We too, then, 
are required to pass on what we 
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But man has a heart too, which 
is a completely different world. 
This heart is capable of feelings, 
emotions and love which make the 
person complete. “Our heart has 
been made for you Oh Lord, and it 
will not rest until it rests in you”, 
says St Augustine. Religion, which 
unfortunately, is often reduced to 
laws and regulations, deals with all 
that goes on in our hearts and all 
that forms us during our life time. 

The identity of an individual and 
of a society is always formed by 
values, feelings and emotions 
that mould the perfect culture. 
Sometimes religion stands out in 
certain cultures. Looking back at 
how cultures developed, and how 
the important religions arose in 
different parts of the world, we 
realize it was always so. Religion 
sometimes becomes entwined with 
culture and influences every aspect 
of society and the individuals 
that make it up. In last year’s 

religion book, we discussed how 
religion can help us discover ‘the 
world within us’. This year we are 
realizing that religion can help us 
move out of ourselves and support 
us in our relations with others and 
with the world at large.

Religion is not only doctrine and 
truths we must believe in. Religion 
is also made up of emotions and 
feelings. It can be a tool that helps 
us get closer to one another. 
Unfortunately, we must admit that 
many times in the past, religion 
separated nations and even people 
within the same country. This is 
exactly what religion should not 
do, and contradicts what religion 
stands for. Nowadays, dialogue 
among the chief religions in the 
world is a must and a necessity. 
For a long time it was argued that 
there cannot be multiple religions, 
which are all good, and which 
all state that they are right. This 
often led to arguments and wars 

among religions. Nowadays, 
religious diversity is appreciated 
for its contribution to a wisdom 
that has developed along the 
years, and which confirms that 
man, of every race, religion and 
culture, has been asking the same 
questions about humanity since 
the beginning of time.DIN KONT
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SEARCH

Look it up!
Over the years, every
religion develops a
number of traditions.
As Christians, we celebrate
the feasts of saints, while 
Muslims eat and drink with 
their left hands, the males 
wear a mantle called the
‘tallit or tallis’ to pray. 
Find some other religious 
traditions and the meaning 
behind them.
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place, you cannot but notice the 
large number of church domes 
and bell spires strewn all over
the island. 

The Christian community in Malta 
originated in 60AD when St Paul 
visited the island. At the time, 
Malta was part of the Sicilian 
province, and the ‘Protos’, who was 
the leader appointed from Sicily, 
was called Publius. Tradition holds 

that Publius was immediately 
converted to Christianity and 
became the first bishop of Malta. 
Since that time, the Maltese have 
kept to the Christian religion, 
with a decrease – about which 
we know very little – of believers 
only during the Arab reign 
(870AD – 1090AD).

After the Arabs left, Christianity 
spread again and the number of 

For many centuries in Malta, the 
Catholic religion and culture were 
one and the same thing, and 
they formed the identity of the 
Maltese people and of our island. 
Religion was at the very centre of 
life. Everything revolved around 
religion to the extent that even our 
calendar was structured around 
the Church’s calendar. Our villages 
were built around the church, and 
if you look at Malta from a high 
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chapels found in the countryside 
is a proof of this. During the reign 
of the Knights of St John (1530-
1798), Christianity was very strong. 
Many traditions commenced 
during this time and are still with 
us today. Many big and beautiful 
churches were built, the most 
famous of which is St John’s Co-
Cathedral in Valletta. During the 
Great Siege in 1565, the Maltese 
not only defended their country, 
but also their faith. The same thing 
happened when they ousted the 
French from Malta after their two 
year reign from 1798 to 1800. 
This happened because Napoleon, 
amongst other things, ordered his 
men to plunder the churches the 
Maltese loved so much.

The Christian religion was always 
at the heart of Maltese tradition. 
It is etched into the way we live, 
with the large number of churches 
spread all over the island, the 
numerous feasts and celebrations 
that have withstood the test of 
centuries, and which are still alive 

today, in spite of all the social and 
cultural changes Maltese society 
has gone through.

As a nation, the Maltese wanted 
to carve their faith even in the 
Maltese Constitution, first during 
that of Independence in 1964 and 
then during that of the Republic 
in 1974, attesting that Malta’s 
religion is the Roman Catholic 
Apostolic religion. The Constitution 
still states that the Catholic faith 
is an integral part of the education 
process in our schools.

In Malta, though, religious freedom 
is respected. Our religion has been 
passed down from one generation 
to another, but this does not stop 
us from respecting the importance 
and richness of different religions. 
Today, not only is Malta no longer 
cut off from Europe, but it serves 
as a bridge between Africa and 
Europe for many refugees who are 
looking for a better future. The 
presence of so many immigrants, 
besides challenging us to be 

hospitable, as our very religion 
demands, brings us face to face 
with different religions. Different 
religions should not threaten what 
we believe in. Malta has culturally 
and geographically always been 
part of Europe. Politically, Malta 
chose to be an integral part of 
Europe, and as with every choice, 
this has brought its good and 
not so good consequences. Even 
though Malta is still a tiny island 
surrounded by water, it is not cut 
off from the rest of the world.

One can say that the European 
culture was based on Christian 
values. But in these last 400 years, 
this continent has been taken over 
by a wave of ‘secularism’, which has 
changed, and is still changing, the 
role of religion in modern society. 
Today, even Malta is going through 
this change. When compared to the 
rest of the region though, Malta 
is still relatively religious. But, the 
way religion is perceived and how 
it effects the Maltese way of life is 
changing drastically.

Delve Deeper
Have you ever realized 
that the majority of 
national and public feasts 
in Malta are tied to a 
religious feast? Make a list 
of these feasts and write 
their dates. Choose one of 
these feasts and find out 
what is the main aim and 
message of this feast that 
we celebrate every year.
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developing in spite of different 
cultures, forming its own unique 
identity. Christianity took off 
from Judaism and eventually 
took on board the Greek culture, 
especially thanks to the Apostle 
St Paul, which is why he is called 
the Apostle of the Nations or the 
Gentiles. Generally speaking, the 
Gentiles were people who did 
not believe in the Judaic God. At 
the beginning, small Christian 
communities started to form. 
But within these communities, 
the Greek and Jewish believers 
accepted and understood the 
faith in different ways. As a 
consequence, heresies came to 
light, with different interpretations 
of the same teaching, eventually 

Jesus, went through times of 
division that have left a mark that 
can still be felt today.

Let us clarify the meaning of 
some words we often use. The 
word ‘Christian’ refers to all those 
who believe that Jesus is the Son 
of God, even though they might 
have different ideas about some 
particular aspects of the faith, or 
how to celebrate the faith. The 
word ‘Catholic’ means ‘universal’ 
and its use hails back to the very 
frist centuries, where we find it in 
the writings of the Fathers of the 
Church and early liturgical texts.

Christianity initially developed 
from Judaism and kept on 

While we acknowledge the 
importance of our cultural identity 
as a nation, intertwined as it is 
with our faith, we must continue 
on this journey as Christians with 
the rest of the Church spread all 
over the world. 

Christianity is two thousand years 
old. It grew and developed in the 
life and cultures of many different 
peoples and nations. When religion 
stops developing, it risks becoming 
irrelevant to its believers. The 
Catholic faith passed through many 
different phases, first through 
persecutions, then through strife 
and disagreement over heresies 
and similar arguments. The Church, 
or rather those who believed in 
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leading communities to split into 
different groups. It was during this 
time that clarifications with regard 
to doctrine were needed and 
Councils were held to explain and 
formulate teachings.

The first persecutions ended 
with the Edict of the Emperor 
Constantine in 313 AD. This was 
followed by a period of heresy, 
which forced Christianity to 
establish its identity as a religion 
and a faith. The Fathers of the 
Church had a very important 
role to play during this phase. 
Most of them were Bishops, 
leaders and teachers of their own 
communities. Their sermons, 
writings and teachings are based 
on the authentic teachings of the 
Apostles. At this time, Christianity 
was spreading in a world that was 
still establishing itself politically, 
especially after the fall of the 

Roman Empire in the fifth century, 
and the beginning of the Islamic 
religion in the seventh century. 
Both the political developments 
and the Islamic religion had an 
impact on Christianity. 

After the first Millennium, in 
1054 Christianity suffered a 
major division between East and 
West. Although the argument 
was about doctrine, the division 
was more the result of political 
differences. The Christians in the 
East, called ‘Orthodox’, felt that 
the Church in the West, with Rome 
as its centre, was becoming more 
important than Constantinople. 
Things came to a head when the 
Pope and the Patriarch, head of 
the Orthodox Church at the time, 
excommunicated each other, in 
1054. This excommunication 
was nullified in 1964, during the 
Second Vatican Council, when 

Pope Paul VI and the Patriarch 
Atenagoras met in Jerusalem. 
Pope John Paul II, himself a Polish 
man brought up in Eastern Europe, 
insisted that the Christians of 
the West and East needed to be 
united once again, because he said 
Christianity needed ‘two lungs’ to 
breathe. 

During the second Millennium, 
Christianity suffered another 
major division which had a very big 
impact on believers in the West. 
In the sixteenth century, Martin 
Luther, a German Augustinian 
priest wanted to reform the 
Church. In truth, the need for 
reform had long been felt, but 
things were not changing. Luther 
felt that Rome had too much 
power and that the Church needed 
a change in structure. In 1517, 
Luther wrote a long list of what 
he considered to be errors that 
were occurring within the Church. 
This led to the excommunication 
of Luther and his followers, and a 
large number of believers, who are 
referred to as Protestants.

Throughout the ages we have seen 
that the close tie between religion 
and politics in Europe has led to 
divisions that were not only the 
result of doctrine and teachings. 
Unfortunately, this tie also led 
many times to what we refer to,
as religious wars.
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Work on this
Martin Luther was
an Augustinian priest who
started the Protestant reform.
He is most famous for nailing his 
95 theses to the door of the Church 
at Wittenberg. Look up Martin 
Luther’s 95 famous theses.
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Holocaust which took place during 
the Second World War, shaming 
the whole of humanity. This 
human disaster convinced various 
leaders to work for the rebuilding 
of Europe and to write and sign 
the Declaration of Fundamental 
Human Rights in 1948.

Even the Church, after many 
efforts even from within, 
recognized the need to open itself 
once again to the novel needs of 
the modern world. Pope John XXIII 
was instrumental in convening 

the Second Vatican Council, 
recognizing the need of the Church 
to be more accessible to the world, 
and to work for more unity within 
Christianity itself.

CHRISTIANS AND MUSLIMS
Conflicts between Christians and 
Muslims started with the spread 
of Islam in the seventh century. 
These conflicts gave rise to the 
Crusades which took place between 
1095 and 1291. This was one 
long conflict between Christians 
and Muslims for the control of 

Religion should be a unifying 
factor, guiding humanity to go 
beyond materialism, helping 
man to come in touch with the 
Creator within. Unfortunately, 
many times religion had the 
opposite effect on humanity, 
causing wars and division 
between peoples and nations. 
The twentieth century, which was 
supposed to be the century of 
peace, saw two major wars that 
destroyed entire civilizations. 
One of the worst examples 
of violence and hatred is the 
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Jerusalem. This city was important 
for two reasons. For the Christians 
it was the place that Jesus died 
and rose from the dead, and for 
the Muslims it was the place where 
Mohammed was last seen.

The Order of the Knights of St John 
was founded at this time, with the 
aim of taking care of the sick or 
poor Christian pilgrims visiting the 
Holy Land. In fact, they are named 
after a hospital near a monastery 
dedicated to St John the Baptist. 
When the Crusades started, 
though, the Order’s role changed 
to a more military one and they 
coordinated the defence of the Holy 
Land from Muslim attacks. With the 
fall of Jerusalem, they were forced 
to leave, and were relocated to 
Acre, then to Cyprus and eventually 
to Rhodes. Eventually, they were 

also expelled from there and 
thanks to the providence of God, 
ended in Malta.

CHRISTIANS AND JEWS
After Jesus died, the Christians 
started to blame Jesus’ death 
not only on the Jewish Leaders 
of the time, but eventually, on all 
the Jewish race. This is called anti-
Semitism, which culminated in the 
Holocaust during the Second World 
War. Few are aware that Jews have 
been persecuted as early as the 
9th century. The biggest attack 
on the Jews took place when the 
first Crusade was pronounced in 
1095. This news triggered a wave 
of anger against anyone who was 
not a Christian. In France and 
Germany, many argued that there 
was no need to go to the Holy 
Land to fight the enemies there, 

when Jewish enemies were all 
around! Unfortunately, year after 
year during the Crusades, Jews 
were attacked indiscriminately, and 
many consider this occurrence the 
first major anti- Semitic drive. 

Over the years, too many walls 
have been built between the 
three major religions in the 
Mediterranean which look to 
Abraham as their Father. The 
Church put a stop to this when she 
started appreciating the riches 
that flow from the good points and 
values of these religions. For this 
reason, inter-religious dialogue was 
a strong and important reason for 
the Church to open itself towards 
the world, believing that it makes 
no sense for religion and faith 
to create prejudice and increase 
divisions within humanity.
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Did you Know?
The Crusades, which lasted
about 200 years, were wars
between Christians and Muslims. 
These started after Muslims took
over Jerusalem, and stopped 
Christian pilgrims from entering the 
Holy Land. The last war was won by 
Muslims, who expelled all Christians 
from Jerusalem and the lands 
surrounding it.
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Vatican Council II is called an 
ecumenical council because it 
worked on what was essential: 
bringing down the walls of division 
once and for all. In the past there 
had been more than one attempt 
at ecumenism, the most important 
of which is called the Parliament of 
Religions which took place in 1893 
in Chicago, in the United States of 
America. There were also many 
efforts for unity among different 
Christian Churches, Traditions and 
denominations, and for greater 
dialogue between religions spread 
across the world. In 1986, Pope 
John Paul II called a meeting in 

Assisi, Italy between the leaders of 
all the religions of the world. This 
meeting surprised many people, as 
it opened new avenues of dialogue 
among religions. In the same year, 
Pope John Paul II visited a synagogue 
and whilst there called the Jews ‘our 
big brothers’. In 2011, Pope Benedict 
XVI called for a similar prayer 
meeting, which was attended for the 
first time by four atheists, persons 
who do not believe in the existence 
of God. This fruitful dialogue 
concentrated mostly on world peace.

Inspired by this religious dialogue, 
which goes beyond different religious 
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Did you know?
The Iron Curtain is an 
ideological conflict that 
split Europe into two after 
the Second World War. The 
countries with Communist 
ideals and beliefs were in 
the East, and the Capitalist 
countries were in the 
West. Winston Churchill 
was the first person to 
use the phrase the ‘Iron 
Curtain’ in his speech on 
the 5th of March 1946. 
The wall of Berlin was a 
very tangible example 
of this division. This wall 
split East Germany from 
West Germany. Work on 
this wall started on the 
13th of August 1961 and 
no German was allowed 
to cross freely from 
one side to another. On 
the 9th of November 
1989, the authorities of 
East Germany gave in 
to protests and allowed 
German citizens to cross 
over freely to West 
Germany.

80 ▶ Part of a far larger world



beliefs, many new initiatives took 
off within the Christian faith. Two of 
these are the Community of Taize’ 
in France and the Community of 
Bose in Italy.

The Community of Taize’ is a 
monastic community founded 
by Roger Schutz in 1940. Taize’ 
is the name of the village where 
this community is situated. The 
members of this community live in 
celibacy, poverty and simplicity, and 
strive to help those in need. From 
the very beginning, this community 
was an ecumenical one, made up of 
brothers from different Christian 
Churches and Traditions. In spite of 
the difference in beliefs, they live 
a life witnessing Jesus’ message 
to the full. This community has 
nowadays become a sort of oasis 
in the middle of the desert of life, 
a space that attracts thousands 
of young people and people of all 
ages every year. Once there, these 
pilgrims discover the Word of God 
and prayer, two basic elements 
upon which any real spiritual 
experience must be built. In this 
oasis, the participants come face 
to face with themselves so as to, 
eventually,  be able to share their 
lives with others and with God.

Similarly, just after the Second 
Vatican Council came to an end 
in December 1965, Enzo Bianchi 

started the Bose experience 
in Italy. This is an ecumenical 
monastic experience which 
offers a space to people of all 
ages and beliefs to make a 
serious experience of prayer. This 
community has grown and now 
consists of both men and women, 
Catholics and Protestants and a 
few priests. Many of the monks 
study scripture and old sacred 
texts from the East and West.

During the Second Vatican Council, 
the Church understood that it must 
continue the dialogue of salvation 
with man and the world which 
Jesus Christ himself had started. 
The Catholic Church could no 
longer preach reconciliation while 
she was divided within herself. The 
Church understood that she herself 
must be an instrument of peace 
and unity between man and God 
and humanity.

Thomas Merton was born on the 
31st January 1915. His family was 
Anglican, but when he turned 
18, he converted to Catholicism 
and eventually entered the Order 
of Trappists, a religious order 
that emphasizes silence and 
being completely cut off from 
the world. When he was 22, he 
started discovering the religions 
of the East, such as Buddhism and 
Hinduism which he eventually 

studied in detail. He always held that 
it was a great pity that as Catholics, 
we had lost the ability to pray and 
meditate, and that the eastern 
religions have a lot to offer, especially 
on the understanding of self. He died 
in Thailand when he was attending 
a meeting between Catholic priests 
and non-Catholics, in 1968. He wrote 
more than 70 books, which makes 
him one of the most prolific writers 
of the 20th century.

The Monastery of Bose in the north of Italy

The Community at Taizé in France
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What is the role of religion in 
a society that has changed?

Nowadays that man is more able 
to think and reason things out for 
himself, religion could be seen like 
an obstacle to freedom. What do 
you think?

If we need to respect all the 
different religions that exist, 
how can we know which is 
the right one for us?

Many think religion or being 
religious is old-fashioned. 
How can we show them this is 
not true?

At the beginning of the chapter 
we discussed how religion, in our 
case Catholicism, has always been 
intertwined with the culture of 
our country, and has formed our 
identity as a nation. Throughout 
the ages, religion remained alive 
in tradition, bound to the normal 
everyday life of the Maltese, 
making sense to each individual 
personally. Nowadays though, in 
view of world developments, which 
have effected radically the way 
we think and act, many questions 
have been raised about the role 
of religion in society and in the 
private lives of individuals. 

Today we live in a large, globalized 
world, full of different religions 
and beliefs. At the same time, 
the world has become smaller 
because of the advance in 
technology and communication, 
which are more instant and 
effective, changing drastically the 
way we communicate with each 
other. Even though all this effects 
religion, the changing world should 
not become hostile to religion. 
Religion, any religion, remains 
valid in as much as it helps man 
express himself, what he feels 
and believes. Often though, many 
refuse to continue practising the 

82 ▶ Part of a far larger world



religion they were brought up 
in, when they become adults. 
Religion does not seem to 
answer the new experiences they 
go through. Once religion stops 
helping it becomes irrelevant.

On the other hand, many people 
still practise and believe in the 
religion they were brought up 
in, making an effort to make it 
relevant and valid in their life 
today. Others, have completely 
abandoned the idea of religion, 
arguing that religion is now 
outdated, and was only useful 
when man did not have the 
knowledge and wisdom of today. 
Many, on the other hand, are 
only partial believers, practising 
religion only because it is part 
of their culture. But their life 
decisions are not affected by 
their religion.

A CHURCH THAT MOVES WITH 
THE TIMES
The Second Vatican Council was 
held precisely for the Church to 
study and understand what is 
going on in man’s heart. In this 
way, the Church wants to walk 
with him and support him in all 
he goes through. The Church 
wants to be in the world, patiently 
and lovingly helping man arrive 
at the truth, without imposing. 
This is what Jesus does in the 
Gospels. And it is what the 
Church has always been called 
to do. Like Jesus walking the 
streets of Palestine, the Church 
must be present in the world by 
accompanying man in all that 
he experiences. The joy and the 
hope, the sadness and the worry 
experienced by humans today, 
especially the poor and those who 
are suffering, are the same joy, 

hope, sadness and worry of the true 
Church of Christ.

This can be done by proclaiming 
Jesus’ message in a language 
that can be understood today, 
fully respecting the freedom of 
each individual, and without fear 
or coercion. The Church can only 
accomplish this with humility, fully 
aware that she is just one voice 
among many, that man experiences 
in the world of today.

Faith is very personal, but it is never 
private. The Christian is asked to be 
a light in society, just as the Church 
is asked to reflect the light of Jesus 
Christ. To understand himself 
deeply, to discover what makes him 
truly happy and complete, and to 
find reason in a world where often 
there is no sense, man needs only 
one key, Jesus Christ.

“Go and make disciples of all nations”. 
This was the theme for the 28th World 
Youth Day which took place in Rio de 
Janeiro in 2013. In the sermon of the 
mass which took place in Copacabana, 
the Pope said: “Go, without fear, and 
serve”. He continued explaining that 
Jesus did not say “if you want” or “if 
you have some time…” but “go and 
make disciples of all nations”. The Pope 
explained that Jesus ordered us to 
share our faith experience with others 
and to give witness while spreading the 
Good News. We might say, ‘But what 
can I do? I am not capable…’ Even the 
prophet Jeremiah, when God called him 
to be a prophet, was filled with fear, but 
God spoke to him and told him: “Do not 
be afraid…for I am with you to protect 
you” (Jer 1, 7-8) God tells us exactly 
the same thing. Spreading the Gospel 
is giving witness to God’s love through 
our own lives; it means overcoming our 
egoism; it means serving in humility 
and washing our brothers’ feet in the 
same way Jesus did. 
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WHAT WE HAVE LEARNT

A IMPORTANT WORDS
	 Briefly	explain	the	following	terms:
 ▶	 Tradition
 ▶	 Christianity
 ▶	 Ecumenism

B MAIN IDEAS
	 Write	a	paragraph	about	the	following:
 ▶	 Is	it	true	that	religion	has	made	a	great	

impact	on	Maltese	culture?	Give	reasons	
for	your	answer.

 ▶	 What	does	anti-Semitism	mean?
 ▶	 The	community	of	Taize’.

C STOP AND THINK
	 Using	what	you	have	learnt	in	this	chapter,	

answer	the	following:
 ▶	 “There	were	many	occasions	when	

religion	divided	peoples	and	nations”.	
Does	this	still	happen	in	today’s	world?	
Give	examples	from	current	affairs.

 ▶	 What	do	you	think	should	be	done	to	
ensure	religion	remains	relevant	and	alive	
today?

D FAMILY DISCUSSION
	 Discuss	the	following	with	your	family:
 ▶	 Discuss	religious	traditions	your	parents	

and	grandparents	kept	in	the	past	and	
which	today	have	died	out.

 ▶	 How	can	your	family	be	a	light	in	today’s	
society	and	Church?


