INTRODUCTION

The phone rang. It was a pastor calling to ask a favor, In
the course of the conversation, as so often happened with these
calls, we found ourselves talking about the educational minis-
try of his church, We shared a mutual interest in, and commit-
ment to, this important ministry.

He voiced his ongoing concern about what was and was
not happening in Christian education with his congregation.
He knew that Christian education was vital to the life of the
community of faith. Yet the traditional approaches did not seem
to be working. Sunday school attendance was down, the lack
of participation by the youth of the church was a continuing
problem, and it was an ongoing struggle to find church school
teachers and youth group sponsors. Any attempts at aduit edu-
cation drew a meager response. He wondered aloud, “What
can we do?”

This was not a new conversation for me. I have shared in
many such conversations in the course of my work as a semi-
nary professor of Christian education. And T hear this conver-
sation taking place in the wider church, given impetus by the
results of the major study on effective Christian education con-
ducted by Search Institute and first published in the spring of
1990. This study highlighted problems related to Christian
education in several of the mainline Protestant churches and
raised many of the same issues and concerns voiced by my
pastor friend.

Called “Effective Christian Education: A National Study
of Protestant Congregations,” the study grew out of the con-
cern of Protestant Christian education staffs at both the de-
nominational and local levels about the health of Christian
education. These concerns involved several areas. Prominent
among them were (1) a disinterest among adults in adult
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educational programs, (2} the failure of congregations to main-
tain involvement of their youth after the eighth grade, (3) the
increasing difficulty in finding and keeping volunteer teachers,
(4} the apparent lack of interest of clergy in education, (5) a
problem in drawing parents into the educational process, and
(6) the apparent failure of current programs and educational
methods to address adequately and appropriately the chang-
ing needs and interest of adults, adolescents, and children.?

Needing information with which to analyze and address
their concerns, six major Protestant denominations,? represent-
ing about 85 percent of the membership in what is called “main-
line Protestantism,” launched a national three-and-a-half-year
study of Christian education. What they discovered was sober-
ing. Their findings included:

Only a minority of Protestant adults evidence the kind
of integrated, vibrant, and life-encompassing faith that
congregations seek to develop. For most adults, faith is
underdeveloped, lacking some of the key elements
necessary for faith maturity.

A majority of adolescents fall into the faith type called
“undeveloped faith.”

Only about three out of ten high school students (grades
10-12) and adults in mainline Protestant denominations
are actively involved in Christian education.*

Researchers concluded that:

Christian education in a majority of congregations is a
tired enterprise in need of reform. Often out-of-touch
with adult and adolescent needs, it experiences increas-
ing difficulty in finding and motivating volunteers, faces
general disinterest among its “clients,” and employs
models and procedures that have changed little over
time.’

A critically important finding of the research was that Chris-
tian education mattered! It mattered even more than had been
expected, especially in terms of a person’s growth in faith and
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ability to be an active part of the community of faith. Research-
ers found a strong relationship between growth in faith matu-
rity and active participation in a quality Christian education
program. More than any other factor in congregational life,
Christian education was key in the development of faith
maturity and active church involvement. The research report
concluded:

In summary, Christian education matters. We see its
power in the area of both life biographies and current
congregational life. And we see it in both faith matu-
rity and loyalty. The practical implication is clear: If a
congregation seeks to strengthen its impact on faith and
loyalty, involving members of all ages in quality Chris-
tian education is essential.?

It went on to say, “Effective Christian education has the poten-
tial, as much or more than any other congregational influence,
to deepen faith, commitment, and loyalty. Its revitalization must
therefore move to center stage.””

To me it seemns important for the vitality and future of the
church that we take seriously these issues and findings of the
national study and that we give ear to the concerns it raised
and to those expressed by my pastor friend. For the sake of the
future of the church we must give our attention to Christian
education and move this important ministry to center stage. It
is important that we find ways in which to renew and trans-
form this vital ministry of the church.

However, we also need to hear a word of caution. In our
desire to respond to the findings of the Search Institute study
and to address my pastor friend’s question, “What do we do?”
we need to be careful that we are not seduced by the “quick
fix,” grasping for the latest technique, technology, or newest
prepackaged program that suggests to the church that uses it
that it will then have a successful educational ministry (success
here is usually defined and measured in terms of numbers).

Hopefully, our desire in addressing the question, What do
we do? about Christian education is not to “create a nation of
McChurches with bland, prepackaged programs and innocuous
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decor.™ Instead, our purpose should be engagement in the
kind of serious, creative, and intentional reflection, analysis,
assessment, and planning that will enable us to renew and trans-
form our understanding and practice of Christian education.

So where do we begin? What could my pastor friend “do”
in response to his concerns? One of the responses that has
emerged in the wider debate in our country about public edu-
cation is captured by the slogan “Back to basics.” Although I
believe there is a danger in thinking that the way we did things
and understood them in the past is the solution to present-day
concerns, there is truth in the call to look at the “basics,” at
what is central and necessary for education. Too often in the
church we have not talked about the basics. Instead, we have
assumed that we know what we are doing and why we are
doing it, and we’ve looked for “quick fixes” for anything that
went wrong. [ see this reflected in the students who arrive in
my seminary classes. They often assume that they know what
Christian education is all about, and they are merely looking
for some new methods, techniques, curriculum resources, or
the current program that will solve the Christian education
problems in the churches they serve. But they have seldom
thought about the basics.

Let me give an illustration. I am an amateur quilter. I have
been sewing since I was a child, but I became interested in
quilting about a decade ago. At first I thought quilting was as
easy as sewing a seam together. I would look at the quilts on
display at a quilt show and think, 7 could do thas! But my first
attempts at quilting never looked quite like those I saw on dis-
play. Then I took my first quilting class and was introduced to
the basics. It was a whole new world. I learned about fabric
and its selection, about piecing and constructing a quality block,
about assembling the parts of a quilt, and about the quilting
processitself. All these are basic to making a quilt. Even though
the quilts that are created look very different from one another,
the basics that one needs to know and understand remain the
same,

I believe the same is true with educational ministry in the
church. Although each church, given its own unique context
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and people, will have a Christian education program that is
particular to that gathered community of faith, the basic con-
cepts and building blocks necessary for developing a dynamic
and nurturing Christian education ministry are the same. I
believe it is vitally important at this point in the church’s life
that we take the time to consider these basics. We need to look
at the foundational pieces by which a Christian education min-
istry is built. When we have an understanding of these pieces,
we are then able to plan and build an educational ministry
appropriate to the needs and concerns of a particular commu-
nity of faith.

Another illustration I use with my students is that of a doc-
tor and a patient. When a patient comes to a doctor wanting to
know what he can do to feel better, the doctor does not begin
with telling the patient what to do, drawing on the latest fad or
technique in the medical world. Instead, she does a careful
examination of the patient and what is basic to him—his symp-
toms, his lifestyle, and his family history. Only after this de-
scriptive process is complete does the physician offer a plan of
freatment, a prescription based on a basic knowledge of the
patient himself.

Too often in the church we begin with “prescribing a course
of treatment,” choosing to use the latest denominational pro-
gram or the newest curriculum resources, before we have given
careful attention to the basics of educational ministry: what it
is, why we do it, and so on. Only after we have done this basic
work will we know what we need to do, what we need to “pre-
scribe” for our particular educational ministry.

What are these basic building blocks for educational min-
istry? I believe at least six basic areas should be given attention
when we are planning for and building an educational pro-
gram in the church. These six foundational areas are (1) con-
cept, (2) purpose, (3} context, {4) content, (5) participants, and
(6) process and method. Fach of these basic building blocks
calls us to ask key questions. For coNCEPT, the main question
is, What is Christian education? How do we define this term?
What does it mean to call something education? And what does
it mean to say that it is Christian education? PUrPOSE asks, What
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is the purpose of Christian education? Why do we do it? What
do we hope to have happen? For cONTEXT, the question is,
Where does Christian education occur? What kinds of settings
and environments are important? CONTENT draws our atten-
tion to what is taught, studied, and learned. What kinds of
knowledge do Christians need to have? What will we teach?
PARTICIPANTS leads us to the question, Who are the participants
in this ministry? What do we need to know and understand
about them? And finally, PROCESS AND METHOD raises the ques-
tion, How do we do it? How will this education be done? What
process and methods are appropriate to use, and how will we
choose them?

In the following chapters, each of these basic building blocks
will be discussed, and we will look at the issues and concerns
the questions posed raise for us. At the end of each chapter,
questions and exercises are offered to help readers use the par-
ticular building block in the planning and developing of edu-
cational ministry in their own unique settings. In addition to
the six building blocks of educational ministry, I look at two
other issues of importance to the vitality of our educational
ministries. The first is the issue of ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION.
We need to have ways in which we look at what we are doing
and assess how it is working. Too often in the church we under-
take a program, it doesn’t work in the ways we had hoped, and
it is abandoned without any effort to find out what really hap-
pened. This can lead to waste and a constant “reinventing of
the wheel” syndrome that does not reflect good stewardship
on the part of the church. Learning to assess and evaluate is an
important part of a vital educational minisiry. The second is-
sue I have named HINDRANCES. We need to look at the kinds of
resistance we will face, both in ourselves and in our congrega-
tions, when we commit ourselves to renewing and revitalizing
our educational ministries. However deep our passion, there is
still that within us, both as individuals and as communities of
faith, that resists change. Understanding this can help us keep
resistance from blocking our efforts.

Tam aware that you may not hear much that seems new to
you in the pages that follow. You may think on occasion, Of
course, I knew that. As 1 said at the beginning, this is about the
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basics and recalling to our attention what is foundational to the
educational ministry of the church. My hope is that the pas-
tors, Christian educators, seminary students, concerned laity,
and others who read this work will be renewed in their com-
mitment to this vital ministry and will build on the basics to
renew and transform Christian education for the sake of the
church and its mission in the world.



CONCEPT:
What Is Christian Educationg

[t happens each time. Everything is quiet as they sit with
somewhat puzzled looks on their faces. It is the first day of
class, and I have just asked the students in the seminary’s re-
quired course on the foundations of Christian education to re-
spond in writing to the question, What is Christian education?
After a few moments, there is a rustle of papers as students
begin to write, many of them still with a little frown wrinkling
their foreheads.

As we talk afterward, I find out that this is the first time
many of them have thought about this question. In fact, it is
the first time many of them have had the question asked of
them. They have heard the term Christian education used often,
but they’ve never stopped to think about what it means. They
simply assumed that they knew, that everyone else in the church
also knew, and that they were all in agreement.

This same phenomenon happens with regularity when 1
work with a local church’s Christian education committee.
When I ask them to respond to the question, What is Christian
education? one of two things generally occurs. Either commit-
tee members seem puzzled and, afier some reflection, indicate
that they have never really thought about it before, or they
begin talking about Sunday school and teaching children. Their
primary points of reference for Christian education are chil-
dren and Sunday school. Although I would not argue that Chris-
tian education involves Sunday school and children, to define
it in these terms is limiting and does not provide an adequate
foundation on which to build this important ministry.

Why is our concepT of Christian education a basic build-
ing block for educational ministry? Why is it important to ask
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the question, What is Christian education? I believe it is im-
portant because it will determine what we do in the name of
Christian education. Our understanding of what it is will influ-
ence and shape what we do, why we do it, and how we go
about this vital ministry of the church. As one of my mentors,
Dr. Charles Melchert, once said,

If we are unclear about what it is or what we are look-
ing for in the process, the best we can hope for is to get
where we are going part of the time by accident. T would
suggest both our people and our God are entitled to
expect more of us than that.!

Like Melchert, I believe we should not be carrying out the
church’s educational ministry by accident or happenstance. We
need to have some clarity about what we are doing. It is too
important a ministry not to have thought through what it means
in order to then give it our best efforts.

When T look at the life and ministry of Jesus, I am struck
by how important it was that he named clearly who he was
and what he was about. The story of his temptation seems to
me to be a story of his coming to clarity about his own identity,
of his being able to name both what it meant and what it did
not mean to be called the Son of God. It seems significant that
Luke’s telling of the temptation story (Lk. 4:1-13) is followed
by a description of Jesus’ visit to the synagogue in Nazareth
where he boldly names the ministry to which he is called (Lk.
4:14-21). In this naming, he places before himself and his lis-
teners a clear picture of the path he will follow. And the gos-
pels bear evidence that he was true to his name and to the
claims of his ministry.

However, | want to speak a word of caution here. I do not
think that the goal of working with the building block of con-
cept is to come up with one common definition, a kind of “one-
size-fits-all” approach. Like the noted Christian educator
Thomas Groome, I believe that the enterprise of education is
too complex for there to be one universally agreed upon defi-
nition.” Instead, my goal is for the church to have an open and
honest conversation about what Christian education is, what
we think we are doing. Through such a conversation we can
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name those assumptions we take for granted, we can talk about
the concept of Christian education that seems to be implicitly
at work in our congregation, and we can look at ways in which
our taken-for-granted definition may be limiting or preventing
us from carrying out a more effective educational ministry.

Ways of Defining Christian Education

What are some ways in which we might define Christian
education? How might we give some shape and form to this
building block? When working with the issue of concept with
students or local congregations, I often begin by asking them
to tell what Christian education already means to them. The
list of words and phrases has grown considerably over the years.
Those I have heard repeated time and again include:

nurtare conversion
instruction habit formation
teaching indoctrination
development catechesis

critical thinking socialization
transmitting the faith character formation
growth moral development
conserving the faith transformation
faith development schooling

spiritual formation belief formation

It seems to be quite a varied list, and the words don’t all appear
to suggest the same thing. However, I think there is a way to
make some sense out of this rather diverse list and begin to
distinguish some core characteristics of Christian education.

As I studied these responses over time, they suggested to
me four ways of understanding Christian education.’ The first
sees Christian education as religious instruction. The terms
teaching, instruction, transmitting the faith, conserving the faith,
indoctrination, catechesis, belief formation, and schooling suggest this
understanding.

This definition of Christian education highlights deliber-
ate and intentional efforts by the church to transmit the knowl-
edge and practices of the Christian faith. Although I agree with
Sara Little that we must be careful not to equate instruction
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with the school setting,* this definition does focus on the more
formal and structured teaching process for the passing on of
knowledge, especially facts and information, and the acquisi-
tion of certain beliefs.

The second definition of Christian education that emerges
from our list of terms is that of a socialization process. Jack Seymour
and Donald Miller call this the faith community approach.?
Others have called it the “community of faith enculturation”
model.® Terms like nurture, socialization, habit Jormation,
enculturation, and even conversion, depending on how one un-
derstands this process,” point to this definition.

To define Christian education in this manner highlights the
ways in which people become a part of a particular group, take
on its identity, and acquire its beliefs, habits, and behaviors. It
calls attention to how people come to know who they are and
what they believe through their interactions with those in the
church. Such an understanding of Christian education would
certainly value participation in the worship services—hearing
the hymns, prayers, and spoken word and taking part in the
various ritual acts, such as communion—as an important way
in which children and youth learn what it means to be a Chris-
tian. As Charles Foster says, “We know we are Christian be-
cause we participate in Christianity’s historical embodiment
(i.e., the church).”®

The third way of defining Christian education that I see
reflected in the list is the personal development approach. The words
growth, faith development, spiritual formation, moral development,
and character formation are suggestive of this approach.

This understanding of Christian education finds its roots in
developmental theory, which suggests that there is a structure
of growth involving various steps or stages through which every
individual moves and that education is a process that assists
this growth. Defining Christian education as personal devel-
opment highlights the need for an environment that nurtures
all persons in whatever stage they are in on their faith journey
and helps them move from stage to stage. The reliance on age-
graded cwrriculum resources in the church school is one indi-
cation of the presence of this approach. The key characteristic
to remember here is the emphasis on nurturing and assisting
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individuals in growing and maturing through their own per-
sonal spiritual journeys. Education is understood primarily as
an individual rather than a communal activity.

The remaining definition of Christian education that I see
reflected in the list of terms is a process of liberation. The terms
critical thinking and transformation point to this approach.
Education as liberation is concerned with transformation, the
“forming over” of the church, of persons, and of society. Such
education emphasizes the “development of a new Christian
consciousness which will be aware of the global context of
oppression and will lead Christians in constructing new, faith-
ful, lifestyles.”

Seen in this way, education becomes a prophetic activity.
It seeks to develop critical reflection skills and enable partici-
pation in social action. This concept of Christian education
calls for direct involvement in the world through activities such
as mission trips and community service projects rather than
remaining in traditional church contexts such as church school.

My own experience tells me that these four definitions of
Christian education—as religious instruction, as socialization,
as personal development, and as liberation—are present in the
church, shaping what we do as educational ministry. Although
I believe that these are not the only concepts of Christian edu-
cation at work in the church today, I do think that these are
representative of the more prevalent viewpoints. I also believe
that these seldom exist in “pure form.” You may have been
thinking as you read each of the descriptions that some aspect
of each description would fit your setting. The church with
which you are familiar may emphasize the church school and
formal religious instruction. Yet it also uses age-graded cur-
riculum resources. And it encourages participation by children
in the worship service so that they can come to know the ap-
propriate responses and behaviors for members of that faith
community.

My purpose for naming these various definitions is not to
create a set of mutually exclusive concepts from which we are
to choose the “correct” one. Instead, I see these various de-
scriptions offering us an opportunity to reflect on and think
about how each of us would name Christian education in our
own church setting. Are there ways in which we limit ourselves
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because we have defined education from only one perspective?
Are there ways in which we need to expand our definitions in
order to carry out more vital educational ministries? This im-
portant building block is the key to such vitality.

Laying the Foundation: Developing a Definition

Although each of these meanings of Christian education is
present in the church, I believe that any given congregation
tends to emphasize one over the others. Much of this is rooted
in habit—we’ve always done it this way—and the fact that we do
not often talk about such basic things as our concepts of Chris-
tian education. We tend to emphasize a certain approach, and
itbecomes the primary vision that shapes our educational min-
istry. Many churches emphasize formal religious instruction as
the primary meaning of Christian education and put their en-
ergies into formal church school programs and Bible studies.
Other churches give emphasis to the personal development
approach and build their education programs around small
sharing groups that provide nurturing environments for ex-
ploring one’s life journey and discerning God’s presence and
leading. Still others take a strong liberation approach and fo-
cus energy on mission and service as the means by which one
truly learns about the life of discipleship.

The difficulty comes when we operate out of one narrow
definition of Christian education and are unable to see other
ways of understanding what we are doing. Daniel Aleshire
points out, “One purpose of a definition is to erect a fence to
distinguish what is inside from what is outside.”™ However, he
goes on to argue, the fence can be too small and leave too
many things outside. He calls for a broad definition of Chris-
tian education. As he puts it, “A broad definition does not re-
quire us to change what is done at church so much as it causes
us to look at it differently.”" Given the shifting sands of the
times in which we live, there is strong evidence of the need for
the four approaches to educational ministry mentioned, and T
believe our task in the church is to work at integrating these
perspectives into our own definitions of Christian education.

Aleshire offers a definition that is suggestive of how we
might integrate various approaches into a broader vision. He
defines Christian education this way:
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Christian education involves those tasks and expres-
sions of ministry that enable people (1) to learn the
Christian story, both ancient and present; (2} to develop
the skills they need to act out their faith; (3) to reflect
on that story in order to live self-aware to its truth; and
(4) to nurture the sensitivities they need to live together
as a covenant community.”

I believe he is certainly getting at the basics of Christian educa-
tion and, in doing so, integrates the various approaches named
above. “To learn the Christian story” suggests an instructional
process that provides people with the information and facts
that they need about this story. “To develop the skills they need
to act out their faith” suggests a focus on action in the world
and points to a liberation process. “To reflect on that story in
order to live self-aware” calls for a personal development ap-
proach with an emphasis on growing and maturing in knowl-
edge of self and one’s individual faith journey. “To nurture the
sensitivities...to live.. as a community” suggests a socialization
process with its emphasis on participation in the community of
faith as a way in which to learn what it means to be Christian.

In presenting Aleshire’s definition, I am not proposing that
you adopt it as your own. Each congregation, working fogether,
needs to do the work of defining education for itself. Instead, I
offer it as an example of the kind of broad vision that I believe
is needed in order to engage in effective educational ministry
in the years to come. f

I do not believe that a broad definition of Christian
education is the result of sloppy thinking. I believe that a broad
definition helps us to see the basics that are necessary in devel-
oping a strong and vital educational ministry. Education in the
church calls for religious instruction, socialization, personal
development, and liberation. There is a need for transmitting
knowledge, for shaping people through their participation in
their community’s activities, for helping people on their indi-
vidual faith journeys, and for developing a critical conscious-
ness that leads to faithful service in the world.

Nor do I think that a special emphasis on a particular as-
pect of this broad definition means the absence of the other
approaches. Even as my husband and I emphasize a certain
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color in the decorating scheme of our home, the presence of
accent colors enlivens and enriches our living space. Even
though a church may emphasize religious instruction in its edu-
cational ministry, the presence of an intentional socialization
process, of efforts to nurture personal spiritual development,
and of activities involving people in liberating service in the
world can add vitality to that church’s educational ministry
and increase its effectiveness.

Broadening the Foundation

As you begin work on your own definition of Christian
education, 1 believe that there are some other aspects of this
foundational building block you need to consider. To do this, it
is helpful to turn to another definition of Christian education,
this one provided by noted educator Thomas Groome. He
defines Christian education as:

a political activity with pilgrims in time that deliber-
ately and intentionally attends with them to the activ-
ity of God in our present, to the Story of the Christian
faith community, and to the Vision of God’s Kingdom,
the seeds of which are already among us.”

There are three terms Groome uses in his definition that I be-
lieve are important to consider as we do our work of defining.
Those words are political, deliberately, and intentionally.

When my students first read this definition, they often ex-
press a strong resistance to the term political. It is almost a dirty
word in our society. We equate political with the kind of parti-
san battles we see taking place daily in our governmental struc-
tures. At its root, however, the word comes from the Greek
word polis, which means city, and refers to our social interac-
tions as citizens. In using the term, Groome is highlighting the
social nature of education.

Groome calls our attention to the communal and social
nature of Christian education. What he helps us consider is
how our education helps people to live in community, to par-
ticipate in the wider society, and to live out their faith in and
on behalf of the world. What he helps us remember is that
Christian education is not an individual activity. It may be per-
sonal in that it is concerned with persons and their personal
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faith journeys. However, at its heart Christian education is a
communal activity done by the community of faith on behalf
of the community of faith for the benefit of, and for service to,
the world. As we give thought to the definition of Christian
education for our particular congregations, it is important that
we remember the political nature of our work.

With the words deliberately and intentionally, Groome raises
for us another important aspect of our educational work. To
approach something deliberately means to give it careful
thought. To be intentional about something means to plan for
it to happen. The Effective Christian Education study discovered
that planning was one of the vital elements in building and
maintaining a strong educational ministry."* Yet it also discov-
ered that many churches wander aimlessly, not knowing what
they are doing or where they are going in Christian education.®

As I stated earlier, 1 believe Christian Education is too vi-
tal a ministry to let happen by accident or happenstance. We
cannot wander from program to program and hope to prepare
people for the life of discipleship in today’s world. To be faith-
ful to the mandate to go and teach (Mt. 28:20) requires our
maost intentional and deliberate efforts. However we come to
define Christian education in the church, my hope is that we
will faithfully carry out this ministry with deliberateness and
intentionality.

There is a final aspect of this foundational building block
of concept that I want to discuss. It has to do with the relation-
ship of education and schooling. When T ask people to define
Christian education for me, the most often used terms are school
or schooling. For many people, Christian education is equated
with school, specifically the church school.

I do not want to demean or diminish the role or place of
the church school in educational ministry. I will say more about
this in the chapter on context. However, I think we create
problems for a broader and more vital vision of Christian
education when we limit ourselves to the image of school. Maria
Harris talks about this as “the false identification of education
with only one of its forms: schooling.” As she points out,

In this view, the participants in education are always
“instructors” or “learners,” the place of education is
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necessarily a school (or a setting that replicates the
school); the stuff of education is books and chalkboards
and lesson plans; and the process involved is mental
activity."”

Let us contrast this schooling image of education with an
image we find in Deuteronomy 6:4-9. In this passage, Israel is
given the heart of her religious teachings, the great command-
ment: “Hear, O Israel: The Lorp is our God, the Lorp alone.
You shall love the LorD your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your might.” This is followed with
the way in which this teaching is to take place, with the presen-
tation of what I would call an educational process. The Israel-
ites are told:

Keep these words that I am commanding you today in
your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about
them when you are at home and when you are away,
when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a
sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your
forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your
house and on your gates.

As we examine this text, we discover that education occurs
in the context of the family, and that it is done in both formal
(recite the words) and informal (talk about this at home, dis-
play signs and symbols that recall the teaching) ways. This seems
to me to be in distinct contrast to the schooling model as de-
scribed by Harris. Perhaps our Hebrew ancestors had a broader
vision of education, a vision that is important for us to consider.

Connecting the activity of instruction only with school is
limiting. If we identify instruction only with school and formal
teaching settings, we overlook the fact that instruction can take
place in a variety of settings other than school.

I think of my husband, Brent, and his young grandson,
Phillip. Brent is a bread baker, and Phillip loves his grandpa’s
banana bread. Whenever they are together, Phillip wants
Grandpa to make banana bread, and Phillip wants to help. So
they gather together in the kitchen and Brent carefully and
patiently guides Phillip through the process of making the bread.
He is “instructing” him, although there are no signs of “school”
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around. In time Phillip will learn to make banana bread on his
own. He will have been taught, “instructed” how to do it, but
none of that experience will be thought of as “school.”

Just as the kitchen becomes a place of instruction, so too
does the church sanctuary or the fellowship hall or the church-
sponsored soup kitchen or the family living room. We provide
religious instruction in a variety of ways and a variety of set-
tings. To understand Christian education as more than school
and to see the possibilities of religious instruction beyond the
schooling model offers us a broader and more vital perspec-
tive on this important ministry.

Summary

A definition of Christian education is a foundational build-
ing block in the educational ministry of the church. It is through
our definitions that we become aware of the essential aspects
of this important ministry and enable ourselves to be more
effective at it. T trust that this discussion about the various per-
spectives on Christian education has stimulated the readers to
give careful thought to both their own and their churches’ defi-
nitions and to consider ways in which these definitions might
be broadened to bring new energy and life.

Recall the finding of the Efféctive Christian Education study
that Christian education matters, and it matters a great deal!
Being clear on what it is that we are doing can only increase
education’s ability to make a difference in the life of our own
church.

The word education comes from the Latin educare, meaning
to lead out or to lead forth. Atits heart, education is an activity
of leading out or leading forth. If we hope to lead people forth
into lives of faith and committed discipleship, we will need our
clearest and best thinking and the most deliberate and inten-
tional efforts we can muster. The church of Jesus Christ de-
serves no less!

Reflection and Application

The following exercises are offered to assist readers in their
engagement with the ideas presented in this chapter.

Concept 19

Brainstorm your own list of synonyms for Christian
education. Compare and contrast with the list presented
in this chapter. What is the same? What is different?
What do you think your list reflects about your under-
standing of Christian education?

Interview several church members (include people of
all ages), asking them how they would define Christian
education. Add their words to the above list. What do
you think this list reflects about the wider church’s un-
derstanding of Christian education?

Rank your list of terms. Which words or phrases come
the closest to representing the definition of Christian
education at work in your church? How would you
describe this understanding of Christian education?
Compare your definition with the four approaches to
Christian education presented on pages 10-12. Is there
a similarity with one of these approaches? Which one?
Do you find the presence of any of the other approaches
in your church? Which ones?

Write your own definition of Christian education. What
is emphasized in your definition? What is not? Why?

How might youn share this definition with the wider
church? How might you invite its input? Prepare a plan
of action for doing this.




