Christian Education 101

The Independent school movement in Canada has been growing rapidly over the past decade.  There are many different reasons for this including a growing interest parents have in participating in their child's formal education and a growing concern that the institutions of society do not always represent the interests of the parents.  Aside from these, there are many other reasons for a parent to put their child into a Christian school: 

· they like the smaller class size 

· they enjoy greater voice in the education process 

· they prefer the environment and hope for shelter from the ills of society 

· they want stricter discipline 

· they want a moral or value laden education for their child 

· they want their child to receive religious training 

All of these are valid reasons for any parent to choose a Christian environment.  But are they the reasons that Christian schools exist? 

Education deals with the questions that are the foundation of all human activity and inquiry.  They are philosophical questions.  Pilate, just before he naively and ironically washed his hands, hoping to clear himself of the death of Christ, asked the philosophical question, "What is truth?". 

We know what he did not know.  Truth was standing before him.  Truth was embodied in Jesus Christ, the creator and redeemer, the one who keeps all creation in order, and the one who is the fulfillment to come. 

To understand the significance of this truth we must look at what has become the norm in society today.  The trend in 20th century education has been to answer questions about man, creation and the future after removing God from the picture.  The picture that is left is very distorted.  Distorted answers to questions about God’s reality result when God is denied His rightful place in our thinking.  "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding" Prov. 9:10.  We must put Christ at the center of all inquiry and analysis if we are to be faithful to truth. 

To begin to understand Christian education we must examine several essential questions.  What is the purpose of education?  What is man's role in society?  What is truth?  What is man?  How do we learn? 

1) What is the purpose of education? 

Will education cure the ills of society?  The belief that education is the only hope we have for the future of mankind is the root of much of the programming that goes on in education today: AIDS Education, Multi-cultural Ed., Substance abuse Ed., Anti-racism campaigns, etc.  When learning about the devastation of sin and disease becomes the only cure for it we are truly hopeless.  During the 1600’s and 1700's the notion developed that mankind could better itself through its own efforts, through science, tolerance and understanding.  God the redeemer and healer, was painted out of the picture and the picture became black.  Rather than making God the moral center and reason for improving the lot of mankind, man placed himself in the center. 

Christ is the reason we understand, the reason we sacrifice and serve those in need, the reason we have hope in the face of death, the reason we continue to live.  Christian Education puts Christ at the center of all knowledge, and that makes all the difference. So the purpose of education for the Christian is to discover more about who God is, man’s role in creation and our responsibility to God, and to learn the skills and knowledge that allow us to be good stewards of the gifts God has given us. 

2) What is man’s role in society? 

Man's role in society is diverse but should be guided by moral and ethical principles that shape society and the relationships of the individual.  Christian Education promotes loving relationships rooted in respect, service, order, and community.  The individualism of the early 20th century and the consumerism of the late 20th century have no place in the development of Christian character and godliness.  For example, if we teach Economics based on the principles of  'getting ahead' we undermine the very foundation of progress.  The Bible teaches that service to others is the definition of success.  Responsible action demands thinking beyond ourselves and looking to the good of the family, the community, and the world. 

The exploitation of our world is in direct violation of God's command to take good care of His creation.  Christian Education must teach the correct response to the ethical, moral, social and environmental issues of the world today.  Responsible action rooted in love can bring the healing of Christ into the relationships we create.  Christian Education should actively promote and teach such action. 

Christian Education is in the business of teaching discernment.  In a fallen world Christians must not make themselves ineffective.  We cannot afford to be incapable of answering the questions of our time or to be out of touch with the reality of our world.  This requires that difficult questions are asked and God's answers are found.  Graduates should have looked at the best answers of  "the world" and not only found their deception but also have been led to discover God's answers for the questions. 

There is much that is true outside of our experience and we ignore it at our peril.  By teaching students to discern truth and error we equip them to stand firm in the truth.  Christian Education is about examining the world in light of the creative, redemptive truth of Christ and finding in that truth the reason for today and hope for tomorrow. 

The next question cuts to the heart of educational philosophy.  The secularization of society and the prevailing of uncertainty in our hearts are results of failing to stand upon the promises of God.  We must be able to answer with confidence the question, “What is Truth?” 

3) What is Truth? 

The Bible states that, "The Truth shall set you free." and Jesus said, "I am the Way, the Truth and the life."  Christians believe that Truth is God.  The nature and character of God, the fact that God is a moral being, a law giver, a creator who is involved in His creation, all result in a vastly different approach to teaching and learning than the secular (non-religious) view of truth.  The prevailing view in secular education is that the SEARCH for truth will set you free.  If we believe that there are no absolutes, then freethinking and inquiry are the highest values; we have no standards by which to evaluate other cultures and lifestyles.  This removes all values and morals from education except those that people create based on their own reality and experience.  In fact, truth then becomes the honest response of the individual or group to reality as they interpret it. 

We see the results of this view of truth in society around us.  The notion that right and wrong is merely a social contract between people in a community, a contract that can change with time as values change or people are exposed to different ideas.  A kind hearted gentleman once told me that travelling would be good for me, because as I met more people from other cultures, I would see that there are many different “truths” and I would lose my conviction that Christ was the only way. 

Trinity Western University was denied the right to certify teachers because their community standards policy identified homosexual behaviour as sinful.  This was overturned and is now being appealed by the B.C. Teacher’s Federation to the Supreme Court.  This demonstrates with considerable force how completely absolute truth and biblical standards are rejected by society.  A group that stands upon a firm conviction of truth is vilified as being unfit to serve the public.  Not only must truth be relative but also one must recognize all other truths as equally valid to be accepted in today’s society. 

Ravi Zacharias points out that over the past century biblical teachings have lost their influence over most areas of the public arena.  Christians themselves search for other, “scientific” ways of supporting their positions.  “Thus saith the Lord” sadly carries very little clout.  We appeal to psychology to fix our marriages and raise our kids, economic theory to build our business and run our countries, despair of politics to bring about any justice in the world, and rely on the Bible to guide only our spiritual life.  We seem to have forgotten that the Bible is the guide to all areas of life. 

4) What is man? 

The answer to this question has taken some very weird twists and turns in the past.  The Behavioural school of psychology has held education in a headlock for several decades.  Most of us remember Pavlov and his dog, the one that was trained to drool when he rang a bell.  The discovery that animals could be 'conditioned' to respond to commands or input led to the dehumanizing of the education system (and interestingly was also applied to the prison systems).  Darwinism and Behaviourism concluded that human beings are animals, nothing more.  Therefore, if we train students to do certain things when we 'ring the bell' they have been educated.  This belief has tremendous impact on how teachers and parents relate to their children, how we expect them to learn, what approach we take in discipline, how we value one another, etc. 

Behaviourism denies the individuality of the person.  God created each of us with unique talents, abilities, learning styles, modes of response, and puts us in unique environments. Christian Education values that uniqueness as a gift and seeks to fulfill the potential for the individual to develop those things in the service of God.  Christian Education recognizes that the individual can never be fulfilled out of the context of a relationship with Christ, a relationship that empowers the individual to create loving, productive relationships with others. 

Behaviourism has been the singularly most powerful influence in education in this century.  I say has because its influence is still very strong and permeates much of the literature on education but it has a recent rival for most popular philosophical/psychological perspective. 

Another powerful influence of the late 20th century is the worship of the individual.  This is not new but has taken on a holographic face.  While individuals, families, and ethnic groups search for a moral and ethical past, a sense of rootedness, schools are facing a society which as a whole has no moral foundation from which to value or evaluate.  This results in society valuing only the rights and choices of the individual, often at the expense of society as a whole.  In education this means that the classroom is a place to examine but not to evaluate, to listen but not to value.  When we examine a moral world without knowledge of right and wrong we no longer know what to believe. 

To understand who we are, we must understand who God is and our relationship to Him.  Man is a moral being because we were created in the image of God.  God is the source of that moral nudge that we all have.  We are not programmed to be moral by society or our parents; they can only guide us to the comfort of living according to God’s moral plan or into the unhappiness of living outside of it.  Moral education is an essential part of developing the whole person, the physical, intellectual and spiritual person. 

5) How do we learn? 

What we believe is the answer to this question determines how we teach.  Every student is created by God, unique and with purpose.  This mandates that teachers and parents lead students to unlock their abilities and gifts, to challenge them to full potential in using the abilities they have, and to give those abilities meaning and purpose in serving God.  The classroom should both challenge and enable the student to learn.  Most students who are successful in the classroom have a learning style that is strongly language and math based.  Those that relate to reality through touch and spatial relationship, through seeing things as whole systems rather than broken into chunks, or through relationships are also here to serve God in their unique way.  Because God has created the individual with unique gifts and ways of relating creation, we honour God by educating youth to value and enjoy their gifts and to give themselves in service to their creator.  Christian Education must value what God values. 

Christian Education is about teaching skills, knowledge and responsibility.  One common misconception is that Christian Schools are extended Sunday schools where students learn Bible stories and memorize scripture verses.  Students must be prepared to be contributing members of society, the work force, their churches, and families.  This requires that students learn skills that will enable them to be successful and productive.  Some people feel that skills and knowledge are an objective part of education that can be taught in a context that denies God without any impact upon the world view of the Christian.  This is a sad example of how completely Satan has been able to manipulate our thinking so that we believe that life can be divided into areas about which God has something important to say, and areas about which He has nothing to say. 

This article has only lightly touched on the mind of education and is not complete without examining the heart of education.  When the desire of the home to bring up a child in godliness and truth is supported by a school that has that same goal, the result is powerful in preparing our children to transform their world.  The heart of the Christian school is prayer.  Staff members pray for and with their students during formal prayer times and informally when needs or opportunities arise.  The staff prays for the school and its families before beginning classes.  Students pray for one another and for their teachers at daily devotional times.  The board and school families uphold the school and one another in prayer.  We believe in the power of prayer and “tell our children of the mighty deeds of the Lord.” 

Christian Education is powerful, not because the public education system has decayed or lost control of its classes or any other concern parents may have.  Many public schools have tremendous education taking place and have caring, nurturing environments where teachers and staff serve their students with commitment and affection.  Christian Education is powerful because God has commanded Christian parents to raise their children in the fear and nurture of the Lord.  The Christian school assists parents in fulfilling this responsibility.  When we follow the commands of God there are earthly rewards as well as heavenly ones. 

Written by Keith Penner, Principal of Living Waters Christian Academy
