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Weliveinaworldfilledwithincrediblyrichandwonderfulblessings,whichweacceptwith

thankfulnessfromthehandofGodandthehandsthathelpedintheircomingtofruition.Yetitis

alsoaworldofvastsuffering,frequentlyinexplicable,butoftenattributabletotheevilfromwhich

wenevercease.Ourlivesareacontinualsearchforawaytowardsthelight,andawayfromthe

darkness.Thissearchisfundamentallyspiritual,notalwaysinidentifiablyreligiousforms.Our

commitmentatICSistosearchoutthespiritualrootsofthegoodwefosterandtheevilwepermit,

knowinglyorinadvertently.

Therewasaremarkableobservationafewcenturiesagobysomeonetermeda“constructive

revolutionary”.Itisallthemoreremarkable,becausemanywouldnotexpectthisfromhim.

Youcannotimagineamorecertainrule….Alltheblessingsweenjoyaredivinedepositsthatwe

havereceivedonthiscondition:thatwedistributethemtoothers. 
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TheauthorisJohnCalvin.Wearenottoassumethattheblessingshehasinmindare

outofthisworld.Theyareinfactasdowntoearthassupervisingthebuildingofasewerin

Geneva.Calvin’sisaworldaffirmingfaith,inwhichtheprayerforGod’sKingdomtocome,God’s

willtobedoneonearth,isconcreteandhistoricallygrounded,astheJudeoChristianscripturesare

throughout.Biblicallyformed,reformingscholarshipseekstocontributetothecomingofthis

Commonwealth.

Thehymnwehavejustsung,basedonversesfromPsalm57,hastherefrain,“Abovetheheavens”.

ThisisnotintendedtosuggestanabsentGod,reigningindistantglory.Rather,itsignalsGod’s

gloryencompassingallcreaturelyreality–mountainsandrivers,plants,animals,humansmadein

1 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion [1559] Book III, Ch. 7, Sec. 5
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theimageofGod,theirsocialrelationshipsandculturalaccomplishments,thusservingthepurpose

forwhichhumanswerecreated:totend,keep,carefor,fillandfulfiltheworld.

TheHebrewwordheretranslatedas“glory”mayalsobe“soul”,orsimply,“me”(Ps36:5).Glory

signifieswhatisattheheartofourhumanness,the“weight”ofourselves.God’sgloryishumans

glorified,beingalltheyaremeanttobeasimagebearers.Thisgloryistobeamongthenations.Itis

thekingsoftheearthmarchingintoarenewedcreation,theNewJerusalem,bringingwiththemall

thathasbeenunfoldedfromthebeginning.“MaythewholeearthbefilledwithGod’sglory,”the

sometimeswiseSolomonwrites(Ps72:19.)AsHabakkuklaterprophesied,“theearthwillbefilled

withtheknowledgeofthegloryofGodasthewaterscoverthesea.”

Ihadnotalwaysrealisedthissignificanceof“thegloryofGod”,notexplicitly.SoIwassomewhat

takenabackbyN.T.Wright’sclaimthatGod’spurposeistheglorificationofGod’schildren.How

foreignthiswastomuchIhadheardinsermons.Yethowcloseitwastotheunarticulatedyearning

ofmyheart.Icametounderstandthatthishadbeensaidinsomanyotherwaysinformingthe

visionofICS,thoughnotwithsuchastriking,startlingfocus.YetthisiswhatPaulsaystothe

Romans(8:17):WearecoheirsofGodwithChrist!Howgloriousisthis?EchoingRomans8:30,

Wrightsaysthattoglorifyis“tosetourCreator’schildreningloriousauthorityovertheworld.”It

isthusthattheearthwillbefilledwiththegloryofGod,asthewaterscoverthesea.

Fillingtheearthwithgoodthings.Beingfruitful.Thisisourcreationalculturalmandate.Thewhole

worldflourishing.God’spurposefulfilled.BeingcalledaccordingtoGod’spurposemeanstaking

upthepurposeforwhichwewerecreated–toserveGodinservingGod’sworld,byunfoldingthe

richeswithwhichGodhasentrustedus,earthenvessels.Wright(p.91)says:“Thatisthehope.

WhenGodredeemsthewholecreation,redeemedhumanswillplaythekeyrole,resumingthewise,

healingsovereigntyoverthewholeworldforwhichGodmadetheminthefirstplace.”

Yes,thereisneedforhealing,andneedforwisdom.Therearebrokenrelationshipseverywhereand

atalllevels,fromoneononepartnershipstomultinationalcorporations,andeverythingin

between.Thereissuffering,oftenarisingfrominjustice,nearlyeverywherewelook.Christian

scholarshipservingGod’spurposeenvisionsallcreationflourishingtothegloryofGod,thehealing

songofthegospelsungeverywhere.Thisisasublimehope.Sufferingisaconstantinourfallen
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world.Buthopesooftencomesinthefaceofsuffering.Andhopedoesnotdisappointus.The

groansofsufferingarelikethoseofamotherinchildbirth,heraldingallthingsworkingtogetherfor

God.

ThereisonepassageofScripture,perhapsmorethananyother,thatfocusesourvisionofGod’s

glory.ItistheNewerTestamentpassagereadearlier(Col1:1520).Andifthereisonesayingthat

isemblematicofourtradition,itisAbrahamKuyper’s:“Thereisnotonethumb’sbreadth,ofwhich

theLorddoesnotsay,‘Itismine’.”

Wearealleducators,inmanywaysandmanydifferentrelationships.Weteachothers,byourwords

anddeeds,asfriends,family,colleagues,evencasualacquaintances.Inthisway,weloveorfailto

loveourneighbours.Someofusareprofessionaleducators;andsomeofusfocustheoreticallyon

educationasapractice.Iwishtospeakwiththatfocusnow,notasatheologian,butasteacher.This

isapt,asICSis,afterall,aneducationalinstitution.

MyinauguraladdresstenyearsagoasSeniorMemberinPhilosophyofEducationincludeda

paragraphontheParableoftheTalents.Godspeakstous,throughcreation,ChristandScripture,in

ourcommonhumanity,andalsospecificallyinourvariedvocations.Backthen,somethingthat

shouldlonghavebeenobviousstruckme.Thetalentsgiventotheservantswerenottalentsaswe

knowthem.Theywerecoinstobeusedinserviceoftheirmaster.Theyarenotthesameasabilities.

Theywereopportunitiesoffered:whateducationalpsychologistscall“environmentalaffordances”.

Itisa“talentedenvironment”thatgiveschildreninschools–notonlychildren,butallofus;not

onlyinschools,buteverywhere–whatisneededtounfoldcreationaswesimultaneouslyunfold

ourabilities.Onecan’tbeapianistwithoutapiano,norwithoutamodeltoemulate,andmostoften,

ateachertoguide.Onecannotlearnone’snativetongue,withoutgrowingupwithlanguageusers.

Thisiseducation,nurture,initiationintorichlydevelopedcreationalculturaltraditions.

Afewyearslater,however,Ilearntsomethingfurther.Theparableofthetalentsisfollowed

immediatelybyanother–anapocalypticparable,thelastJesustoldbeforehewascrucified.We

shouldnotignorethesignificanceofthiscanonicalplacing.Whatheteacheshereiskeytothe

teachingshecommandshisdisciplestopromulgateattheendofthesamegospel.Thisparablewe

knowasthatoftheSheepandtheGoats.Itisaprimeexampleofwisdomteaching,foritsayswe
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hearthevoiceofGodinthevoicesofGod’screatures,humanimagebearersandallelse.Butthe

parablesaysthisvoiceistobeheardmostpointedlyinthevoicesoftheunderprivilegedand

oppressed.WeserveJesusinservingthem–thewidows,orphans,poor,andaliens,theubiquitous

focusofIsrael’scallingtodojustice,lovemercy,andwalkhumblywiththeirGod.Weshould

neverforgetweareheirsofIsrael.

Ofalltheparables,itisthatoftheTalentstowhichChristianeducatorsmostfrequentlyappeal,to

justifythelaudableaimofhelpingstudentsdeveloptheirgifts.However,therearetwosignificant

waysinwhichitismisunderstood.First,theunwiseservantisrebukednotbecausehehaslittle

ability,butbecausehedoesnotusetheabilityhehastoseizetheopportunityoffered.

Thatthosesufferingandoppressedarethe“talents”presentedtousisashockingjuxtaposition.But

thisisthesecondpointofeducationalrelevance,forinsteadofplacingthenurtureofindividual

abilitiesatthecentre,itleadsustoaskwhatourcurriculumandpedagogywouldlooklikeifwe

placedthetaskofbringinghealingtoabrokenworldatthecentreandmadetherestorationof

justice,theinbreakingofdynamicshalom,itsimpetus.Shouldnotourgoalbepeoplewholivein

serviceoftheflourishingofothers,atthesametimelivinginserviceoftheirCreatorRedeemer?

WhocansaytheyloveGod,whomtheycannotsee,iftheydonotlovetheirneighbour,sometimes

standingrightinfrontofthem?Isnotthewholelawsummedupinthecommandmenttodojust

this?Isnotthepursuitofjustice–relationshipsreconciledsoallisrightamongthem–aparamount

goalofwiseliving? IsnotthisthepromiseofthePrinceofPeace?
2

Forallofus,inourcallingtocare,nurture,educate,thequestionishowtocreatetalented

environmentsaffordingstudentsopportunitiestousetheirabilitiestoaddressasufferingworld.

Howdoweconstructspacesforlearninginwhich,asParkerPalmeraptlystates,“thecommunityof

truthmaybepracticed”? Inwhatpracticesdoweinvitestudentstoengage,inwhatnarrativesdo
3

weaskthemtolive?Howdoweevokeinthemahungerandthirstforjustice–“righteousness”is

nowadaystooblandforthisbeatitude–andalsohelpthembesatisfied?

2 Proverbs1:13.

3 ParkerJ.Palmer,TheCouragetoTeach(SanFrancisco:JosseyBassPublishers,1998),90.
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IlongagoembracedPauloFreire’spracticeofaproblemposingpedagogy.(Peopleproperlypull

mylegformyproclivityforalliteration,perhapsparticularlyfortheletter“p”.)Ididsoinresponse

totwobiblicaltouchstones,“creation”and“antithesis”.God’sworldisstillgood,solovedand

sustainedbyhimthathegavehisonlySon,forthewholeworld.ButGodgavehisSonbecausethe

worldisnotasitismeanttobe,rivenasitisbyobeisancetoidolsintheheartsofeachofus.This

mayseemstarklyput,butcananythingbestarkerthanthewordsofJesusinhismountaintop

sermon:“YoucannotservebothGodandMoney”(Mt7:24).Havewebeentothemountaintop?

HaveweseenthegloryofthecomingoftheLordonthestreetsofSelma?

Ordinarylifeislivedincomplex,concretecontexts,notindisciplinarycompartments,atone

removefromthefullnessofeverydaylife.Scholarshipshouldbeaccountabletolifelived,not

presumingtocallittoaccount.Thecommitmenttobesoaccountableispotentiallythegeniusofthe

reformationaltradition.Thechallengeistobeintouchwithlife,includingitssuffering.Sufferingis

attheheartofthegospel–Jesus’sufferingforus,thatwemightberedeemedfromsuffering.This

meansbeingintheworld,initsagonies.Itmeans“completingwhatislackinginthesufferingsof

Christ”(Col1:24).Anotherhardsayingindeed,butresonatingstronglywiththeequallyhardsaying

that“whoeverbelievesinmewilldotheworksIhavebeendoing,andtheywilldoevengreater

thingsthanthese,becauseIamgoingtotheFather.AndIwilldowhateveryouaskinmyname,so

thattheFathermaybeglorifiedintheSon”(Jn14:1213).ThuswillthegloryoftheLordbeover

alltheearth.

Muchoftheworld’ssufferingstemsfromhowweasthink,believe,feel,andshapeourculturallife

andstructureoursocieties.Lastcentury,onmanycountsthemosthorrendousinhistory–except

foralltheothers–maybecharacterisedastheAgeofIdeology.Idonotneedtolisttheseas

abstractworldviewsnorevenasconcretecataclysms.NordoIhavetoarguethatintellectual

notionsareseparablefrommaterialconditions.Iam,notbecauseIthink:Iamanincredibly

complexorganisminterdependentwithallthereis.IfIamanAfroAmerican,anindigenous

CanadianoranAustralianAboriginal,mydieiscastbeforeIamevenborn:incarceration,suicide,

homicide,domesticviolence,substanceabuse,willmuchmorelikelybemylotthanifIwereborn

AngloEuropeaninoneofthesethreeimmenselyprivilegedcountries.Thesefactsarenotaccidents,
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butoutcomesentailedbycenturiesoldconvictionsaboutwhatitmeanstobehumanandwhoreally

countsfullyassuch.Philosophy,theology,worldviewmaybeabstractandesotericconversations,

ortheymayindeedhelpuscombatsufferingbygoingtoitsintellectual,spiritualandotherroots,

exposing,combatingand,ifneedsbe,eradicatingthese.Ideologycritiqueisidolatrycritique,for

ideologyplacestrustinsystemsandvaluesthatclaimhegemony,andpromiseasalvationofsorts.

Wearecalledtolivesacrificially,notconformedtooppressivesystemsofthoughtbuttransformed

bytherenewalofourminds.Thisistrueworship.

Therearemanywaysinwhichourmindsneedtobetransformed.Iwillclosebyaddressingjust

one.IfGod’spurposeistheglorificationofGod’simagebearers,theearthandthefullnessthereof,

alleverywherereconciledonetotheother,thenmassiveeconomicinequalityneedstobebattled

strenuously.Calvinsaidasmuch.IftheColdWarisover,capitalismhaswontheday,andhistoryis

atanend,howisitthatinequalitycontinuestoincreaseexponentially?Byallindicesofwellness,

themostwealthysocietiesarethemostunequalandthemostill.Unparalleledprosperitybelongsto

fewerandfewer,andpenuryistheplightofaswellingmajority.Whyaretherethesick,thehungry,

thehomeless,theimprisoned,theenslaved,thealien?Notonly,butinnosmallpart,because

“Greedypeopleareproudandrestless….Theyhavemadetheirfamiliesrichwithwhattheytookby

violence”(Hab2:5,9.)Thisisnottochallengethevalueoffreeenterprise,entrepreneurshiporthe

legitimacyofprivateownership.WearetousetheabilitiesGodhasgifted.Thereare,however,

massiveproblemswithunbridledcapitalism,justastherearewithanunconstrainedstate,an

imperialisticchurch,evenanallconsumingfamily.Hence,Calvinarguedfortheseparationof

churchandstate,Kuyperforeducationalinstitutionsfreeofcontrolbystateorchurch–“each

sovereigninitsownsphere”,hesaid,forauthorityismutuallylimited,Godalonethesovereignof

all.

GodisglorifiedwhenGod’spurposesarefulfilled:thisishumankind’sglory,God’s

commonwealthcovenantwithusforcreation.Weretreatfromthepromisethatwewilldogreater

things,whenwedonotrespectthecovenantintegraltoGod’splan.Asascholarlycommunity,we

haveaparticularcallinginworkingoutGod’spurposes.Buthecallsustoserveinhumility.There

isintellectualgreed–hubristooeasilycovetedbyscholars.Letusbeonalwaysbeonourguard.
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OurhopeandprayeristhattheearthwillbefilledwiththegloryofGod,asthewaterscoverthe

sea.Arenewedearth,inwhichtherewillnomorebetearsofsorrow,onlytearsofjoy.Mayweall

playthepartinthisGodoffered.

IreadthewordsofMary,motherofJesus(Lk1:5154),aspreambletoournexthymn:

Godhasscatteredthosewhoareproudintheirinmostthoughts.Hehasbroughtdownrulersfrom

theirthronesbuthasliftedupthehumble.Hehasfilledthehungrywithgoodthings,buthassent

therichemptyaway.
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