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In deciding what to do for my creative project I was torn between doing something purely ‘personal’ and 

perhaps trying to express myself through a new medium and doing something connected to my professional 

life as an RE teacher.  I chose the latter because I wanted my creative project to have implications wider than 

just the personal, and I wanted to explore ways in which my work on the MA could influence and transform 

my life and teaching. 

 

One of the areas of RE that I had been feeling increasingly passionate about since starting the MA was the 

issue of female spirituality and the divine feminine.  I increasingly noticed a disconnect between my own 

understanding of spirituality and the experiences of the women around me, and the ‘religion’ I was teaching 

in the classroom.  I was also inspired by the work of Kripal and McGilchrist in particular in their understanding 

of education and the learning process, and how in our institutions it has been increasingly dominated by 

empirical enquiry to the exclusion of the archetypically feminine qualities and processes like intuition, 

embodiment and creativity.  I wanted my project to develop my understanding of female spirituality, as well 

as integrating it with my professional life.  I also felt strongly about the representation of women in the RE 

classroom and wanted to address this as well. 

 

 

Context and Rationale 

 

Religious Education is statutory in all maintained schools, and the only statutory subject for students aged 

16-18.  In English secondary schools, which is my area of work, students are required to study one hour a 

week in Key Stages 3 and 4, with a further 16 hours in total to be covered in Key Stage 5.  The ‘majority’ of 

RE should be focused on Christianity, as the main religious tradition in England, although there are different 

interpretations of what this means in practice (Gov.uk, 2010).  Schools are also subject to the Equality Act 

2010, which implicitly requires teachers to uphold the principle of equality (including gender equality) and 

challenge prejudicial views and discrimination in the classroom.  In my experience, there is a tension here, 

as the six religions studied (Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, Sikhism) are predominantly 

founded and led by men, and their sacred texts are also for the most part authored by men in patriarchal 

contexts.  An uncritical approach to RE (increasingly common considering the pressures on teachers in the 



21st century and the extent to which it is taught by non-specialists) can be overwhelmingly male-dominated.  

As a case in point I recently examined one of my own schemes of work on Judeo-Christian monotheism – it 

included explicit reference to Abraham, Isaac, Moses, David, Jesus, the Twelve (all male), St Paul, 

Muhammad, and so on, with only passing reference to Sarah and Mary as the mothers of significant male 

characters.  I fear that this is all too common in RE teaching.  The Kent Locally Agreed Syllabus (2012), for 

example, which is statutory for Local Authority schools in Kent, contains 58 references to male characters or 

terms (for example, “Abraham” or “Lord”) and only ten to female terms (including references to “women”, 

with no mention of “men”, in equality and ethics topics).  This treatment of women as an issue rather than 

as people is prevalent in RE resources, with many lessons available in the resources section of the Times 

Educational Supplement website on “Women in Christianity”, “Attitudes to Women in Hinduism” and so on 

(there are a few that are more inclusive in their titling, for example “Attitudes to the Roles of Men and 

Women in Islam”, but none at all that look only at attitudes to men or the roles of men).1  I have included 

some of the more problematic examples below (all resources are produced by classroom teachers and 

available at Tes.com, 2017). 

 

This is the first activity of a lesson on attitudes to women in Christianity 

for GCSE students.  There is an implication here that there is something 

inherently wrong with women taking positions of spiritual leadership 

(here as bishops) – indeed, the question is phrased in such a way that a 

student has not successfully completed the task if they have not found 

something ‘wrong’ with this idea. 

 

 

This is one of the more extreme examples.  I think it is 

deeply problematic in a number of ways.  Firstly, that the 

question is posed as if this is a controversial issue (one in 

which there are a number of valid perspectives) rather 

than a sensitive one (that people may feel strongly 

about, but where only one view is legitimised).2  I think this is a problem in the RE classroom – often 

discriminatory views regarding women are legitimised in the classroom through debate and discussion.  As 

an RE teacher I think we need to take a stronger stance on this – some religious groups may have prejudicial 

views, which may be discussed in the classroom, but we do not need to give them the same platform or 

 
1 This is indicative of the “Women vs. People” trope which has been extensively discussed in popular feminist media.  This is the 
tendency for writers to mention gender explicitly only when referring to women, therefore implying that “people” is synonymous 
with “men”.  See Wade’s examples, notably a cycling website organising bikes into various categories including “recreational” , 
“commuting”, “mountain” and “women’s” (2017). 
2 As a further example, racial equality would be treated as a ‘sensitive’ issue in the classroom, but it is not controversial.  The best 
way to address racism in society would however be justly treated as a ‘controversial’ issue. 



status as gender equality.  I also think there is a danger here that threats of violence against women (and we 

know the harm done historically by accusations of ‘witchcraft’) are trivialised or legitimised. 

 

Here we see a representation of ‘Christian’ marriage in which the bride 

vows to obey her husband (absent today from most Christian marriage 

ceremonies) and the duty of the wife being to provide a ‘loving home’.  

Although some Christians today will espouse this view, the problem is that 

this is presented uncritically as the norm for Christians, when in fact I 

suspect it would be largely rejected by the majority of Christians today.  

Christian girls and boys in this classroom may well understand this as a 

description of what they should think about marriage, as no challenge or diversity of position is presented.  

Even the “some Christians” of the first example is absent. 

 

Although the three examples I have chosen are fairly extreme, there are many in a similar vein, as well as 

equally problematic resources regarding race or sexuality, for example. In general, we are far from a truly 

integrated and equal presentation of women’s perspectives in the RE curriculum. 

 

Some significant research has already been undertaken into the issue of gender in RE, although much of it 

focuses on the relative attainment of boys and girls in RE, and the fact that girls are more likely to choose to 

study RE when given the opportunity (O’Dell, 2012, p.82), O’Dell also notes that beginning in the 1970s there 

has been a move to critique the ways in which education in general may reinforce or challenge gender 

stereotypes (2012, p. 77).  She also notes the tension between the patriarchal nature of religion and feminist 

perspectives, and the importance of understanding that reinforcing traditional gender roles is harmful for 

both boys and girls (2012, p. 83).  Hanlon goes further, suggesting that, “RE teachers have an ethical, as well 

as a professional, responsibility to reveal the patriarchal bases in the world’s religions which continue to 

constrain women’s visibility” (2002, p. 126).  The use of the word “visibility” here is interesting, as one could 

more predictably have used “equality”.  The resources I have created are centred around visibility and 

putting women’s perspectives to the fore, rather than explicit engagement with the equality debate.  She 

also notes the importance of a “pedagogical stance that involves active engagement with difference” (2002, 

p. 126).  Often it is claimed by teachers that boys learn best from ‘masculine’ topics3, however Hanlon is 

making an important point here that there is much to be gained from a genuine engagement with the ‘other’.  

Girls have always had to learn to look out of the eyes of male characters to see themselves as the hero in 

 
3 In my own school (a boys’ grammar school) a previous head of department chose to replace our topic on marriage and the family 
with one on war, because she thought the latter would appeal to the boys more – an assumption that boys were more interested 
in violence than relationships.  I have also seen a project on Jack the Ripper used to engage boys in History, as they were fascinated 
by the sexual violence – in my opinion a horrific example of the suffering of women serving as entertainment, and the deaths of 
women merely a means to an end in getting boys good grades in History. 



the story (a role in which there has historically been woefully little female representation), and in doing so 

have learned important lessons about resilience and courage.  The mistake has always been in understanding 

these ‘masculine’ traits as belonging to men, when in fact people of all genders are strengthened by 

embracing both the masculine and the feminine.  How important, then, for boys also to learn to see the 

world as women do, and in doing so to embrace their own capacity to nurture, to imagine and to intuit. 

 

In the second strand of feminine wisdom, that of feminine qualities and learning processes, I am borrowing 

my terminology and application of gender from Jung, whose concepts of the archetypal male and female are 

significant here.  He notes that these are present in all of us, whether male or female, and that the anima in 

particular, “functions as the medium between the ego and the unconscious” (2014, p. 180).  He also says, 

“Everything the anima touches becomes numinous – unconditional, dangerous, taboo, magical … The anima 

lives beyond all categories.” (1981, p. 28-29).  McGilchrist also notes two distinct processes of the mind, 

using the language of the ‘left-brain’ and ‘right brain’.  In his lecture on the “divided brain” (2011) he draws 

on the physical functions of the brain to observe that each has a different way of processing information.  

The left is the realm of tools, categorising, preciseness, language and detachment, whereas the right is 

embodied, participatory, the realm of possibility, intuition and imagination.  The narrow focus of the left 

brain contrasts with the openness and flexibility of the right.  His thesis is that the left brain has become 

dominant and the right side-lined, whereas the ideal would be for the left to serve the right – to give language 

and expression to the insights of the intuitive and creative senses.   

 

We can see this in the education system, and notably so in RE, whose subject matter would lend itself so 

readily to the embrace of the right.  Taxonomies like Blooms (1986) and Solo (1979), which are both 

embraced in schools generally as well as in the teaching of RE, guide the teacher and the learner from recall 

of facts to critique and evaluation, with no mention of creativity or reflection in the learning process.  As a 

case in point, the new GCSE specifications for Religious Studies without exception award the most marks for 

a critical essay – one which sets ideas in opposition to each other and makes detached judgements about 

their validity (see AQA’s specimen assessment material, 2016), rather than focusing on meaning, inspiration, 

making connections or empathising with the embodied experiences of people of faith.  Although there are 

differences, I would apply Jung’s gendered terminology here and say that the right brain represents the 

feminine, and this may explain historically why it has been excluded from formal academic study (as, in many 

ways, were women themselves).  It is this idea that I want to challenge with my teaching resources - my aim 

is not to produce a non-academic or less academic form of Religious Education, it is to re-establish the 

offerings of the feminine and the right brain as academic.  I reject the idea that serious learning is only that 

which is detached and critical, and anything that engages the emotions, intuition and creativity is silly or 

merely personal, having no broader significance.  Indeed, those of us for whom education is our vocation 

would often be the first to claim that education is itself transformative, that it changes individuals and 



society, and yet when learning in the classroom really does show itself to have transformative effects on a 

person or community we are surprised, and write this off as an irrelevance. 

 

Kripal offers us hope with his concept of the third classroom, in which the disciplines of faith and devotional 

study (which I would connect with the feminine and the right brain) and doubt (masculine, left brain) can be 

synthesised.  The aim is not to replace one with the other – the animus and anima are both essential and 

unique – but for the two to work together harmoniously to produce a transformative and holistic learning 

experience.  Kripal calls these spaces “luminous” (2007, p. 23) and his observation of the treatment of 

minorities (using the example of diverse sexualities) in such an environment is pertinent here, “in the gnostic 

classroom, there are entire disciples that identify such sexual orientations as uniquely clear windows into 

literature, art and religion” (2007, p. 24).  Here we can see the potential, not just for the embrace of feminine 

processes, but also the inclusion of women and their perspectives to enliven and re-enchant the study of 

religion.  What we need, then, is a new taxonomy and pedagogy that guides the learner in a process that 

synthesises the masculine and feminine.  While such a task is beyond the scope of this project, I hope that 

the simple procession in my resources (encounter, reflect, create) is a starting point in this endeavour.  I 

think the creative is particularly important, as Shannon notes that artistic media can “activate both the left 

and right sides of the brain” (2017, p. 325), as the left is required to give expression to the insights of the 

right.  She suggests an inviting in of what is missing – “the body, intuition, creativity … and a sense of meaning 

in the part we play” (2017, p. 326).  Curry notes the importance of the particular in the humanities – of 

participatory, embodied experience and the ways in which the subject interacts and engages with the 

material (2017, p. 37).  ‘Thinking’ must be demoted from its place of superiority, with emotion, imagination 

and intuition allowed to play their own parts (2017, p. 39). 

 

 

Overview of Teaching Resources 

 

My goal for this project was to create a set of teaching resources, or scheme of work, that was ready for 

teachers to use in the classroom, and would begin to address the bias towards the masculine in RE.  Although 

initially I planned to produce eight lessons on different topics, I decided to concentrate on four to allow a 

deeper focus on these with several lessons worth of work.  This allows teachers to be flexible in choosing 

the most appropriate activities for their students, and also allows space for the stories to be told and 

reflected on in a meaningful way, rather than as a one-lesson ‘box-ticking’ exercise.  As I wanted the 

resources to be used by teachers, I chose a PDF format that could be easily shared online and via email, and 

used a greyscale colour scheme so that it could be easily and cheaply photocopied. 

 

 



The resource itself is divided into four sections: 

• Durga    (Hinduism) 

• Mary    (Christianity) 

• Tara    (Buddhism) 

• Vashti and Esther  (Judaism) 

 

My rationale for choosing these topics is that they cover a range of Judeo-Christian and Eastern religions and 

the women themselves have very different stories, encompassing a range of human (and distinctly female) 

experiences.  They are also religions that I personally teach or have experience of teaching, so I could use 

my own perspective in the classroom to develop the resources. 

 

Each section is then divided into four areas.  I will use examples from the section on Mary to demonstrate 

each: 

 

• Teacher notes 

This provides a brief introduction to the topic, including learning objectives, advice as to 

where the resources might fit into existing schemes of work and a short introduction to the 

character and her story, for teachers who may be unfamiliar with these traditions.  It also 

includes a ‘pick ‘n’ mix’ menu of lesson activities that teachers can choose from.  The aim of 

this is to make the material as flexible as possible, so it can be adapted to different lesson 

timings, teaching styles, pupil ability and school context.  I have also included links to other 

content available that would help the teacher to introduce the character and her story to 

their pupils.   

 

In the section on Mary I have included references to the poet Padraig O Tuama’s work on 

Mary (2011), and the BBC drama “The Passion” (2009), which portrays Mary’s grief at the 

death of her son. 

 

• Encounter 

The aim of these resources is to introduce students to the stories associated with each 

character and their interpretations.  In all of them I have included a story, either from an 

original text, such as Luke’s Gospel, or a contemporary retelling that is appropriate for Key 

Stage 3 students.  I have also included activities and resources that would enable students to 

consider the story from different angles.   

 



The section on Mary includes a worksheet that invites students to consider various paintings 

of the annunciation and to what extent they represent the story as they understand it, 

particularly from Mary’s perspective.  I have also created a worksheet to introduce students 

to the four senses hermeneutic developed by Aquinas, which encourages a holistic and 

participatory approach to the text.  Although I am not convinced that my attempt here is 

successful, and certainly it needs more in the way of explanatory notes for the teacher, I hope 

that it is a start in enabling a more authentic reading of sacred texts in the classroom.  I do 

not intend to replace the role of the teacher with a student workbook – these resources are 

designed to be used by teachers with their students, and I envisage this as an opening of a 

conversation rather than the entirety of the students’ engagement with the four senses.  It 

may be that the teacher should invite students to reflect, for example, on whether any of the 

examples truly represent the anagogic, or whether the ineffable nature of such an experience 

would prevent it from being studied in this way. 

 

Although this stage is geared towards acquiring knowledge and perhaps could be seen to be 

a left-brain exercise, the activities move towards understanding the character and her 

perspective through art and poetry, and interpreting it more intuitively.  This will prepare 

students to move onto the reflective stage. 

 

• Reflect 

Although much work has been done in the field of experiential RE (see particularly the work 

of Hammond (1990) and Phillips (2011)), I feel that in practice this is often divorced from 

content.  Students may learn about the Buddhist practice of meditation, then be invited to 

participate in a secular mindfulness activity as if this gives them an authentic experience of 

what it is like to be a Buddhist.  While I am not questioning here the place of mindfulness in 

the classroom, I feel that an experiential approach that is not rooted in content, in the 

stimulus material, is unhelpful.  However, the idea of leading students in a religious ritual or 

inducting them into a spiritual experience in the classroom is fraught with ethical and practical 

difficulties.  My approach here is to use reflective activities that focus on imaginative 

responses to the text and the stories.  By framing the meditation or other activity as an 

imaginative process a teacher can introduce students to a process that is spiritual4 but not 

religious, thereby providing an activity that is suitable for children of all faiths and none (and 

acceptable to their parents and the leadership of the school).  Indeed, Hillman wrote 

extensively about the imagination as a spiritual phenomenon (1992).  These activities are not 

 
4 Indeed, schools are obliged to provide opportunities for spiritual, moral, social and cultural development 
(https://www.gov.uk/education/spiritual-moral-social-and-cultural-development). 



intended just to give students an ‘experience’ of religion, as is too often the case in poorly-

executed experiential RE, but to encourage and empower students to develop their own 

personal and imaginative response to the material.  Rather than taking the material through 

a left-brain taxonomy to evaluation and critique, an alternative academic pathway is 

provided, which utilises the capacities of the right-brain, the feminine.  Students are guided 

in developing and deepening their understanding of and engagement with the subject 

through the use of intuition and imagination, involving the whole self in the learning process.  

This, in turn, leads to meaningful creative expression. 

 

For the section on Mary I have included two reflective activities.  The first is based on Ignatian 

Spirituality (see Traub, 2008), whereby students participate in a guided meditation that leads 

them to imagine a conversation with Mary.  In this they are free to imagine Mary in any way 

they want and to direct the conversation themselves – only the context is provided.  This 

develops a right-brain approach as they must learn to be open to possibility and use 

imagination to participate, and also leaves open the possibility for a genuine spiritual 

encounter.  The other activity reflects on the ways in which the stories of Mary and Eve have 

been used to tell a certain narrative about female bodies and the purpose of the feminine, 

and invites students to imagine the responses of Mary and Eve, thereby putting women’s 

voices and stories to the fore and encouraging students to empathise and imaginatively 

participate in these. 

 

• Create 

The creative stage enables students to use their reflective experience and express their 

response to the stimulus.  Often in teaching we use written work in the form of an essay or 

other critical response to assess the progress students are making.  The difficulty of reflective 

and imaginative tasks is that they are firstly often deeply personal and students may not feel 

comfortable sharing their experiences, and secondly they are often hidden and therefore 

cannot be observed by a teacher in order to gauge the students’ progress.  Whether this 

process can be assessed or graded in a summative way is another issue entirely, and perhaps 

our perceived need for the summative in every educational endeavour indicates again how 

masculine or left-brained our education system has become – even our students must be 

subject to categorisation, trouble-shooting and measurement.  What the creative can do, 

however, is bring to light the reflective process in a way that is observable – to the teacher, 

to the student’s peers and, perhaps most importantly, to the student themselves.  It is in itself 

an embodied learning process that includes both the masculine and feminine – the masculine 

or left-brain is able to add language or preciseness to the ideas and insights of the right, the 



Jungian anima drawing down material from the subconscious.  Here we see McGilchrist’s 

theory at work – the left brain operating truly as the servant of the right, as it distils and 

mechanises the depth and vastness of the right in putting pen or paint to paper.  This is not 

an art class, where technique and successful realisation of a brief is at the fore; the focus is 

still very much on the stimulus material, the women and their stories, with the creative as a 

stage in our taxonomy of feminine learning. 

 

In the section on Mary I have included a worksheet that guides students in creating their own 

symbolic artwork of Mary, drawing on some of the traditional imagery associated with her 

(although I have curated these to avoid any that I think are unhelpful in encouraging 

empowering views of women, for example, avoiding an excessive focus on Mary’s virginity), 

but also allowing students the freedom to develop their own symbolic imagery.  I have found 

that for students who are unconfident in using artistic techniques, a focus on the process of 

deciding how to approach the piece and what it represents is more helpful than putting too 

much emphasis on the finished work.  I have also included brief guidance in the teacher notes 

for creative writing and dramatic work in response to the story of Mary and the reflective 

activities – although there is scope to develop these further, the way in which these would be 

carried out would be very dependent on the context of the school and facilities available, so 

I have left these as ideas for teachers to develop in their own way. 

 

 

  



Student work and feedback 

 

Although the time constraints of this project and the rhythm of the school year have not allowed me to trial 

all of this material with my own students, I have made a start in integrating it into my teaching practice.  I 

started with some simple reflective activities related to the story of Durga and asked the students to write a 

short response to the activity.  These were year 8 boys who had not done this kind of activity with me before.  

I have removed names and other identifying features. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These two responses are important because they demonstrate some of the difficulties for teachers in 

integrating reflective and imaginative activities into their lessons.  The first one is clearly negative, and shows 

the student’s refusal to participate based on his idea of the kind of people who meditate (from which he has 

excluded himself).  It also raises the issue of to what extent it is possible, ethical or helpful to require students 

to participate in this kind of activity, as opposed to encouraging or creating opportunities.5  The second 

appears more positive, but I think the statement, “It is better than normal RS because you don’t have to 

think about anything”, reveals the perception that this kind of activity is not academic and learning is not 

taking place. 

 

 

 

 
5 As Curry cautions, there is a danger in “programming wonder” – what we get is an impostor (2017, p. 47). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This set of responses really demonstrate for me the significance of activities like this for students’ wellbeing 

and for a move towards a holistic and person-centred pedagogy.  It is clear to see from some of these that 

some students had genuine spiritual (although not necessarily religious) experiences.  The first student who 

states, “It gave me a new perspective on life”, seems to have had a deeper realisation that goes beyond the 

stimulus material and has implications much more broadly in his life and education.  However, I did change 

some of the reflective activities as a result of this feedback, as very little was said about Durga or Hinduism 

and few students linked the exercise back to the story.  I made the activities much more directed, with a 

clearer focus. 

 

 

 

The following are examples of student work on the mandala and Rig Veda activities, also from the lesson on 

Durga. 



 

 

These were examples of work that students 

voluntarily chose to hand in.  I think the lines of poetry 

from the first student are particularly moving: 

 

“I banish evil with my divine energy, gained from 

worship do many women accomplish feats of 

defeating demons within. 

 

With my light, which guides the way, do I pave the way 

for many of those who choose to follow in footsteps 

and echo my way of life.” 

 

In the mandala task students reflected on the qualities 

of Durga and chose six to focus on.  I think it is 

remarkable here that this 12-year-old male student 

spent thirty minutes reflecting on what it meant to be sensitive, loyal and careful (caring), and it 

demonstrates the importance of this kind of work for young men, as well as young women, in embracing 

their feminine qualities and natures. 

 



Evaluation and Next Steps 

 

Although I am satisfied to some extent with what I have achieved with the time and resources available, I 

feel strongly that there is more work to be done.  As I noted earlier, important work has been done so far in 

gender issues in RE as far as achievement is concerned, but the work on representation of women, although 

it has started, is in its infancy.  To state the obvious, I have only included material for four religious traditions, 

and have not included Islam, Sikhism or non-religious traditions.  I aim to expand the project to include these 

areas.  Even within the religions I have covered what I have achieved remains a token gesture – one or two 

lessons on women’s perspectives is a far cry from a fully integrated and gender-balanced curriculum. 

 

In addition, gender representation is not the only injustice in the RE curriculum – the lack of adequate diverse 

representation in other areas (race, disability, sexuality, minority religions, etc.) also needs addressing at all 

levels, and indeed more broadly than in just the RE.  As with gender, minority groups are often treated as 

issues rather than people, and representation for some is woefully brief.  The issue is even more stark when 

an intersectional approach is considered – the RE curriculum may include Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 

men (Gandhi, Martin Luther King) but where are the Black women and so on? We need to move beyond 

token efforts to a fully integrated and diverse representation that reflects the society we live in and the 

world our students inhabit. 

 

There is also work to be done on the pedagogy of feminine wisdom.  Significant progress has been made 

developing educational theory in the masculine paradigm – taxonomies like Blooms (Bloom, 1986) and Solo 

(Collis and Biggs, 1979) have significant weight behind them and resources have been developed to support 

their use in the classroom.  It may be that these can be adapted to include a feminine learning progression, 

through reflection to creativity, or that an entirely new taxonomy needs to be developed which allows the 

feminine to flourish in its own right alongside the masculine.  As McGilchrist notes, the goal is not for the 

right brain to supersede the left, but for both to work together in synthesis, albeit with the left as the 

facilitator for the right (2009, p. 437).  I feel that my work here is a step in the right direction, but only that.  

It scratches the surface of truly engaging the right brain in the learning process, but perhaps it is still 

employing too much the systems of the left.  The worksheet on the four senses is a case in point – it seeks 

to categorise and ‘pin down’ the more intuitive and transformational senses rather than initiating the learner 

into them.  To understand the concept is a start, but without participation the understanding is incomplete. 

 

This project has developed and transformed my awareness of feminine wisdom in the RE curriculum, and 

my practice has changed as a result.  I am more confident leading students in intuitive and creative learning 

processes, and I am including a greater depth and variety of feminine perspectives in my lessons.  I hope to 



continue to reinvigorate the RE community by sharing my resources with others and leading a further 

research project on equality and gender in RE.  
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Appendix: 
 

Bringing Feminine Wisdom into Secondary Religious 
Education 
 
Teaching resources created by Hannah Jayne 
 
 
 
Some text has been borrowed/adapted from www.wikipedia.com and 
http://www.womeninworldhistory.com/ 
 
  



 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

O women, won’t you be our windows 

Women who bleed and bleed and bleed 

Women who swim with the tide 

Women who change when the wind blows 

Show us we are connected to everything 

Show us we are not separate from everything 

 

From “Splinter” 

Ani DiFranco 

Bringing Feminine Wisdom 

into Secondary Religious 

Education  

Hannah Jayne 



Rationale 

 

How to use these resources 

 

Durga 
• Introduction 

• Lesson activity pick ‘n’ mix 

• The Story of Durga 

• A Description of Durga:  The Rig Veda 

• Questions to Consider 

• Durga:  Reflection Mandala 

 

 

Mary 
• Introduction 

• Lesson activity pick ‘n’ mix 

• Mary:  Texts and Literature 

• The Annunciation:  Artists’ Responses 

• Mary:  The Four Senses 

• A Conversation with Mary:  Imaginative Reflection 

• Mary:  Symbolic Drawing 

• Mary and Eve:  Hearing Women’s Voices 

 

 

Tara 
• Introduction 

• Lesson activity pick ‘n’ mix 

• Tara:  Origins 

• Green Tara Poem 

• Tara:  The ‘Saviouress’ 

• Sitatara:  Guided Meditation 

• Tara:  Prayer Flags 
 
 

Vashti and Esther 
• Introduction 

• Lesson activity pick ‘n’ mix 

• The Story of Vashti and Esther 

• Esther:  Imaginative Reflection 

• Vashti and Esther:  Questions to Consider 

• Vashti and Esther:  An Artist’s Response 

• Vashti and Esther:  A Meeting 

• The Book of Esther:  Design Task 
 
 

  

Contents 



Religion and culture are intrinsically connected.  As we move towards greater 

equality for women in the 21st century, the study of religion remains problematic, 

rooted as it is in the study of texts and their interpretation.  The problem is threefold: 

Firstly, the majority of texts were written by men, so by their nature they express male 

perspectives.  Secondly, the texts were written in patriarchal societies; contexts in 

which the oppression or subjugation of women was acceptable and expected, and 

these views are sometimes contained in the text, implicitly or directly.  Thirdly, the 

ways of thinking that have dominated the study of religion and philosophy, 

especially in the West, have been archetypically masculine; logic, order, 

categorisation, critique.  And yet, women are often in the majority when it comes to 

faith and religious practice.  Women of faith subvert these texts, reclaiming them, 

discovering female voices within them, and rereading them as the stories of their 

own lives. 

When we study and teach Religious Education in schools without interrogating the 

issue of gender it is easy to step blindly into a study of the masculine; male 

perspectives, male priorities, masculine forms of wisdom.  For a number of years I 

have taught RE in secondary schools, referring to Jesus, Muhammad, Shiva, the 

Buddha, Guru Nanak, Moses, Abraham, David, Plato, Augustine, Descartes… and 

only sparingly to Mary and to Durga.  Women’s stories and perspectives can be an 

optional ‘add-on’, and the resources available are often sparse, making it more 

difficult for busy teachers to bring change in the classroom, and feminine wisdom, in 

the forms of intuition, creativity and emotional connection, are daunting areas for 

teachers to approach.  These resources are not the start, nor the end.  They are a 

small contribution to a growing movement within RE to better serve our students of 

all genders and to move towards a truly 21st century approach to the study of 

religion. 
 
 

  

Rationale 

How to use these resources 

These resources are designed to fit within existing schemes of work, although they 

could be used as a standalone unit on women in religion.  Each topic area has 

several parts: 

• Information for teachers.  This is particularly useful for non-specialists who may 

be teaching RE. 

• Lesson activity ‘pick ‘n’ mix’.  This gives an overview of the possible activities, 

with timings.  These fall under three categories: 

o Encounter – approaching and learning about the topic. 

o Reflect – relating the content to students’ personal development. 

o Create – providing opportunities for creative responses to the content. 

• Resources to use in lessons – designed to be student-friendly and easy to 

photocopy. 

 

The activities are aimed at KS3 students, but could be adapted for other key stages. 
 



  

Background: 

Durga, also known as Devi, Shakti and by numerous other names, is a principal and 

popular form of Hindu goddess.  She is the warrior goddess, whose mythology centers 

around combating evils and demonic forces that threaten peace, prosperity and 

dharma of the good.  She is the fierce form of the protective mother goddess, willing 

to unleash her anger against wrong, violence for liberation and destruction to 

empower creation. 

Durga is depicted in the Hindu pantheon as a fearless woman riding a lion or tiger, with 

many arms each carrying a weapon, often defeating the mythical buffalo 

demon.  She appears in Indian texts as the wife of god Shiva, as another form of Parvati 

or mother goddess. 

She is a central deity in the Shaktism tradition of Hinduism, where she is equated with 

the concept of ultimate reality called Brahman.  One of the most important texts of 

Shaktism is Devi Mahatmya, which celebrates Durga as the Goddess, declaring the 

Supreme Being and the creator of the universe as feminine.  Estimated to have been 

composed between 400-600 CE, this text is considered by Shakta Hindus to be as 

important a scripture as the Bhagavad Gita.  She has a significant following all over 

India and in Nepal, particularly in its eastern states such as West Bengal, Odisha, 

Jharkhand, Assam and Bihar. Durga is revered after spring and autumn harvests, 

especially during the festival of Navaratri. 
 
 

Durga 

Learning Objectives: 

•To know the key features of the story 

of Durga 

•To understand how the story may 

inspire people today 

•To reflect on the character and 

qualities of Durga 

•To create a piece of music inspired 

by the story of Durga. 

 

Scheme of work: 

This could form part of a series of lessons 

on Hinduism, or on attitudes to women 

in religion.  It could also serve as an 

introduction to a cross-curricular Music 

and RE project. 
 



 

 

Durga: Lesson Activity Pick ‘n’ Mix 

Encounter 
 

 10 minutes  Read the story of Durga (in this pack) 

 

 5 minutes  Read the extract from a translation of the Rig Veda 

 

 5 minutes  Watch the excerpt on Navratri from  

“Around the World in 80 Faiths” (BBC website: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p010xmhy) 

 

 15 minutes  Complete the “Durga: Questions to Consider” worksheet (in this 

pack).  These questions could be used for discussion or for 

written work. 

 

 

  
Reflect 
 

 15 minutes  Use the “Durga: Reflection Mandala” worksheet (in this pack) to  

reflect on the qualities that Durga might sinspire and how you 

could develop them in your own life. 

 

  

Create 
 

 5 minutes  Write two lines of your own in response to the poem  

about Durga from the Rig veda. 

 

 20 minutes  Create a drawing of yourself in the style of the images of Durga. 

In place of the demon buffalo at Durga’s feet draw something 

that represents obstacles you have or want to overcome. In 

place of the weapons in Durga’s hands draw things that 

represent the ways in which others have helped you or made 

you who you are. 

 

 4 hours +  Create a piece of music in response to the story of Durga. 

You could choose to represent the story as a whole, or one 

event/character. Use traditional Indian drone and rag. Write 

performance notes to explain how the story of Durga is 

reflected in your composition. 



The Story of Durga 
 

The evil god Mahisa was the son of a goddess who had given him 

magic powers. Once she asked Brahma, the creator, to give her son 

the gift of immortality. "Impossible," said Brahma. "He who is born must 

die!" Mahisa then said, "Grant me that a woman alone can kill me." This 

wish he got. Sure that now he would never be killed, Mahisa gathered 

up a great demon army and marched on Amarapur, the capital of 

heaven and home of the gods. Indra, the king of the heavens, tried to 

defeat the demon army. A terrible battle ensued, lasting nearly a 

thousand years. Finally the gods were defeated and had to flee. All was 

in chaos. 

 

Helpless and afraid, the gods turned to Brahma for advice. Brahma 

admitted that it was he who had given Mahisa his power by letting him 

know that he could be slain only by a woman. "What will we do?", cried 

the gods. "In our tradition women will not fight!" Brahma then took them 

to Lord Shiva, who in turn took them to Lord Vishnu. After listening to the 

tales of the defeat of Indra and the gods at the hands of the demon 

Mahisa, all three - Brahma, Vishnu and Lord Shiva - grew red with anger. 

From this anger they produce a divine energy which streamed from their mouths, creating a single 

mass of light. Into this light a woman appeared, her body shining with the brilliance of a thousand 

suns. Thus was Durga born. At once, each of the gods gave her their weapons - a trident, a disc, a 

sword, an axe, a conch, a mace, a discus, a rope, a bow and some arrows. They gave her too a 

fierce tiger to ride on. Holding the weapons in her many hands, Durga let out a terrible roar; her 

tiger responded with one of his own. 

 

Armed with the strength of all the gods, the many-armed Durga went to her home in the Vindhya 

mountains. Mahisa, hearing of the radiating beauty of a mysterious woman who had arrived in the 

mountains, sent her a message. It said that as lord of the worlds, he planned to claim her for his 

bride. With a smile Durga responded; "I can only marry the man who can defeat me in battle." "She 

is only a woman," thought Mahisa, "I'll accept her challenge," and he and his demon army set off 

to conquer the haughty Durga. When they met, Durga called out to him, "O wicked Mahisa, I am 

not an ordinary woman. I am your death. Do you remember that you wished to die at the hands of 

a woman? Now get ready to die!" 

 

That said, Durga lifted her weapons and mounted her tiger. Mahisa and his army advanced. Durga's 

weapon arms swirled. The mountains were torn in two. The clouds were scattered in the sky. Her 

tiger pounced upon the demon army, killing many by the thousands. Mahisa responded. Able to 

change shapes, he at once gave up his real form to become a maddened black buffalo. Bellowing 

and stamping the ground, he ran at Durga. The battle was fierce; the earth shook with their fury. 

Mahisa turned himself into many forms during the battle, becoming sometimes a lion, sometimes 

an elephant. He uprooted rocks and hills and hurled them at Durga. She shattered them with her 

sword, sending them into the wind. Again, Mahisa was a buffalo, snorting a mighty wind from his 

broad nostrils and killing her army by the swirling of his powerful tail. Durga used her rope, throwing 

it around his neck. The buffalo god tried to free himself, but the more he struggled, the tighter she 

made the rope. Durga played with the demon; to her, fighting Mahisa was nothing more than a 

sport. At last she dismounted and sprang on his back. With her foot on his neck, she thrust her trident 

into his chest. With this final blow he fell dead. At once his armies fell senseless, defeated. 

 

Seeing her victory, the male gods hailed Durga: "We salute you O Great Goddess! But for you, even 

we, who are immortals, could do nothing. But for your coming, heaven itself would fall down." By 

destroying evil, Durga had protected divine law, or dharma. It was understood that those who 

worshipped her would receive her help in times of distress. Wealth and power would be granted 

them as well. 

 



A Description of Durga:   

The Rig Veda 
 

 

I am the Queen, the gatherer-up of treasures, most thoughtful, first of those who 

merit worship. 

Thus gods have established me in many places with many homes to enter and 

abide in. 

Through me alone all eat the food that feeds them, – each man who sees, 

breathes, hears the word outspoken. 

They know it not, yet I reside in the essence of the Universe. Hear, one and all, the 

truth as I declare it. 

I, verily, myself announce and utter the word that gods and men alike shall 

welcome. 

I make the man I love exceeding mighty, make him nourished, a sage, and one 

who knows Brahman. 

I bend the bow for Rudra [Shiva], that his arrow may strike, and slay the hater of 

devotion. 

I rouse and order battle for the people, I created Earth and Heaven and reside as 

their Inner Controller. 

On the world's summit I bring forth sky the Father: my home is in the waters, in the 

ocean as Mother. 

Thence I pervade all existing creatures, as their Inner Supreme Self, and manifest 

them with my body. 

I created all worlds at my will, without any higher being, and permeate and dwell 

within them. 

The eternal and infinite consciousness is I, it is my greatness dwelling in everything. 

 

Devi Sukta, Rig Veda 10.125.3 – 10.125.8 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
  

Highlight or underline: 
 

Five things that Durga does 

 

Five titles or names that are given to Durga 

 

One line that you think best represents Durga 

 

Write two of your own 

lines that could form 

part of this poem, 

based on your 

understanding of 

Durga. 



 

Durga: Questions to Consider 
 
 

1. Look at the weapons Durga is holding – do you recognise any of them?  Who do 

they belong to? 

 

 

2. Look at the list of words below – if you had to divide them into “masculine” and 

“feminine” words which would you put in each category? 

 

powerful protecting violent fragile forgiving 

 

terrifying nurturing compassionate just beautiful 

Which of the words above would you use to describe Durga? 

 

 

3. What do you think this story says about the place of women in Hinduism? 

 

 

4. Look at the following picture of Durga in battle.  On or next to each of Durga’s ten 

arms write one thing that the story of Durga might inspire Hindus to do or be (does 

not need to be related to the weapon). 

 

 
 

 

5. “In Hinduism the male gods are more important than the female gods.”  Do you 

agree?  Give reasons for your opinion, showing you have considered another point 

of view. 



Durga:  Reflection Mandala 
 
Think about the qualities that the story of Durga might inspire (for example, courage).  

Choose six qualities and assign each one to a colour that you will use to complete this 

mandala.  While you are using each colour, reflect on the quality it represents and how 

you might develop that quality in your own life. 

 

 
Qualities 

 

 
 

  



  

Background: 
Mary was a 1st-century Galilean Jewish woman of Nazareth, and the mother of Jesus, 

according to the New Testament and the Quran.  The gospels of Matthew and Luke 

in the New Testament and the Quran describe Mary as a virgin and Christians believe 

that she conceived her son while a virgin by the Holy Spirit. The miraculous birth took 

place when she was already betrothed to Joseph and was awaiting the concluding 

rite of marriage, the formal home-taking ceremony.  She married Joseph and 

accompanied him to Bethlehem, where Jesus was born. 

 

The Gospel of Luke begins its account of Mary's life with the Annunciation, when the 

angel Gabriel appeared to her and announced her divine selection to be the mother 

of Jesus. According to canonical gospel accounts, Mary was present at the 

crucifixion and is depicted as a member of the early Christian community in 

Jerusalem.  

 

Mary has been venerated since Early Christianity, and is claimed to have miraculously 

appeared to believers many times over the centuries. The Eastern and Oriental 

Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Anglican, and Lutheran churches believe that Mary, as 

mother of Jesus, is the Mother of God, the ‘theotokos’.  Mary also has a revered 

position in Islam, where one of the longer chapters of the Quran is devoted to her. 

Mary 

Learning Objectives: 

• To know the qualities of Mary, as 

understood by Christians 

• To understand and evaluate the 

depictions of Mary in art and 

literature 

• To reflect on the ways in which 

Mary may inspire people today 

• To create my own symbolic 

artwork in response to the stories 

about Mary 

 

Scheme of work: 

This could form part of a series of lessons 

on Christian beliefs, the Life of Jesus, or 

on attitudes to women in religion. 
 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mary: Lesson Activity Pick ‘n’ Mix 

Encounter 
 

 5 minutes  Read the story of the annunciation in Luke’s Gospel and the  

   ‘Hail Mary’ (in this pack) 

 

 15 minutes  Watch the depiction of Mary later in her life in the BBC’s ‘The  

Passion’ (https://youtu.be/zIPib0mGN4E from 38 minutes, 

https://youtu.be/zxGp7e5LgXU from 51 minutes) 

 

 10 minutes  Examine the artists’ responses to Mary on the ‘Annunciation’ 

worksheet (in this pack) 

 

 5 minutes  Listen to Padraig O Tuama’s poem, “The Visit of the Virgin Mary 
   to the Weekly Rosary Group” 

   (http://www.greenbelt.org.uk/talks/our-lady-of-greenbelt/  

1:00-6:30) 

 

 10 minutes  Analyse the story of the virgin birth using the ‘four senses’ 
method (in this pack) 

Reflect 
 

 15 minutes  Drawing on Ignatian meditation, imagine a conversation with  

Mary (script for guided meditation in this pack) 

 

 10 minutes  Consider how the legacies of Mary and Eve have been used as 

 examples for women throughout history.  Imagine their 

responses to these ideas and what they would say to women 

today. 

 

  
Create 
 

 

 30 minutes  Creative writing – write a story or poem in response to your 

your imagined conversation with Mary 

 

 1 hour  Symbolic drawing – study the symbols associated with Mary and  

create your own artwork, representing your ideas about Mary 

visually. 

 

 2 hours +  Write and perform a play of one of the stories from the Gospels  

from Mary’s perspective.  Include her thoughts and reflections 

on the events. 

 

 



 

Read the story from Luke’s Gospel: 

 

The following month God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a village in Galilee, to a virgin, 

Mary, engaged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of King David. 

Gabriel appeared to her and said, “Congratulations, 

favoured lady! The Lord is with you!” 

Confused and disturbed, Mary tried to think what the angel 

could mean. 

“Don’t be frightened, Mary,” the angel told her, “for God has 

decided to wonderfully bless you! Very soon now, you will 

become pregnant and have a baby boy, and you are to 

name him ‘Jesus.’ He shall be very great and shall be called 

the Son of God. And the Lord God shall give him the throne 

of his ancestor David.  And he shall reign over Israel forever; 

his Kingdom shall never end!” 

Mary asked the angel, “But how can I have a baby? I am a 

virgin.” 

The angel replied, “The Holy Spirit shall come upon you, and the power of God shall 

overshadow you; so the baby born to you will be utterly holy—the Son of God.  Furthermore, 

six months ago your Aunt Elizabeth— ‘the barren one,’ they called her—became pregnant 

in her old age! For every promise from God shall surely come true.” 

Mary said, “I am the Lord’s servant, and I am willing to do whatever he wants. May 

everything you said come true.” And then the angel disappeared. 

  

Mary: Texts and Literature 

Virgin mother, daughter of 

your son 

Humbler and higher than 

any other creature… 

You are she who so 

ennobled human nature 

That nature’s very maker 

did not disdain 

To himself be made by 

you. 

 

From ‘Paradiso’ 

Dante 

Hail Mary 

A prayer for the intercession of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary, mother of Jesus Christ. 

Hail Mary, full of grace. 

Our Lord is with you. 

Blessed are you among women, 

and blessed is the fruit of your womb, 

Jesus. 

Holy Mary, Mother of God, 

pray for us sinners, 

now and at the hour of our death. 

Amen. 

 



Angelico 

Tintoretto 

Put the following words and phrases in order (best -> worst) of how well they reflect Mary’s 

experience as described in Luke’s Gospel. 

 
grateful   violated   

 afraid excited  concerned  

   dutiful  empowered 

holy  obedient  overjoyed  

 expectant  confused  apprehensive 

blessed      

  privileged  disturbed  

 

 

Look at the following paintings of the Annunciation.  Which do you think best represents 

the story in Luke’s Gospel and why? 

 

 

  

The Annunciation:  Artists’ Responses 



 

 

 
 

 

Sort the statements into the four senses.  Write the corresponding 

letters into the table below.  
  

Literal:  The straightforward meaning of the story  
Allegorical:  Understanding the story as a metaphor  
Moral:  Using the story to work out how to live a good life  
Anagogic:  The spiritual or mystical meaning  

The Christian philosopher Aquinas taught that the Bible should be understood on a number of 

levels; the four senses: 

• Literal – understanding the story’s literal meaning is only the first level, but essential to be 

able to grasp the deeper meanings of the text. 

• Allegorical – The next stage is to understand the story as a metaphor or parable that 

alludes to a deeper spiritual meaning. 

• Moral – Once we have worked out the literal and allegorical meanings of the story, we 

should be able to understand how we should live in the light of it; how our behaviour might 

change or how we might take action in response to this story. 

• Anagogic – This is the mystical level, where a person can participate in the reality of the 

story in a spiritual way.  They are able to read the story as in some way the story of their 

own spiritual life and use it to connect with God. 

A. God 

miraculously 

gives Mary a 

child. 

L. The child’s 

name will be 

Jesus. 

K. An angel 

appeared to 

give Mary a 

message. 

J. The name Jesus 

means ‘God saves’ 

and God will always 

save his people. 

E. A virgin birth is a 

symbol that 

represents someone 

chosen by God. 

G. Angels are 

symbols of the link 

between God 

and humanity. 

D. People should 

try to be 

obedient to God 

like Mary was. 

B. People should try to show 

bravery and courage, even 

when others may judge 

them or not understand. 

F. People should 

have faith that 

God will save 

them and be 

faithful to him. 

H. Just as Mary birthed God 

into the world, people can also 

bring God into the world 

through their lives and choices. 

I. Someone may have 

a vision of Mary, in 

which she reveals 

divine knowledge. 

C. We can all 

be conduits 

for divine life. 

Key words: 

Conduit – a person that acts as a 

channel or go-between for 

something. 

Divine – of God 

Mary:  

The Four Senses 



 

This exercise is designed to be suitable for students of all faiths and none.  Those who feel 

comfortable can use it as a spiritual exercise, but it may also be used as an imaginitive 

journey into creative thought.  The aim is for students to reflect on and respond to ideas 

about Mary. 

 

 

 

 

Close your eyes, relax your body and focus on your breathing. 

 

 

You are waiting outside a room.  Open the door and go in.  Inside there is a table with 

two chairs.  Sitting at the table is Mary, the person that you came here to meet.  What 

does she look like to you?  Notice how she is sitting; how she is dressed.  How does she 

seem to you?  How does she respond when you enter the room? 

 

 

You sit down opposite her. 

 

 

What would you say to her or ask her?  Imagine yourself saying the words. 

 

 

… 

 

 

Now imagine Mary responding to you.  What does she say to you?  Think about the words 

she is saying. 

 

 

… 

 

 

When you are ready, say goodbye, however you like – with a handshake, a hug, or just 

get up and walk away.  Leave the room and close the door behind you.   

 

 

When you are ready, open your eyes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spend some time writing down or drawing the encounter you imagined. 

A Conversation with Mary:  

Imaginative Reflection 



Throughout the centuries Mary has been the subject of art and sculpture, and the 

depictions of her are often evocative and deeply symbolic.  Create your own image of 

Mary, using visual symbols to represent your own ideas about her.  You may wish to use 

some of the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

My own symbols:  
 

Mary:  Symbolic Drawing 

Burning Bush – the paradox of 

giving birth while remaining a 

virgin (the bush is alive and yet 

burnt up) 

Standing on a snake – defeating 

evil and corruption 

Holding the body of Jesus – grief 

and suffering 

Halo or crown – she is chosen 

and has power and authority 

Angels – messengers of God, 

representing prayer or 

communion with God 

Books/reading – the prophecies 

of the coming of the messiah, 

also represents Mary’s own 

education and understanding 

Light – the light of God’s 

presence, also Mary’s own 

enlightenment/understanding 

A red garment under a blue 

cloak – red is blood and 

humanity; she has also been 

clothed in eternity 

Dove – the presence of God in 

her life 

Rose – Mary’s love for God and 

others 

_________________
_________________
_________________ 

_________________
_________________
_________________ 

_________________
_________________
_________________ 



 

 

Mary and Eve:   

Hearing Women’s Voices 
   

 

 

Mary has often been contrasted with the biblical Eve.  She represents purity, obedience 

and motherhood, whereas Eve is a sexualised temptress who is responsible for bringing sin 

into the world.  Some people think that the way in which Mary and Eve are depicted in art 

and literature is often typical of the ways in which women generally are spoken about – 

they are seen as either sexual beings or mothers.  These may represent the way women are 

often seen by men – as caring figures or as potential partners.  Traditionally Christian women 

have been encouraged to be more like Mary – spiritual and submissive, and less like the 

strong-willed and rebellious Eve.   

 

How do you think Mary and Eve would respond to the way their lives have been 

represented? What would they say to women today?  Let their voices be heard. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

  

Background: 

 
Tara in Tibetan Buddhism, is a female Bodhisattva in Mahayana Buddhism who appears 

as a female Buddha in Vajrayana Buddhism. She is known as the "mother of liberation", 

and represents the virtues of success in work and achievements. 

 

Tara is a tantric meditation deity whose practice is used by practitioners of the Tibetan 

branch of Vajrayana Buddhism to develop certain inner qualities and understand 

outer, inner and secret teachings about compassion and emptiness. Tara is actually 

the generic name for a set of Buddhas or bodhisattvas of similar aspect. These may 

more properly be understood as different aspects of the same quality, as bodhisattvas 

are often considered metaphors for Buddhist virtues. 

 

Tara is also known as a saviouress, as a heavenly deity who hears the cries of beings 

experiencing misery in samsara. 

 

The origins of the veneration of Tara are unclear. Some believe she originated in Hindu 

worship as a form of Durga. 

Tara 
Learning Objectives: 

• To know the significance of Tara in 

Tibetan Buddhism 

• To consider the forms of Tara and 

how they may help people to 

discover true wisdom 

• To reflect on the theme of 

compassion, inspired by Sitatara. 

• To create prayer flags inspired by 

the forms of Tara 

 

Scheme of work: 

This could form part of a series of lessons 

on Buddhism, or on attitudes to women 

in religion.  It could also serve as an 

introduction to a cross-curricular Music 

and RE project. 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Tara: Lesson Activity Pick ‘n’ Mix 

Encounter 
 

 10 minutes  Read the story of Tara’s origin as ‘Wisdom Moon’ 

 

 10 minutes  Read the Green Tara poem in this pack.  Think of your own  

synonyms to describe her qualities. 

 

 15 minutes   Consider the qualities of Tara as the ‘saviouress’ and how this 

may inspire people today using the worksheet in this pack. 

Reflect 
 

 10 minutes  Participate in a guided meditation on compassion, inspired by  

Sitatara (script in this pack). 

  

Create 
 

 20 minutes  Use your synonyms from the Green Tara Poem activity (in this 

pack) to create your own poem about the Green Tara. 

 

 30 minutes  Make a set of prayer flags on coloured paper, using the  

coloured forms of Tara to create positive affirmations for yourself 

or others (see template in this pack). 

 

 2 hours +  Working in a group, use batik, fabric paints or applique to  

create textile prayer flags, using the coloured forms of Tara as 

your inspiration. 

 



 

 

Tara:  Origins  

 

 

Taranatha, the great scholar of the 16th century, tells the story of Tara’s origins.  She was a 

human woman before she was a deity in the pantheon of Tibetan Buddhism.  

 

The Drum Sound Buddha was living and 

teaching in a land called “Multicolored Light.” 

In this land there was also a king whose 

daughter was a princess named Wisdom Moon.  

 

Wisdom Moon was deeply devoted to the 

Buddha and would make many offerings to him 

and his disciples. As she improved in her 

practice, Wisdom Moon came before the 

Buddha and took the Bodhisattva Vow.  

 

The Princess’ potential was quite evident to all the monks present, as they rejoiced in her 

devotion and virtue. Remarking on the great amount of merit she accumulated as a result 

of her deeds, the monks advised her to pray for a male rebirth. Born as a male, they figured, 

Wisdom Moon would then be able to advance further on the path to enlightenment, and 

would also be able to be of greater benefit to the dharma and all the sentient beings 

around her. 

 

However, Wisdom Moon, advanced in her studies, knew that the monks were wrong. She 

responded, saying, “There is no such thing as man and woman; there is no ‘I’,  no individual, 

no categories.  The ideas of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ come from false wisdom.”  

 

Continuing, Wisdom Moon pointed out that there were many men on the path of the 

dharma, but so few women.  She said, “As for myself, as long as Samsara is not emptied, I 

will live my life for the benefit of beings appearing in a female body.”  

 

It is this vow that Tara would later become known for; her insistence that all beings were 

equal on the path to enlightenment.  

  

Key words: 

 

Bodhisattva – someone who has committed themselves to helping all 

living things achieve freedom from samsara 

 

Samsara – the cycle of birth, suffering, death and rebirth 

 

Dharma – duty or right action 



 

 

 
 

 
On a lotus seat, standing for realization of voidness, 

(You are) the emerald-coloured, one-faced, two-armed Lady 

In youth's full bloom, right leg out, left drawn in, 

Showing the union of wisdom and art - homage to you! 

 

Like the outstretched branch of the heavenly turquoise tree, 

Your supple right hand makes the boon-granting gesture, 

Inviting the wise to a feast of supreme accomplishments, 

As if to an entertainment - homage to you! 

 

Your left hand gives us refuge, showing the Three Jewels; 

It says, "You people who see a hundred dangers, 

Don't be frightened - I shall swiftly save you!" 

Homage to you! 

 

Both hands signal with blue utpala flowers, 

"Samsaric beings! Cling not to worldly pleasures. 

Enter the great city of liberation!" 

Flower-goads prodding us to effort - homage to you! 

 

 

First Dalai Lama (1391-1474) 

 

 

Underline the following words or phrases in the poem above: 

 

 union of wisdom and art    ___________________________________ 

 

 boon-granting     ___________________________________ 

 

 supreme accomplishments   ___________________________________ 

 

 refuge      ___________________________________ 

 

 samsaric beings     ___________________________________ 

 

 liberation      ___________________________________ 

 

 prodding us to effort    ___________________________________ 

 

 

For each one write a synonym – use your own words to give the same meaning. 

 

 

Now use these to create your own poem about the Green Tara. 

 

Green Tara Poem 



 

 

 

Tara is known as a ‘saviouress’ – a heavenly being who hears the suffering of those in 

samsara (the cycle of birth, death and rebirth) and points them towards enlightenment.  

Consider each of the forms of Tara, and how the qualities she represents might lead 

people to true wisdom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Tara:  The ‘Saviouress’ 

Green Tara - enlightenment 

To me, true wisdom is … 

 

I think the best way to become wise is… 

Red Tara – fierceness 

It is important to be fierce when… 

 

However, sometimes fierceness is not the right response, for 

example… 

Blue Tara – calmness 

When I am calm it is easier to… 

 

The best way to become calm when you are anxious is… 

White Tara – compassion 

If everyone in the world were compassionate, then… 

 

I have seen compassion in action when… 

Black Tara – protection 

I would make a stand to protect… 

 

It is right to be angry when… 

Yellow Tara – prosperity 

To me, true success is… 

 

The best way to achieve it is to… 



 

 

 

 

White Tara, or “Sitatara” is known for compassion and healing.  Many Buddhists use 

meditation as a spiritual practice to develop their compassionate nature and feel love 

and respect for all things.  The following script is inspired by Buddhist practice, but is 

suitable for those of all faiths and none. 

 

 

Start by deciding on your own phrase to express your kindness and compassion.  It could 

be along the following lines: 

 

"May I be healthy and strong. May I be happy. May I be peaceful." 

Start with by directing the phrase at yourself: “May I be healthy and strong.  May I be 

happy. May I be peaceful.”  Repeat it to yourself and think carefully about the words as 

you say them in your mind.  If your attention wanders, notice the thought and bring your 

mind back to your phrase. 

Next, direct the phrase towards someone you feel thankful for.  Call to mind somebody 

that you care about--a good friend, or someone who's helped you in your life, someone 

who inspires you. Imagine them with you and say the phrase to them; "May you be 

healthy and strong. May you be happy. May you be peaceful”. 

Call to mind someone you know who's having a difficult time at the moment. They've 

experienced a loss or are in a difficult situation. Imagine them sitting in front of you and 

offer the words of compassion to them.  "May you be healthy and strong. May you be 

happy. May you be peaceful.” 

Now visualize someone you feel neutral about — someone you neither like nor dislike, 

perhaps someone you don’t know very well.  It might be someone in your class, someone 

that regularly serves you in a shop or café, a neighbour… Imagine them sitting in front of 

you and offer your phrases of lovingkindness to them:  "May you be healthy and strong. 

May you be happy. May you be peaceful.” 

Now turn your attention towards someone that you dislike or have negative feelings 

towards.  It might be someone that annoys you, someone that represents something you 

disagree with, or someone who has hurt you, either recently or in the past.  Direct the 

phrases of loving kindness towards them:  "May you be healthy and strong. May you be 

happy. May you be peaceful.” 

Finally, direct the phrase towards everyone universally.  All people, all animals, all 

creatures, all those in existence, near and far, known to you and unknown to you. All 

beings on the earth, in the air, in the water. Those being born, those dying.  "May all 

beings everywhere be healthy and strong.  May all beings be happy.  May all beings be 

peaceful."  You feel the energy of this phrase extending infinitely in front of you, to either 

side, behind you, above and below. 

When you feel ready, you can open your eyes and see if you can bring this energy with 

you throughout the day. 

Sitatara: Guided Meditation 



 

 

Tara: Prayer Flags 
  

Create your own set of flags, using the coloured forms of Tara as your starting 

point.  Trace or photocopy the outline below onto coloured paper.  Around 

the Tara image write hopes or wishes for yourself or others, connected with 

the colour. 

 

Green enlightenment/wisdom  “I want to understand more about…” 

White compassion/healing  “I wish kindness towards…” 

Red  fierceness    “I will make a stand for…” 

Black protection/anger  “The injustice that makes me angry is…” 

Yellow prosperity    “I hope for success in…”  

Blue  peace/calmness  “I choose to find peace with…” 
 

 



 

 

  

Background: 

The Book of Esther, also known in Hebrew as "the Scroll" (Megillah), is a book in the 

Hebrew Bible and the Christian Old Testament. It relates the story of a Hebrew woman 

in Persia, born as Hadassah but known as Esther, who becomes queen of Persia and 

thwarts a genocide of her people. The story forms the core of the Jewish festival of 

Purim, during which it is read aloud twice: once in the evening and again the following 

morning. Esther is the only book in the Bible that does not explicitly mention God. 

 

Both Vashti and Esther are significant in their own way, although they never meet in 

the text.  Vashti refuses to leave her own banquet to present herself before the king, 

resulting in her banishment from the kingdom, and Esther risks execution to intercede 

for the protection of her people when their extermination is imminent.  Both are 

examples of women with their own agenda who refuse to be entirely subject to the 

demands placed upon them by others. 

 

The meaning of Vashti is ‘excellent woman’.  Both Esther and Hadas refer to the myrtle 

tree, while in ‘Hadassah’, the feminine form of Hadas, the meaning changes entirely – 

she is named ‘compassion’. 

 
 
 

Vashti and Esther 
Learning Objectives: 

• To know the key features of the 

story of Vashti and Esther 

• To understand how Vashti and 

Esther may both be understood as 

examples for women today 

• To reflect on the experience of 

Esther and her choices 

• To imagine an interaction 

between Vashti and Esther 

 

Scheme of work: 

This could form part of a series of lessons 

on Judaism, particularly on the 

mythology behind the festival of Purim, 

or on attitudes to women in religion. 
 



 

 

  Vashti and Esther:  

Lesson Activity Pick ‘n’ Mix 

Encounter 
 

 10 minutes  Read the story of Vashti and Esther (in this pack) 

 

 15 minutes  Complete the “Vashti and Esther:  Questions to Consider” 

worksheet (in this pack). 

 

 10 minutes  Consider and discuss the artist Edwin Long’s representations of  

Vashti and Esther (in this pack). 

 

 10 minutes  Watch an animated version of the story (available here: 
https://youtu.be/JydNSlufRIs) 

 

  

Reflect 
 

 15 minutes  Use the “Esther:  Guided Meditation” page (in this pack) to  

reflect on the story and imagine yourself within it. 

 

  

Create 
 

 30 minutes  Create a new cover for the Book of Esther.  Use the planning 

sheet in this pack to help you. 

 

 1 hour  Use your reflections on Edwin Long’s creative response to Esther 

and Vashti to create your own artwork.  Think about how to  

represent the perspectives and experiences of the two women. 

 

 1 hour  Vashti and Esther never meet in the text.  Write and perform a  

script of a meeting between them.  Use the planning sheet in 

this pack to help you. 



 

 

 

This story is set during the reign of King Xerxes 

the Great of Persia.  There had just been a 

national celebration for 180 days, in which 

the king had shown off all his wealth and 

military might.  The festival ended with a 

seven-day banquet for the most important 

leaders in his service.  At the same time the 

king’s wife, Queen Vashti, was throwing a 

banquet of her own for the most important 

women in the empire. 

After almost seven days of feasting, Xerxes was drunk.  He sent for his wife in order to show off her 

beauty to all the men at the banquet.  Vashti refused.  Incensed, Xerxes banished her from the 

kingdom and set in place a decree that all women should be obedient to their husbands.  In order 

to find a replacement, young women from all across the empire were brought before the king, and 

the most beautiful among them would be chosen to be the new queen. 

At the time the Jewish people lived under the Persians in fear, having been forced out of their 

homeland.  Mordecai was a Jew living in Susa, with his cousin and adopted daughter, Esther.  Esther, 

being thought to be very beautiful, was made to go to the kind’s palace to receive beauty 

treatments and be presented to the king.  She did not reveal her nationality and family background, 

because Mordecai had forbidden her to do so, fearing for her safety.  When Esther was presented 

to the king, he was taken by her appearance and crowned her as queen, throwing another 

banquet in her honour. 

During this time Mordecai kept in contact with Esther, visiting her close to the palace.  He refused, 

however, to bow before Haman, one of the king’s most favoured noblemen.  Haman plotted 

against Mordecai, despising him as a Jew, and devised a plan to exterminate all the Jews living in 

the empire.  He poisoned the king against the Jews, feeding him lies and claiming that the Jews 

disregarded the king’s decrees.  He was given permission to confiscate all the property of the Jews 

and incite hatred against them among the people of Persia. 

When Mordecai told Esther about this she was greatly distressed.  Mordecai persuaded her that she 

should confront the king about it to save her people from genocide.  However, the king had 

decreed that anyone approaching him without permission would be put to death.  Esther faced a 

dilemma – to wait and hope for an audience and an opportunity, or to risk death to avert a tragedy.  

Esther decided to go and see the King, asking Mordecai and the Jewish community to pray and 

fast for her safety and success. 

Three days later Esther put on her royal robes and stood before the king, asking for a banquet to be 

thrown and Haman invited.  As the king was fond of Esther he spared her life and granted her 

request.  Haman’s plot was exposed at the banquet, and the lives of the Jewish people were 

spared. 

The Story of Vashti and Esther 



 

 

 
 

 

This guided meditation is inspired by the imaginative meditation methods of Ignatius of 

Loyola.  It focuses on the part of the story where Esther is preparing herself to appear before 

King Xerxes without his permission. 

 

 
 

 

Imagine the scene, find a place within it. Remember what has just happened and think 

about what is to come.  Let the scene unfold in your imagination. 

 

 

Who are you within the story?  Esther, Mordecai?  Are you a central figure or an 

unnoticed bystander? 

 

 

What can you see, hear and feel around you? 

 

 

Listen to what is said and look around you.  What words are spoken? 

 

 

Look at the expressions on people’s faces and listen to the tone of people’s voices.  What 

is the atmosphere here?  What is your emotional state? 

 

 

What else can you hear, see or feel?  What do you notice? 

 

 

Is there anyone you want to talk to?  Allow your imagination to guide you. 

 

 

 
Spend some time drawing or writing down your imaginative experience before you discuss 

it with someone else. 

 

• What happened? 

 

• Did anything surprise you? 

 

• Did you notice anything that is not in the text? 

 

• Did your perception of the story and characters change in any way? 

 

• What will you remember from this experience? 

Esther:  Imaginative Reflection 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Write the words below into the Venn diagram.  If you think some words do not apply to 

either person then put them outside the circles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

“Esther is a better example for Jewish women to follow than Vashti.” 

 

Consider the different possible responses to this statement and discuss them with a partner.  

Record these responses on the spectrum below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

loyal assertive rebellious generous strategic 

altruistic just passive manipulative courageous 

Vashti and Esther: 

Questions to Consider 

Vashti Esther 

Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Disagree 



 

 

 
 
 

 

Paintings of Vashti and Esther by Edwin Long 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion Questions 
 

Which of the paintings do you think represents Vashti and which represents Esther?  How 

do you know? 

 

What do you think each of these women is thinking or feeling?  What about the other 

characters in the painting? 

 

What do you think the artist’s perspective is on the two women and their choices?  How 

clearly do you think this comes across in the paintings?  Do you agree with his 

representation of the story? 

 

Do you think these paintings would be different if the artist were a woman?  How and why? 

 

If you were to paint Esther and Vashti, what would you keep from these paintings and what 

would you do differently?  

Vashti and Esther:   

An Artist’s Response 



 

 

 

Vashti and Esther never meet in the text.  Imagine what would have happened had they 

met.  Use your understanding of their stories to write and perform a script of the conversation 

between the two women.  This page will help you to plan your work. 

 

The Context 
How do the women meet?  Is it planned or by 

chance?  How does the meeting relate 

chronologically to their stories in the text? 

The Style 
Is it set in the original context or are you creating a 

modern interpretation?  How will you present your 

work? 

The Characters 
How are the women similar or different?  What are 

their lives like now?  How will you represent their 

different personalities? 

The Themes 
What are the main ideas that the women will 

discuss?  How will you show your own opinions 

through the voices of your characters? 

Beginnings 
Who speaks first and why? What stage directions will 

you open with?  What expectations do you want to 

create in your audience (and do you want these to 

be fulfilled)?  What will be the first words spoken? 

Endings 
What causes the end of the meeting?  What kind of 

relationship have the women developed?  Will you 

leave open the possibility for future meetings?  What 

do you want the audience to remember most? 

Vashti and Esther: A Meeting 



 

 

 

The Book of Esther is being re-published this year and you have been chosen to design the 

cover.  The publisher wants it to appeal specifically to Jewish women.  Your design should 

include your own title for the story, a cover image, and a ‘blurb’ that explains why the story 

of Vashti and Esther is relevant to Jewish women today. 

 

My plan: 
 

Front cover Back cover 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key ideas to include: 

 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

The Book of Esther:  Design Task 


