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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to explore the lived expetiences and the meaning-making
of religious education teachers regarding the redefinition of educational
competencies in the era of smart technologies. The research employed a
descriptive phenomenological approach and utilized Colaizzi’s method of
data analysis. The study population consisted of religious education teachers
in secondary schools in Mashhad, selected through purposive ctiterion-based
sampling based on their experience with smart technologies and teaching
tenure. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and
analyzed in seven steps according to Colaizzi’s method. From the data
analysis, 324 meaningful statements and 142 initial codes were extracted,
which ultimately led to the formation of five main themes: 1) dual
expetiences  (awe/excitement) in confronting technology, 2) the
transformation of competencies from content delivery to integrating digital
ethics and meaning-making, 3) existential and ethical challenges (such as
maintaining spiritual identity and trusting Al-generated data), 4) adaptive
strategies through self-reflection and continuous learning, and 5) educational
outcomes, including the emergence of the teacher’s new role as a “meaning-

Keywords: making guide in the digital world.” The findings indicated that redefining the

Lived experience, competencies of religious teachers in the context of smart technologies is
Phenomenology, not merely a skill-based transformation but an existential and meaning-
Religious oriented phenomenon, shaped by the integration of three dimensions:
education technological understanding, ethical responsibility, and interpretive
teachers, capability. This highlights the necessity of redesigning teligious teacher
Educational education programs with an emphasis on technology literacy grounded in
competencies, theological principles and the cultivation of meaning-guiding abilities in
Smart smart learning environments.
technologies
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Introduction

Religious education, as a fundamental pillar of the broader educational system,
has encountered profound questions regarding teacher competence in the age of
smart technologies. Although technology has created opportunities for
personalized learning and deepening religious education, it has simultaneously
raised ethical, epistemological, and identity-related challenges—such as
preserving the sanctity of religious instruction within digital spaces, validating
content generated by artificial intelligence, and redefining the teachet's role as a
spiritual guide. A review of the literature indicates that existing studies are
predominantly prescriptive, technology-centered, or quantitative in nature, often
reducing teacher competence to a set of trainable skills. An epistemic gap persists
in understanding the competence of religious education teachers as an
interpretive and ethical phenomenon. This study aimed to explore the lived
experiences of religious education teachers regarding the redefinition of their
educational competencies in their encounter with smart technologies.

Literature Review

A systematic review of domestic and international studies reveals that domestic
research has largely focused on the requirements, challenges, and skills of
teachers (Hashemizadeh et al., Zarrin-Kolah & Miri) and the diminishment of
spiritual depth in the digital age (Heidari Gazkoh, Hosseinabadi et al.).
International studies emphasize the optimization of religious education through
personalized learning (Yildirim & Karatz, Diana) while simultaneously
highlighting ethical concerns and the need to redefine the teachet's role as an
ethical guide to technology (Kurata et al., Halimah et al.). Despite the richness
of the literature regarding opportunities and skills-related challenges, the
dominant approach has been instrumental and structural. What remains
neglected is an exploration of the existential and semantic dimensions of this
transformation from the perspective of religious education teachers themselves.

Methodology

This research employed a qualitative approach with a descriptive-analytical
phenomenological design. The study population comprised religious education
teachers in upper secondary schools in Mashhad during the academic year 2023-
2024. Purposeful criterion-based sampling ensuring maximum variation was
employed and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in
the selection of 12 participants (7 women, 5 men) with an average age of 42 years
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and an average teaching experience of 15 years. Data were collected through in-
depth, semi-structured interviews and analyzed using the seven-step Colaizzi
method combined with Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics. Trustworthiness
was ensured based on Lincoln and Guba's criteria.

Findings
From the data analysis, five main themes were extracted, representing the
structure of teachers' lived experiences:

1. Dual Experience (Wonder/Enthusiasm) in Encountering Technology: This
theme refers to teachers' initial contact with smart technologies. Teachers live a
"paradoxical boundary experience" that entails both vulnerability (moral-identity
anxiety) and affordance (perception of new opportunities). For some, this
experience persists as sustained tension, with technology manifesting as a
"permanently problematic force" within their professional lifeworld.

2. Transformation of Competence from Content Transmission to the
Integration of Digital Ethics and Meaning-Making: This theme indicates a
paradigmatic shift in understanding competence from a static state of
"possessing knowledge" to a dynamic state of "capability for meaning-making
action." "Interpretive-ethical competence" was identified as a new structure with
three characteristics: integrative duality (movement between the sacred and the
algorithmic), the precedence of ethics over technology, and the transition from
stasis to dynamism. However, an overemphasis on making content attractive
risks reducing profound religious concepts to algorithm-friendly patterns.

3. Existential and Ethical Challenges (Preserving Spiritual Identity, Trusting Al
Data): Data analysis revealed an "existential critical situation" for the religious
educator, experienced at three levels: a crisis of authority (among teacher,
technology, and student), a crisis of trusteeship (the tension between being a
trustee of religious tradition and a technology user), and a crisis of agency (fear
of becoming a mere observer). The root of this apprehension lies in teachers'
tacit awareness of the "hidden logic of technology" that directs interpretive
orientations.

4. Adaptation Strategies through Self-Reflection and Continuous Learning:
Teachers have devised adaptation strategies through "professional self-
reflection," "continuous learning," and "synetgy between religious and
technological experience." A "three-stage model of identity re-creation”
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emerged: 1) differentiation and questioning (suspending traditional identity), 2
empowerment and preparation (acquiring new cultural capital), and 3)
integration and innovation (creative re-presentation of identity). These strategies
involved selective use of tools, aiming to reduce technology to an "interpretive
assistant” rather than a "reference for meaning production".

5. Educational Outcomes: The Formation of the Teacher's New Role as a
"Meaning-Guide in the Digital World": This theme represents the culmination
of the transformative journey. Teachers come to understand that they are no
longer "monopolists of information," but rather "reference points for the
interpretation of meaning." Three sub-themes constitute a redefined philosophy
of religious education: a new teleology (guiding the spirit and cultivating
discernment), a new methodology (critical, tripartite dialogue), and a new
epistemology (religious knowledge being both constant in essence and variable
in its mode of expression). However, this state represents an "unstable
equilibrium requiring constant care".

Conclusion

This study proposes that the competence of the religious education teacher in
the age of smart technologies is an "interpretive-ethical competence” constituted
by three domains: 1) The Hermeneutic Domain: the ability to interpret religious
concepts within the digital context; 2) The Ethical-Ontological Domain: the
ability to preserve the spiritual integrity of education and safeguard the identity
of the "teacher-educator" against the risk of becoming a "technician"; and 3) The
Pragmatic-Technological Domain: the ability to utilize tools responsibly in order
to achieve the objectives of the first two domains. These three domains
constitute the gestalt of the "teacher as a meaning-guide in the digital world."
The redefinition of competence is, in essence, the "restructuring of the
professional lifeworld" of religious educators. While this restructuring enables
active agency, it remains perpetually exposed to the risks of technicization and
the reduction of religious education to algorithmic logics.
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