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Not One of Them is Missing!

Have you ever camped out in the open, sleeping on your back in the 
middle o f nowhere— beyond the Black Stump, we would say in 
Australia, which is as far away as you can get from civilization, in 
the heart o f the Outback. Where there is not a town light for a 
couple o f hundred kilometres, and the night sky without 
competition spreads itself around and above you and seemingly 
tucks in under the edges o f the red earth in a vast canopy.
Thousands upon thousands o f stars dance and twinkle in the deep 
blue-blackness, and you contemplate in wonderment the apparent 
infinitude o f it all. And at the same time, you are impelled to reflect 
on your own smallness in the great scheme o f things. “What is man 
that you are mindful o f him, the son o f man that you care for him?” 
(Ps. 8:4, Job 7:17).

Isaiah (40:26) too wonders at the heavens, with its multitude o f 
stars, and is astounded to find that not one o f them is missing! An 
unusual observation, we are wont to think— of course, none is 
missing— but it gives us pause. Why did God create just that many 
stars, no more, no less? What is the point o f each one o f them?
Why is each and every one important to Him? Did He just throw 
them off in creative enthusiasm, not stopping to worry, even to 
count their number? Why such seeming profligacy? Surely, a 
couple o f hundred perfect examples o f stars would do. After all, the 
vast majority o f people who have or will ever look at them cannot 
even tell them apart.

And then your thoughts return to yourself, lying there as dust in the 
dust. Why did G od bother to create me? Am I not as nothing? I 
am not a Beethoven, a Picasso, a Paul, a Florence Nightingale, a 
Martin Luther or a Mother Theresa. I am not even John Lennon. 
What then is my worth?

Achievement
I know what my culture has told me. I say in all tenderness and 
sincerity, “I love my mother.” But she has been a most effective 
agent o f that culture. She raised me to believe that my worth lay in 
what I achieved, in how high my marks were (though she did refuse
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to reward me with cold cash, unlike the parents o f at least one of 
my friends), or how well I performed on the sporting field (which 
was not very well). And the schools that I attended— even, or 
perhaps particularly, the “Opportunity Clever” class into which I 
was shepherded in Grade 5-—reinforced this message. I then went 
to a selective government high school, where the Headmaster stood 
me up sweating and blushing in front o f the class after the final first 
year exams to provide a justification for why my math mark had 
dropped from 95% at half-year to 49V2% by year’s end, and my 
ranking from 5th to 108th. And why do I remember these precise 
figures after all these years— I’ll leave it to you to guess just how 
many years that is. I could not tell the Headmaster that I had 
retreated to cheating on my homework, copying the answers from 
the back o f the book, from laziness, lack o f motivation, growing 
incomprehension as “x’s” and “y’s” began to proliferate, or just 
plain boredom. I cannot at this point say, nor probably could I 
have done so then.

O f course, there are echoes in this achievement morality o f what 
Weber termed the Protestant work ethic. It is assumed that material 
blessings are the only assurance o f an otherwise uncertain election. 
Rather than believing in faith that our worth is guaranteed only by 
G od’s gracious love, we measure it in terms o f outward attainment. 
But at what cost?

Many years later, while working with the team on Vision with a task 
(Stronks & Blomberg 1993), one o f my colleagues challenged me. 
“Why do you promote the kind o f schooling that you do, when you 
were obviously successful in (and because of) a very traditional type 
o f schooling?” I could only answer that the gospel impelled me. It 
is the nature o f that impelling that I wish to unpack for you today.

If  school had been for me a constant challenge to prove how 
successful I could be, for a much larger number o f people it was a 
constant struggle to avoid failure and humiliation, a struggle that 
was lost more often than it was won. In schools as we know them 
traditionally, only a few stars are rewarded. Most o f the others have
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gone missing. Their own unique stellar qualities gradually fade and 
tarnish. Just a few days ago, this letter appeared in— of all places, 
given our theme— the Toronto Star (October 17,1999, F5). I have to 
say that its appearance— and my coming upon it— confirmed my 
conviction about the message I should bring to you today. The 
correspondent writes:

I was diagnosed with a learning disability at the age of 7.
Though it never stopped me from learning, and I tried to 
enjoy school life, I always felt like an outsider.

I felt less of an individual when I was being tossed back 
and forth to different classrooms, and reading, writing, 
and math tests were being performed on me. No wonder 
I had low self-esteem.

A teacher told my mother when I was in Grade 8 that I 
would never be able to finish high school. Post-secondary 
education was a no-no. Was I to come up with a new way 
of living without a decent income? I thought my life was 
over.

It took me a while to build up my self-esteem, but I 
graduated from high school with an academic award and 
went through two years at George Brown College to 
become an intervener for deaf and blind persons.

I always had it in me to help other people. I worked in a 
group home with teens. I then worked for the York 
Region Board of Education as a sign — language interpreter 
with a hearing-impaired student. In the summer, I worked 
with deaf or blind young adults.

I’m very proud of my achievement in the workforce.
Words cannot express how wonderful my parents have 
been to help me be who I am. Without them, I would still 
be sitting at home, wondering what I wanted to be when I 
grew up.

What, in the name o f  justice, justifies the nightmare experience that
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school was for this woman, and for the myriad others like her? We 
can encompass thirteen years o f schooling in only four quick words, 
but can we feel what it is like to like to live those years minute by 
minute, from the time one wakes up in the morning with a stomach 
churning with apprehension, mom ent by mom ent through the day 
until the child returns home relieved, yet wrung out and not 
infrequently in tears?

And it is sadly ironic that this letter appears in an issue that 
headlined teachers’ complaints about the new Ontario elementary 
curriculum, with its “mountain o f material they must deliver”
(Toronto Star, 17 O ctober 1999, A l), “where a lot o f the concepts are 
just too abstract for children this young to grasp” (A14), and a 
“strict, exhaustive list o f concepts ... robs teachers o f flexibility.” 
“This curriculum is so rigid, it leaves out any consideration of 
students with special needs or who have English as a second 
language, let alone those who have not developed the emotional 
level to learn certain concepts,” said Phyllis Benedict, President of 
the Elementary Teachers’ Federation.

Star power
We know who the stars are in our culture. They are on the big and 
now the small screens, they are commemorated in the pavement 
along Hollywood Boulevard. Their movies are rated in stars, from 
one to five. O r they stride at the head o f armies, wearing three or 
four stars on their epaulettes. O r they sit in the Grade 3 classroom, 
having gold stars stuck on their worksheets. And all the while, the 
dozens and dozens o f names roll past at the end o f the film unread, 
the infantry goes into battle to be mired in mud, gassed, sliced and 
slaughtered, the often restless and noisy students sit at the back o f 
the classroom learning day after day that they do not shine, nor even 
twinkle, they are not at all bright, they are dumb.

Honouring the weak
Yes, the gospel impels me to argue for a different kind o f school. It 
is a school in which the weak are honoured. A school in which it is 
safe to make mistakes. I am not talking only (or even mainly) about

5



Not One of Them is Missing!

those few per cent who will be classified as suffering from 
disabilities o f various kinds, though they do o f course deserve our 
particular consideration. I am talking about the ordinary, “normal” 
kids, the great unwashed, the too often missed majority.

A couple of months ago I was made to feel a holy discomfort by a 
sermon on James 2— “Suppose a man comes into your meeting 
wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby 
clothes also comes in . .. If  you show favoritism, you sin and are 
convicted by the law as lawbreakers”— and on Jesus at the banquet 
held by a prominent Pharisee, whom he proceeded to insult about 
his guest list, devoid as it was o f the poor, the crippled, the lame and 
the blind. N ot only my own practices of hospitality were called into 
question, but I was led to reflect on the practices o f Christian 
schools as well.

“They ate not received there”
I was put in mind o f a young friend, now in his early twenties, 
whose experience at a Christian school was one of constant 
humiliation in the face o f school expectations, not to mention 
emotional and sometimes physical abuse from his peers. He was an 
unconfident child wanting desperately to belong, who retreated into 
the solitude o f reading and writing fantasy stories, and who in his 
mid-teen years was plagued with thoughts o f suicide. When a unit 
on the Olympics concluded with the handing out o f medals, he was 
only the more shamed by being awarded a medal for “trying hard” . 
And I was reminded o f the following interview with a North 
American Christian school teacher, in which he said:

I have a holy complaint. After thirty or forty years of inservicing, 
conventions, writing, teacher education, we have not managed to 
extricate ourselves from the structure we took over from the 
public schools when our schools first started. Reform has not 
happened.

I am frightened of ‘privatism’—the private school mentality— 
gaining ascendancy over the model of the Christian school....
The emphasis seems to be more and more on the wealthy
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entrepreneur as a model of success for our children__The so-
called “Christian good life” is the dynamic behind our schools. 
Very few of our graduates go into service occupations. Their 
schooling has taught them to focus on very narrowly-defined 
goals. So, friends, I weep.

When it comes to learning, our schools are still “filling stations”. 
Even where there is evidence of hands-on and lab work, children
are not asking questions, probing, reflecting__ Those who
succeed within such an environment are those who can work 
within the tight parameters. There is a large group who are 
alienated. They won’t send their kids to Christian schools. The 
lower middle class will lose the vision of Christian education, 
because it is so cognitively driven. Even chapel is regimented, a 
daily exercise of discipline. Then, there is the underclass, whose 
parents are poor and can barely pay; their kids are not cognitively 
able, and they end up deeply angry. They’re the ones who scrawl 
graffiti, make bomb threats and engage in other destructive 
acts— because they have not been received there.

You may regard this as a particularly jaundiced view. I do not think, 
however, that anyone o f you could fail to feel the power o f those 
concluding words: “they have not been received there”. They of 
course resonate— or should I say dissonate— with the words o f 
Jesus: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will 
give you rest” (Matt 11:28).

Again, it is not one particular category o f students that concerns me. 
It is all the different kinds o f students who do not fit the school 
mold, whether because o f ethnic, emotional, social, socio-economic 
or cognitive characteristics they bear, their different learning styles, 
interests, aspirations, home experience, intelligences. The primary 
responsibility o f the school is to receive them all, to welcome them 
where they are. And to truly receive them is to seek to ensure that 
they experience growth towards maturity. It is not to exclude but to 
include them, not to shun but to embrace them, to gather them in 
under its wings.
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A matter of life and death
O ur theme passage exhorts us to shine like stars as we hold out the 
word o f life (Phil 2:15-16). The paradox o f course is that the only 
way to life is through death. It was because he humbled himself, 
even to death on a cross, that Jesus was given the name that is 
above all names. “Low, the way is low”, the hymn reminds us. “He 
who spoke the sky”— a concise and powerful image that points us 
once more to the stars— “was a baby born in hay”. The way o f life 
is the way o f humble service, where we look not only to our own 
interests, but also to the interests o f others, bearing one another’s 
burdens and sharing each other’s joys. “Learn from me,” Jesus 
continues (Matt 11:29), “for I am gentle and humble in heart.”
Learn from gentle Jesus, meek and mild? The wimpy Jesus, W hom 
Machiavelli and Nietzsche scoffed, the one who if followed would 
take all the hardness and resolve out o f public life? Learn gentleness 
and humility? “W ho is wise and understanding among you? Let 
him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that 
comes from wisdom” (Jas 3:13).

The woman whose letter we read is a shining example o f gentle 
humility, seeking a life o f service. Why did school hinder rather 
than help her in preparing for this? Her parents gave her the love 
and security to believe that she could “be somebody”. W hat is the 
nature of the love that the teacher should give to the student? What 
does the pedagogical relationship require? Does it not in the first 
place require enabling the child to “be”?

An oxymoron?
I have begun to think that “Christian school” is an oxymoron. It is 
a contradiction in terms, an enforced marriage o f opposites, 
opposites that detract. There is an inevitable tension involved in 
teaching in such a school, a tension that is part o f their very 
structure. I say this not from the ivory tower that I might now 
appear to inhabit, but from the experience o f working for fourteen 
years in a Christian school, and several more working alongside 
Christian teachers in other contexts. I do not wish to stand up here 
from the safety o f the podium and exhort you to an idealism that is
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so head in the clouds that it has no feet on the ground, like the 
Greek philosopher who was so absorbed in abstract reflection he 
did not see the hole ahead into which he then fell. I want to stand 
with you as teachers, knowing the dedication and struggle, and the 
many joys and satisfactions, that are attendant upon this calling. But 
I also want to stand with the children. It is with the children that a 
true teacher stands, hearing the call o f the child to be guide and 
nurtured, to grow more daily, to flourish rather than to diminish.
D o we hear the call o f the child?

In I  and Thou, Martin Buber (1958, 136-7) says, "One must, 
however, take care not to understand this conversation with G od ... 
as something happening solely alongside or above the everyday... 
God's speech to men penetrates what happens in the life o f each 
one o f us, and all that happens in the world around us, biographical 
and historical, and makes it for you and me into instruction, 
message, demand. Happening upon happening, situation upon 
situation, are enabled and empowered by the personal speech of 
God to demand o f the human person that he take his stand and 
make his decision." D o we hear the demand, the question, the 
voice o f God in the voice o f the child?

The tension is teal
So, let us acknowledge and accept the tension that characterizes our 
work in the Christian school, which is but the focussed expression 
in our vocation o f being not o f the world while yet we are in it. For 
the school as we know it is an embodiment o f a tradition that is 
antithetical to the gospel. It will not do to attempt to safeguard the 
present shape o f schools by arguing that schools are only for 
learning academic knowledge, so that successful students can take 
their place in the system, and then start serving God. That 
businesses are for making a profit, which can then be used to fund 
good works. That art is for aesthetic enjoyment, and except where 
overtly “religious”, it is devoid o f spiritual significance. No, 
schools, businesses, art— these and all other areas o f life are the very 
places in which we are called to serve G od with our whole being.
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“Work, eat, sleep, work, eat, sleep, work, eat, sleep”— a soporific 
beat echoes the rhythmic rattle o f the subway cars. I did not 
immediately see the lower poster in the Indigo advertising— “Book. 
A retreat from reality.” Too often, this is too true o f schools. I 
hope the person concerned will not mind me quoting her here, but 
when I asked a group o f high school teachers the reason for their 
excitement about their theme or special emphasis days, one replied 
that it was because it put students in touch with the real world. My 
question had to be, “W hat does this say about the normal 
curriculum?”

We do not only have the minds o f children in school, where, let us 
not forget, they are sequestered in one o f society’s few total 
institutions for many o f the most vibrant years o f their lives. 
Whatever the glibness o f references to “the whole person” in 
educational discourse, there are indeed whole people present to and 
with us in our classrooms. We must never forget the role we school 
teachers play in the formation o f their identity as persons. We are 
not just filling their heads, we are forming their character.

Rationality and Reason
“A tradition that is antithetical to the gospel”— by this I mean a 
tradition which exalts above all, rationality. It even deifies it as 
Reason, processing its statue through the streets o f post
revolutionary Paris to be enthroned in the Pantheon, a desecrated 
church, worshipping it as the key to understanding meaning and 
order in human life. Why? It is Reason that brings Enlightenment, 
the breaking through o f the light into the darkness o f dogma and 
the futility o f faith. Reason, confessed by one Christian philosopher 
o f education, Paul Hirst, as “the ultimate court o f appeal in all 
human affairs.”

Let us name this for what it is. It is a false gospel, holding out the 
word o f death, and its temple is the school.

I do not wish to denigrate rationality, which is one o f G od’s good 
gifts to us as humans being. I am bold to think that I am exhibiting
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some o f the traits o f rationality even as I speak. But our being 
consists comprehensively in our imaging God, not in our powers o f 
reasoning. Rationality exalted as Reason decrees that there is in any 
area o f life, one answer, an answer that can be expressed in abstract, 
symbolic terms. Behind all the concrete appearances, the 
momentary changes, there is one proposition that can capture the 
truth. And if there is only one answer, then people can be readily 
tested as to whether they’ve “got it” or not. Hence, we differentiate 
people on a vertical scale, from 95% to 49'/2%, we rank them as 
successes or in varying degrees, failures. And if rational truths are 
individual possessions, residing in individual heads, then learning 
them is an individualistic undertaking. And if individualistic, then 
pretty soon competitive, in which, as the advertisement has it, to 
come second is to be the first loser. This way lies arrogance.

ACE high?
Many years ago I qualified— collecting every gold star, I confess in 
all humility— to become a mentor in Accelerated Christian 
Education. It was really an exercise in investigative journalism for 
me, otherwise I would have left at the first break, as some o f my 
Christian school colleagues did. The opening session was a sermon 
proclaiming this method as one delivered directly from God—  
without acknowledging that in this case His prophet was B.F. 
Skinner— to doubt which was to fall prey to the Devil, as did the 
Israelites hankering after leeks and onions in the wilderness. A.C.E. 
taught that words were knowledge, that rote learning o f the right 
words, while isolated from all the distractions o f other students in 
one’s own carrel or cubby-hole, armed only with a pencil and a 
programmed instruction booklet, plus an American flag to raise if 
assistance were required, was what coming to know was all about. 
Learning was individualistic, but not individualised, everyone 
following the same programme, for there was only one route to 
knowledge, and the quicker students were rewarded with release 
time to engage in table tennis or reading C. S. Lewis.

Sad to say, this is only an exaggeration o f the traits o f traditional 
schooling, albeit to the point o f  parody.
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But, Paul says, “those parts o f the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honourable we 
treat with special honour” (I Cor 12:22-23). And listen to the echo 
o f Isaiah in these words: “G od has arranged the parts o f  the body, 
every one of them, just as he wanted them to be” (I Cor 12:18). “N ot 
one o f them is missing!” If  we treat everyone in school as if  he or 
she is disembodied reason, then naturally there are going to be those 
with greater and those with lesser reasoning powers. But if  we 
acknowledge that we always have bodies— whole selves— before us, 
we might be reminded o f the multiple shapes in which bodies 
come— not one, abstract, pure Reason, but individual members o f 
one another in the greater Body, each with his or her own gifts.

There was a powerful if questionable experiment several years ago, 
one that would be unlikely to get past a university ethics committee 
these days. A t the beginning o f the year, teachers were told that 
certain students were particularly gifted. They needed no further 
hint than this to keep a special eye on them throughout the year, 
and it is no surprise that at year’s end, these students were assessed 
as having performed to expectation. O f course, as you may know 
or have guessed, there was nothing particularly special about these 
students at all— except in the crucial sense that everyone is special. 
They had been randomly selected, and then the phenomenon o f the 
self-fulfilling  prophecy, or more poetically, the Pygmalion effect, 
played its course. It is but a small step to reflect on the impact of 
this experience on those students who had not been deemed 
“special”. How did our correspondent feel to be labeled at age 7 as 
deficient? How much does the belief that one is not fully present 
affect one’s performance? What would it be like to experience day 
after day, month after month, year after year o f stage fright? We 
know how anxiety causes the brain to downshift, to function at less 
than its optimum: how many special education kids are 
didakogenically engineered— that is, a product o f teachers’ actions? 
How many “ordinary” kids are gifted— as many as the Bible says, or 
not quite?
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Asterisks galore
There is a button on the bottom  left hand corner o f the telephone 
dialing pad. Like the button on the right hand corner, it is given 
different names in different English-speaking countries, the latter 
being known as the hash, the number sign or the pound key, for 
example. The left hand button is called in the Aussie dialect an 
asterisk, here it is more frequently the star. In educational circles, 
we sometimes talk o f children that are “at risk” . I prefer to say that 
all children are “asterisked”— all kids are special, all kids are stars. 
N ot one o f them is missing.

W hen next you are tempted to rank your students 1 through 25 or 
30, think o f the numbers on the telephone keypad. Then think o f 
the star in the lower left-hand comer. How many o f your kids 
deserve a star, instead o f a number?

Horizontal differentiation
W hat I am suggesting is that rather than the vertical differentiation 
so characteristic o f our schools, whereby we rank children on the 
one scale, we need to promote horizontal differentiation. We need 
to distinguish between children not primarily in terms o f their 
intellectual capacities, narrowly conceived, but in terms o f the whole 
range o f abilities and talents with which G od has gifted them. We 
do need to be discriminating o f diverse gifts, to assess continually 
for diagnostic, formative purposes. But we need to be free o f 
discrimination.

The Academy o f Plato was dedicated to developing rational insight 
into the order that lies behind the changing appearances o f everyday 
experience: it is this notion that is embedded in our dedication to 
academic excellence, a penetration to the general structure o f things 
that helps us escape the messy world o f  practice. It is the world of 
theory that is to be determinative for practice. But we need to think 
of academics more broadly, in terms o f all that should happen under 
the direction o f the school. And we need to think o f excellence 
more biblically, in terms o f the qualities o f excellence that are 
incarnated in the life o f Jesus Christ and articulated in the
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proclamation o f the gospel. We need to think o f the priority of 
practical wisdom, o f living the life and walking the way o f Jesus. 
Rather than the excellence o f theoretical or intellectual insight, we 
need to think of schools as promoting “qualities of wisdom”. 
Wisdom encompasses far more than knowledge, as this is 
understood in our culture. James says, it “is first o f all pure; then 
peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full o f mercy and good fruit, 
impartial and sincere” (Jas 3:17).

Realization of value
There is one measure o f academic excellence, namely, grasp o f 
conceptual relations. But wisdom is not p rimarily conceptual 
understanding. It is rather the realization of what is of value (cf., 
Maxwell 1984). I intend this in the two senses o f “realization”: 
hearing the voice o f God as to what is right, true, proper, 
appropriate, and doing this right thing. Knowing, in biblical 
perspective, is hearing and doing the will o f God; it is a faithful 
working out o f G od’s purposes, as he is at work in us.

Values come in many forms, none o f which may be reduced to or 
swallowed up in another. We can list the values o f the Sermon on 
the Mount, the fruit of the Spirit, the boundaries for human action 
expressed in the Ten Commandments, the greatest values Jesus 
emphasizes in the two like commandments. We can turn to the 
various lists o f gifts that we find in Scripture. Whatever backdrop 
we use, there is a much greater range o f human qualities that are 
valued in the Bible than can be encompassed in rational thought, 
Horatio.

These values are not just whatever values people happen to hold, 
whatever people value. They are normative, God-given values, to 
which humans respond in a more or less faithful manner. Humans 
can come to value what is good and true, pure and right, or they can 
and do o f course come to value much that is perverted, distorted, 
idolatrous. These normative values I think o f as ways or qualities o f 
wisdom. They include analytical understanding, but also ethical and 
economic, social and techno-cultural, lingual and jural, aesthetic and
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confessional insight. Qualities o f wisdom, equal exemplars o f 
excellence, all to be fostered in the school.

What do parents want?
Earlier this year I presented a paper to a group o f education 
academics in Amsterdam. One response was neither novel nor 
unexpected. “You paint a very attractive picture o f what a school 
could be. The problem is, no parents would want to send their 
children there.” Yes, if I am to keep my feet on the ground, as I 
promised I would try to do, I must confront the reality o f parental 
expectations.

It is true that in our culture, many even o f those parents o f children 
whom school is destined to fail will want to place their kids in 
schools dedicated single-mindedly to academic excellence. But 
there are also many parents who would choose a school because 
they want their children to be “happy”. Now, “happy” is a pretty 
bland word, but what I think Christian parents most often mean 
when they use this portmanteau term is that they want their children 
to grow up leading flourishing and serviceable lives, lives in which 
their children’s gifts have been unwrapped and which they then use 
in loving service o f others. They want their children to grow up in a 
living relationship with Jesus Christ, in which they play the part in 
His Body that G od has created them to play, seeking his Kingdom 
and his righteousness/justice, seeking Shalom. They don’t want 
their kids to go missing. They know their children as a precious gift 
from God, and they want others to treat them with the integrity that 
being in G od’s image deserves.

However few or many o f these latter parents there be, the shape of 
the Christian school should not in the end be a matter o f opinion 
polling, the outcome o f a democratic process. The Christian school 
is in the first place accountable to G od in Jesus Christ for its shape. 
Though the priesthood o f all believers might imply that G od’s will 
can be discerned by a committee, committees are no more infallible 
than Popes. Though we may celebrate the origins o f committees 
and indeed o f democracies in Calvin’s Geneva, this does not confer
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on them divine status.

I know a school on the outskirts o f Sydney that has reached its 
planned capacity o f 950 students. It has almost as many people on 
the waiting list. Why? Its founding principal had a vision, arising in 
no small part from his experience as a father of a child with Down 
Syndrome. The school has a large special education program, 
making ministry to those with learning disabilities central to its 
mission. This does not mean that the majority o f those either in the 
school or on the waiting list have such disabilities, nor at the same 
time that all o f these are Christians. For in seeking to be an 
inclusive community, the school is a witness to the kind of 
alternative that a Christian school can be. Its light so shines before 
men, that they see its good works, to the praise o f G od in heaven. 
This school is a star in the darkness, that leads those who are wise 
men and women to the baby in the manger. It holds forth the word 
o f life.

Though as teachers we sometimes bemoan it, we should be thankful 
that many parents send their children to our schools because they 
see them as safer, more hospitable places than other schools, 
because their kids have been bullied or ostracized, scarred by 
sarcasm, or have had their unique stellar qualities ignored. They 
may not share our deeper insights into the purposes o f faithfully 
Christian education, but we should praise God that they have seen 
our schools as places in which their children will be received, in 
which they are welcome around the Lord’s banquet table.

In search of excellence
I am not arguing for mediocrity. I advocate academic excellence as 
one goal among many for the school. But there are many kinds o f 
excellence, many different expressions o f quality, many different 
intelligences besides the logical and verbal. By all means, let us 
celebrate the stars, but let us recognize the true panoply that there 
is.

It has been said, and there is much evidence to support the
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statement, that schooling is a poor predictor o f success in later life. 
Winston Churchill repeated Grade 9 twice— on a positive note, he 
said that this allowed him to spend more time with the best English 
teacher one could wish for (even though I have dangled a 
preposition in so saying). One teacher suggested o f Churchill’s time 
at military college that he did not so much go through Sandhurst, as 
under it. But think o f some o f the luminaries on the horizon today.
I am not sufficiently acculturated to name these for Canada. I have 
heard o f Wayne Gretzky, though I believe he is now a has-been. I 
know Celine Dion, though I still have a generational attachment to 
Joni Mitchell— it’s the W oodstock thing. I have heard o f Conrad 
Black, because he tried to take over an Australian newspaper chain; 
but then you too have heard o f Rupert Murdoch. If  I range beyond 
Canada, I think o f Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela, Mother 
Theresa and Pope John Paul II. You can complete the list, adding 
those who are an inspiration, though not necessarily a moral 
beacon, in various areas o f life. How would you treat them if they 
were in your classroom? And o f course, they are, in various guises. 
Will they go through your school— or under it?

An alternative shape to schooling
The structure o f schooling is not without hope o f redemption. 
Nothing is beyond the scope o f G od’s grace. A school is only 
possible, as is anything else that exists, because of the creating 
breath, the W ord and Spirit, o f God— “He who spoke the sky”—  
and He loves and seeks to restore everything He has made. Our task 
is to outwit the constraints o f current structures.

A school that resounds with the song o f the gospel will focus on 
improving the performance o f its weakest members more than— or 
at least as much as— it does o f its strongest. It will encourage 
collaborative rather than competitive learning, and not fall into the 
trap o f measuring the success o f cooperative strategies primarily in 
terms o f whether they improve academic achievement. It will 
provide truly alternative learning pathways, not just streams for over 
and under-achievers which are differentially valued. It will recognize 
that academic high achievers will also benefit from programs that
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put them in touch with other ways o f being in the world— vegetable 
gardening as well as botany, sculpting chess pieces as well as playing 
chess— and with existential issues rather than only abstract analytical 
manipulations, that acknowledge, with Maritain, that intelligence is 
in the heart and the hands, and not just in the head. It will enter 
into partnerships with business and industry, functioning more and 
more as learning headquarters rather than teaching fortress, realizing 
that liberal or general education as preparation for the professions is 
one kind of vocational training alongside other, equally valuable 
forms.

Such schools will be willing to experiment with multi-age, vertical or 
family grouping, practices which are up-front about the diversity 
that exists, rather than attempting to camouflage this with age-based 
uniformity. They will tinker with the timetable, lengthening periods 
and shortening semesters, to create spaces which are more 
hospitable to learning. They will confront their students with real- 
life problems, appreciating that in dealing with real-world 
complexity, a range of different insights is required, and that in the 
real world it is a cooperative, team-based approach to problem
solving that is significant. They will be so structured that teachers 
model in their working together the centrality o f  community; and 
they will allow teachers time to plan together. They will facilitate 
more sustained contact o f each teacher with a fewer number o f 
students, perhaps in high schools by having teachers teach two or 
more subjects to the same cohort, rather than spreading them thinly 
across a hundred and twenty or a hundred and fifty children in the 
course o f a day.

They will engage not merely occasionally in service projects, but will 
structure their curriculum around centres o f service, so that learning 
is, in W olterstorff s terms, praxis-driven towards the embrace of 
justice and peace. They will acknowledge that children learn in 
different ways, come with and develop different interests, vary in 
the rates at which they learn, and each in the rate at which he or she 
learns different things. They will understand growth as competition 
with oneself rather than with others, a stretching onward to attain a
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goal, and will tailor the challenges they present to students so that 
they are neither so great as to cause shutdown in the face o f an 
impossible task nor so small as to be no challenge at all. They will 
encourage depth o f  understanding rather than comprehensive 
coverage o f content; instead o f covering the curriculum, concealing in 
place o f revealing, they will pursue dis-covery, knowing that no-one 
can know everything, but that knowing some things well is 
preferable to knowing many things superficially. They will have 
grasped that learning is playing at knowing, and that a single- 
minded emphasis on rigor can too often bring rigor mortis. They 
will by all means emphasi2e standards, while eschewing 
standardization.

Standards, but not standardization
All students do not have to do the same things all the time. N ot all 
have to go to every learning centre in the primary classroom; if a 
particular centre introduces an idea or skill that is new to everyone, 
they will all work in it, but more frequently, the teacher will assign 
students to specific centres or tasks because o f her continually 
developing sense o f their individual readiness.

In the elementary classroom, where 5th and 6'h graders study ancient 
cultures in a team-taught unit entided “B.C to A.D.”, the class is 
divided into three groups, each to study one o f the Egyptian, Greek 
or Roman civilizations. Each group will have a leader and teacher 
support. They are given interest inventories, on the basis o f which 
they are assigned to topics such as the following: geography, sport, 
health and nutrition, food production and preparation, literature and 
theatre, inventions, buildings, government and law, attitudes to 
women, armies, manufacturing, religion. They will explore 
particularly the influences that their chosen culture has had on 
Western life, and in line with main thrust o f the unit, will be looking 
for the way developments in these areas comprise a more or less 
coherent worldview as an expression o f a pervasive religious 
commitment. They will also consider in depth the extent to which 
citizens (and slaves!) o f  their civilization were enabled to serve one 
another, and the structures that promoted oppression and
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exploitation, both o f insiders and outsiders.

There will be an extended library component, in which the teacher- 
librarian works closely with students to develop basic research skills. 
They learn to locate a variety o f resources at an appropriate level o f 
difficulty, experiment with different note-taking approaches and 
ways of organizing their information, and explore different ways o f 
communicating their understandings, such as essays, historical 
fiction, monologues, poems, cartoons or plays. Their teachers 
provide them with guidelines on content, research, planning and 
outcomes of their project, and work with them individually as they 
set their own goals.

The class compiles an Ancient Age newspaper, using suitable 
software, in which they include simulated first person accounts. 
Editors will be appointed, following written applications and 
interviews. The paper will include all the varied material (comics, 
features, advertisements, etc.) o f a contemporary newspaper. The 
unit will culminate with the Mediterranean Games, which will 
include a wide range of performance options (of which only a few 
will demand athletic prowess).

In the middle school, rather than all students reading the one novel, 
they will select from four or five across a broad reading range on a 
common theme— racial or gender discrimination, economic or 
political oppression, religious intolerance, productive and 
destructive personal relationships. In each o f these themes, they 
will be seeking to identify biblical norms for abundant human living, 
not as abstract rules or principles, but as these are embedded in 
concrete contexts portrayed in literature. Students reading the same 
novel meet frequently for discussion; each group will reflect 
differing degrees o f reading proficiency, but students will take turns 
in designated leadership roles. Journal prompts vary, and are 
assigned to different students by the teacher or selected by them on 
the basis o f interest. Many whole class discussions on the theme 
will be held. Once again, opportunities will be given for a range of 
ways of responding to the novels and themes, including drama,
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drawing, writing to organizations dedicated to helping people who 
are suffering in specific areas, and interviewing people who are able 
to give personal insight into aspects o f the teme.

In physical education, students are helped to diagnose their starting 
points with various exercises, set goals for personal improvement, 
and record their own progress. They focus on growth in two areas, 
their best and their weakest, and are paired for peer coaching. The 
school basketball team rotates through all who want to play.
(Indeed, Chattanooga Christian school, which I visited several years 
ago, had this same policy for school drama productions, casting a 
number o f Romeos and Juliets. Their m otto was: “Everyone can 
play.”)

In the high school, rather than completing the same algebra 
homework and tests, students are given communal and individual 
challenge problems, which situate algebra in real-life contexts. 
(Ideally, these would reflect issues that were being explored 
elsewhere in the curriculum.) They identify key concepts and skills 
in a given chapter and after a number o f assessment tasks, they 
evaluate their results and choose assignments and workshops that 
will help them in their areas o f difficulty. They sometimes work 
alone, sometimes with a partner. O n end-of-chapter tests, there is a 
further collection o f challenge problems o f varying kinds, which are 
assigned according to the teacher’s insight into developing 
competencies.

Quantity of information or quality of transformation?
Christian schools should evidence that education is not ultimately 
about information, but transformation. They will be schools of 
quality, not merely o f excellence.

This is not idealistic dreaming, even if o f a Christian kind. I refer 
you, for example, to the research o f Aspin and Chapman (1994) into 
quality schooling. In their words, schools committed to quality 
educational provision need to embrace problem-posing (123), the 
principle o f inclusivity and "the four themes of quality schooling—
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efficiency, equity, choice and variety”, in order "to enable [students] 
to acquire the abilities...to participate in [society] ... in appropriate 
social, political and moral ways" (41-42)— we might say, wisely.
They further suggest that schools need to attend:

above all, perhaps, [to] the problem of how to assist 
human beings to acquire and retain their values of 
humanity, sensitivity, sympathy and compassion, at a time 
when the emphasis upon what ... ‘technocratic 
rationality’, upon technicization and the dominance of 
particular kinds of economic interest, threaten us with the 
loss of a sense of individual worth and commitment to a 
set of values that will help define and enrich the quality of 
human relationships between ourselves and others—what 
we might call the problem of the need for the humanisation 
of the present-day curriculum.

I have focussed today on the fact that Christian schools, like any 
expression o f the body o f Christ, should be communities o f care.3 I 
am a strong advocate o f developing biblical perspective in all areas 
of the curriculum, so that the word o f life shines its light on all 
subject matter. But if Christian schools do not operate with a 
biblical perspective on the person, they are poor places indeed.

In the end, the curriculum is the way in which we structure the 
relationship between people, people who hold the offices o f teacher 
and student. It is thus not primarily in pastoral care, or in special 
extra-curricular innovations for those whom the curriculum does 
not fit, but in re-shaping curricular practices so that these are 
conveyors o f care, that the real mission o f the Christian schools 
rests. In seeking a more faithful way o f structuring curriculum, we 
are seeking a more loving way o f being pedagogues, older ones 
leading younger ones in the path that has been pioneered by Jesus 
Christ, the way of humble obedience to the cross. And whatever we 
do for the least o f them, we do for Him, holding forth the word of 
abundant life for all in a kingdom— in a school—which turns the 
world’s values upside-down.
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I have focussed on the vision, and leave you with the task. If 
Christian schools are to make a difference, they must, among other 
things, be communities that celebrate difference, treating unequals 
unequally. Dare we to say that G od has been wasteful in the image 
bearers he has spawned, the stars that reflect his light? Too often, 
we see finishing schools, rounding off the accomplishments o f the 
few, and finishing off the many. W hat we need are polishing 
schools, bringing to their brightest luminescence each and every one 
o f the shining stars that inhabit their universe. N ot one o f them is 
missing.
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