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I n 1643 the Puritans established Harvard
University in Boston, Massachusetts, USA. They
articulated clearly their vision statement: Let

every Student be plainly instructed, and earnestly
pressed, to consider well the maine end of his life
and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ which
is eternall life, Jn. 17:3, and therefore to lay Christ
in the bottome as the only foundation of all sound
knowledge and learning.

But Harvard did not remain faithful to that vision. Today it
would be hard to find another university that is more
opposed to the Christian faith in the whole United States.
Christian schools also articulate a vision statement that
profess their commitment to Christian education. For
example, Tyndale Christian School’s vision statement reads:
‘To see parents and children experience the benefits of a Bible-
based, Christ-centred, parent controlled education in order that
they might be prepared and equipped for a life of service as
disciples of Jesus Christ.’  How will Tyndale, how will any
Christian school remain (and become increasingly) faithful to
such a grand vision?

A good starting point is Romans 12:1, 2: Therefore, I urge you,
brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as
living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your
spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to
the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and
approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect
will.  Paul urges us to offer the whole of our bodily lives, including
our educational endeavours, as living sacrifices to God. In the
process we are not to be conformed to the pattern of this world.
When Paul speaks of world in this way he is referring to the whole
pattern of cultural idolatry that shaped the Roman world. To us the
exhortation comes saying don’t be conformed any longer to the idola-
trous pattern of the western world that is shaping education. Rather we
are to be transformed as the gospel renews our minds and our educa-
tional practices. In two successive articles in this journal I would like to
open up this verse in terms of education (see Christian Teachers Journal,
Vol 12. No1 February 2004).

Our Vision for Education is 
Shaped by Some Story

Some story rooted in faith will shape the entirety of our lives, including our
educational institutions. The only question is ‘which one?’  I start with an
illustration. A fox compliments a crow: ‘My you have a lovely voice; won’t
you sing me a song?’  What is the meaning of this event?  If you don’t know
the story you can imagine a number of different meanings. Perhaps the fox
wants to eat the crow. Or maybe the fox is a Christian fox that has the gift of

encouragement and is intent on building up this poor crow. Maybe the
fox is a tone deaf choir director establishing a choir in the forest. And so
on. The meaning of the event depends on the story you tell. In this case
none of these suggestions is correct. According to the Aesop’s fable the
crow sits perched high in a tree with a piece of meat in its mouth.
There is a famine in the forest and all the animals in the forest want
that meat. The fox compliments the crow. The foolish crow opens its
mouth to sing and the meat falls out. The fox scoops it up and runs
away. The moral of the story is ‘don’t be deceived by flatter.’  The
point of this little exercise is to point out that an event only takes
meaning in light of the fuller story. A story has a beginning, an end,
and a narrative or thematic unity that binds all the parts together.

Two important Christian thinkers put it this way:

I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can
answer the prior question ‘Of what story do I find myself
a part? (Alasdaire MacIntyre)

The way we understand human life depends on what
conception we have of the human story.  What is the
real story of which my life story is a part? (Lesslie
Newbigin)

By story these men are talking about the meaning of history
and the world. God created the world to be a dynamic and
historical world. The world has a beginning in creation; it has
a goal in the restoration of the creation in the kingdom of God;
and it history has meaning according to God’s directing rule.
Christians believe that the Bible tells the true story – or as
Newbigin puts it the real story – of the world. If it is not this
story that gives meaning to our lives, including education, it
will be another.

A few more things about these stories is important. These
stories are religious, that is, they are rooted in faith.
Human beings are made to serve God. If their faith is not
anchored in God as revealed in Jesus Christ, it will be
placed in something else. The Bible calls this an idol.
Moreover, these stories are communal, that is, they are
always shared together in a community. Finally, these
stories are comprehensive, that is, they shape and
guide the whole of our societal, cultural, and individual
lives – whether we know it or not!

These stories function like spectacles that enable us
to see or maps that show us the way in which we
should go. They operate in our lives like compasses
that provide us with direction or lights that illuminate
our path. My favourite metaphor is that these
stories function like the foundation of a building.
Foundations give shape and stability to the
building. So some overarching story will give
shape and stability to our lives. Furthermore,



The Christian Teachers Journal 12.2 23

technology and rationally organise society – politics,
economics, education, etc. If we faithfully follow this
path we will progress by our own powers to build a
better world of happiness, freedom, material
prosperity, truth, and justice.

This rationalistic humanism is not something that has
simply dropped out of the sky. It is the product of a long
historical process. Often these glasses are simply
plastered to our heads. We are enabled to take a look at
those glasses by stepping back and looking at the histor-
ical process that produced them. Rationalistic humanism

has its roots in classical or pagan Greek
culture when the pre-Socratic philoso-
phers rejected religious myths and
turned to autonomous reason to under-
stand the world. This developing
humanism was preserved for a thousand
years during the medieval period in a
synthesis with the Christian faith. It
emerged at the time of the Renaissance
(14th c), was salted by the gospel at the
Reformation (15th c), and given a
tremendous thrust forward in the
Scientific Revolution (16th - 17th c).

Rationalistic humanism came to mature
expression in the Enlightenment (18th c) and was given social
embodiment in the social, industrial, and political revolutions of
the next centuries. Yet this rationalistic humanism is under
attack today and fighting for its life.

One way of seeing how powerful this story is to look at the way
we tell our history and label its eras. There is an African proverb
that says ‘Until lions have their historians the hunter will always be
the hero of the story’. What is the hero of the way we tell the
Western story?  Consider the following labels: Middle Ages,
Renaissance, Enlightenment. Who named these eras and why?  A
little sign did not pop up indicating that we were now entering such
and such an era!  These labels tell a story. Something was born
again during the 14th century Renaissance. That same something
developed until 350 years later it became the light of the world. This
hero was suppressed so that a thousand year time period could be
called ‘middle’, a time between two much more important time
periods. Of course, the hero is rationalistic humanism. It emerged in
the ‘classical’ period, was suppressed by the churched culture of the
‘mediaeval’ period, and re-emerged, was born again in Northern Italy
during the Renaissance. It developed until it finally became the light of
the world at the Enlightenment.

In keeping with Newbigin’s call to uncover the hidden credo or confes-
sion of faith of our culture, we might express this faith commitment in

foundations are often unseen and we are unaware of the foundations that
shape the building we live in. So with stories: we are often unaware of the
foundations that are shaping our lives.

Which foundation, which story is shaping the Christian schools in
Australia?  Some story is indeed playing such a role. Some story will
shape the entire educational enterprise including the purpose of educa-
tion, the curriculum, the pedagogical methods used in the classroom, the
way we evaluate children, school leadership, the way the classroom is
set up, the structures that shape the school, as well as the content of all
the various disciplines that are taught. Some story will shape these
aspects, the only question is which one?

The Modern Story and Education

If it is not the biblical story that is shaping education, it will be the
reigning cultural story. Lesslie Newbigin suggests that understanding
that story rooted in religious confession is one of the most important
things that church can do today. He says:

Incomparably the most urgent
missionary task for the next few
decades is the mission to ‘modernity’ …
It calls for the use of sharp intellectual
tools, to probe behind the unquestioned
assumptions of modernity and uncover
the hidden credo which supports
them…

What is that story?  The story that has shaped
the western world for over 200 years is
modernity. It is a story in which we are
moving toward the goal of a better world
through the achievements of autonomous humanity
especially by the use of science and technology. The trouble is
that modern story is collapsing into postmodernity; even
though modernity continues to shape our societal institutions
more and more western folk are having trouble believing this
story anymore.

This story is rooted in what we might call a rationalistic
humanism. This is the confidence, indeed the faith, that
autonomous human beings are capable of solving the
problems of the world and bringing about a new world of
freedom, prosperity, justice, and truth with their own
rational resources. Human beings are the source of their
own redemption, as well as the ultimate arbiter of right and
wrong, good and bad, true and false. And it is especially
our rationality that can deliver the goods.

It works itself out in the following way. Our reason, disci-
plined by the scientific method, is capable of under-
standing and changing the world. Science enables us to
do two things: control the non-human creation by
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the form of a creed. I have fashioned it on the form of
the Apostles ’ Creed to make us more vividly aware of
its religious nature.

I believe in Man.  I believe in the ability of man
apart from God to solve the problems of our
world and build a better one.

I believe in Science Almighty.  I believe in the power
of human reason disciplined by the scientific method
to understand, control, and change our world.

I believe in Technology and a Rational Society, its
only begotten sons which have the power to redeem
our world.

I believe in the spirit of Progress.  I
believe that a science based technology
and a rationally organised society will
enable me to realise my ultimate human
goal – freedom, happiness, justice, and
the comforts of material abundance.  To
this I commit myself with all my
resources, time, and money.  Amen.

What is the place of education in this confes-
sional story?  Education as we know it today
developed much of its form during the
Enlightenment. The goal was to pass on a
unified body of universal scientific knowledge
to equip a world of rational citizens. This would
enable humanity to build a more rational world leading to freedom,
justice, truth, and material prosperity. Much of the school as we
know it is a product of the idolatrous spirit of rationalistic
humanism. It was one of the tools that would enable humanity to
realise their dream of building the kingdom of man.

The Postmodern Challenge and Education

This modern worldview is failing today. While understanding what is
being called ‘postmodernity’ is difficult we can point to three areas that
are important for education. The first is our changing attitude toward the
modern story of progress. While modern humanity was confident that
they were building a better world through science and technology, today
we are not so sure. Many counter developments seem to speak powerfully
against such a faith. The primary developments are environmental
destruction, growing poverty, the nuclear threat, economic problems,
psychological disturbances, and social disorders, all – so it is believed by
postmodern man – to be caused by the modern world we have built with
science and technology. So confidence has given way to scepticism. Jean-
Francois Lyotard has given us the most famous definition of postmodernity:
‘Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity towards
metanarratives.’  Metanarratives are big stories of progress, whether they be

the liberal, democratic, capitalist story that has shaped the western world or
the communist story that has shaped Russia and its satellites. Lyotard is
saying that we simply don’t believe these stories any more.

This uncertainty has been expressed by many scholars but perhaps when
we hear it from the voice of a Christian school student it becomes more
alive. Here is how one student expressed it several years ago:

Generation X is our title. It’s what I am.  It’s how I feel.
We’re a generation of people who will soon inherit a planet
that our forefathers (and mothers) have trashed into useless-
ness.  Our world, or at least the human race, probably won’t
survive until the year 2100, because our parents wanted
more, they wanted it faster, and they wanted it better.

A second aspect of the postmodern situation is the changing mood in
knowledge. Increasing numbers of people do not believe that scien-
tific knowledge is universally valid. Numerous subjective factors
shape our knowledge and this can only mean that our knowledge is
culturally relative. Moreover while we used to believe that scien-
tific knowledge was liberating, that is, it would liberate humanity

from bondage, we increasingly believe that
this same scientific knowledge is oppres-

sive. Furthermore, it is hard to believe
that scientific knowledge is true; it may
be useful but not true. Finally, scientific
knowledge is no longer a unified body
of knowledge. It has become increas-
ingly fragmented.

A final aspect of postmodernity is its
growing economism or consumerism. If
there is no story to give meaning to life
then what is the purpose of it all?  Many
have simply turned to a pursuit of

consumer goods and experiences to fill
the void. The growing dominance of the

market and global capitalism have fed this consumerism.

We might express this in a postmodern confession of faith:

I don’t believe there is one story of the world
that is true for everyone.  I don’t believe science
gives us the truth.  I believe that all ‘truth’ is
relative to the culture and time period.  I believe
there are many stories none of which are true
for everyone.  I believe in tolerance in which no
one may make an imperialistic claim for truth.

I don’t believe there is one story that gives
meaning to the world.  I believe that consump-
tion will give meaning to my life.  I believe
that the abundance of consumer goods and
experiences, and the leisure time to consume
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them will make me happy.  To this end I commit myself with
all my money, time, energy, and resources.  Amen.

It is obvious that these three changes are going to reshape education. If
(in modernity) education was guided by the story of progress toward a
better society by science and technology but we no longer believe that
story then what is the purpose of education?  If (in modernity) education
was to pass along a unified body of universal knowledge that was true
and liberating, yet today we more and more question that such a thing
exists, what should we be teaching – and why?

This has been put well by Brian Walsh. Quoting Ussher and Edwards
he says:

Historically, education can be seen as a vehicle by which
modernity’s ‘grand narratives’, the Enlightenment’s ideals of
critical reason, individual freedom, progress and benevolent
change, are substantiated and realised (Ussher and
Edwards).  Take away this story of civilisational progress
and modern mass education loses a central dimension of its
raison d’etre.

So what is the purpose of education in a postmodern world?  Neil
Postman in his book The End of Education ruefully suggests the
ruling trinity in education today is economic utility, consumerism,
and technology. That is, the end goal of education is to produce a
student who has knowledge and skills that have economic utility
and enable him or her to function in a consumer world. Put
another way, the school is the vendor of useful information and
marketable skills that enables the student to compete or survive
in the jungle of the market. After all, the market rules – or as
Margaret Thatcher once put it ‘you can’t buck the market’. It
has become an idolatrous power and education must submit to
it. Our education must serve this god.

How much of the Christian school is shaped by this story?  How
much of our pedagogy and curriculum is still shaped by the
modern story?  Why are we educating our children – or better,
why do parents want their children educated in our Christian
schools?  Is it to give them the knowledge and skills to get a
better job and be ‘successful’, defined, of course, by our
cultural story?  How much do our Christian schools differ
from the public schools that embody the humanist cultural
story?

Michael Goheen
Redeemer University College

Ancaster, Ontario, Canada
May 2003

mgoheen@redeemer.on.ca 
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