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Two weeks ago, we witnessed an extraordinary event. An arch-opponent of government regulation of the business sector announced the largest bailout of corporations in history, transferring their debt to the American taxpayer. Action needed to be taken, but not the knee-jerk, ad hoc moves that George W. Bush announced. Why reward those companies that had precipitated the crisis by their own greed and mismanagement, some of whose CEO’s earned more than $50,000,000 per year? One Republican condemned the bailout as socialism, but the alliance between the Republican government and the corporate sector smacks more of National Socialism. A democratically socialist alternative would have been to distribute funds to those who had been made homeless—50% African-American—so that they could return to the houses that now stand empty in so many places.
 This would not only have been more just, it would have been more compassionate, an act of caring faithfulness overflowing the channels of justice.

Some might think that discussion of politics is out of place in the present context. But it is difficult to talk about justice without talking about politics, because the role of government is to use its power to promote justice. Without this goal, how would we distinguish a government from a gang of robbers, as St Augustine asked? And it accomplishes this in large part by making laws—regulations, to use that dirty word—that seek to ensure that relations between individuals and institutions do not degenerate into theft and other forms of violence and oppression. The abhorrence of government regulation that has characterised the era since the onset of Reaganomics and Thatcherism turns out to have a deadly sting in its tail, for justice will not be denied forever in God’s creation. The retribution may indeed be dreadful, but retribution it ultimately is. This is not a diatribe against Bush or the U. S., but a naming of a spirit that has much of the world in its thrall. It has a name, and that name is Mammon.

Catholic educator David Purpel, in The Moral and Spiritual Crisis in Education: A Curriculum for Justice and Compassion (1989, 137), writes that there is an:

... intimate relation between culture and organized education [such that] to make significant educational change requires and means significant cultural change. We cannot continue the myth that educational problems are rooted primarily in professional and technical matters. When we finally give up the process of trivializing education, it will mean that we have taken seriously the propositions that education can make us free and wise, not just rich and smart. 

Schools are major agents of cultural transmission; they should also be significant sites for cultural transformation. And they will be if they are committed to justice, fidelity and humble submission to God.  How then we shall teach depends on something deeper than tips for teachers: it requires a fundamental reworking of school culture so that it does not merely mirror, and thereby reinforce, the culture of the world. A school that bears the name of Christ can accept no lesser a challenge.

God or Mammon?

Despite Jesus’ clarion call, that life’s most radical choice is between serving God or Mammon, we have marched into the third millennium Anno Domini with market forces functioning as the ultimate court of appeal in human affairs. The marketplace is thought to comprise isolated individuals. There are no overarching norms or values, there is only a diversity of pragmatic responses. “[R]elativism seems to spring from the condition of our age itself. If the market is the sovereign source of value, then what is valuable will change as people’s choices and desires change”(Blake, Smeyers, Smith, & Standish, 1998, 5).

Jesus places before us, on the one hand, the Kingdom of God, on the other, money. The Kingdom of God is a rule of justice and covenant fidelity. There is no bartering in this kingdom, no bargaining over the priority of caring justice. It is a kingdom in which its subjects are to live right-wise-ly, going in the right direction, in which citizens offer to give instead of to take. Mammon, conversely, is an accidental aggregation of individuals, all pursuing their supposedly rational, presumably sinless, economic interest. Everyone is his own king or her own queen. Why, with MasterCard, we were told, in a blasphemous echo of the old spiritual, “You’ve got the whole world in your hands”. Now, American Express trumpets, “It’s your world.” Money can buy me love! Out of the pursuit of a multiplicity of self-serving interests, the good will emerge, for somehow the sum will be better than its parts. Seek first your own economic advantage, and justice/righteousness shall be added unto you. As Stephen Knight (1990) has said, “Where the market is so natural, the supermarket is the home of the supernatural.”

The world in which we live is individualistic; the new creation in Christ is communal because we are individually members one of another. The world sees competition—between people and ideas, businesses and nations on a so-called level playing field—as normative; the kingdom of God is cooperatively oriented to shalom. The world conceives everything as packageable commodities, even educational outcomes. The bottom line becomes the only line that matters. Everything is one-dimensional, humanity reduced to hip-pocket nerve. It is the spread of the free market through globalization that we are told will lay the foundations for democratic freedom, even truth and justice, in an ironic affirmation of Marx’s economic determinism. No matter that the love of money is the source of all kinds of evil.

Critical Analysis and Creative Synthesis

Mammon is a spiritual power loose in the world. Its influence is pervasive, and it is no accident that Paulo Freire uses the metaphor of banking to critique the traditional shape of schooling, in which knowledge is turned into a commodity. Schooling stresses, according to Bottery (1990, 87), “analytical criticism as the distinguishing mark of intelligence, and places much less premium on creative, synthesizing abilities ...”. To analyse is to “loosen up”, to examine the constitution of something, to ascertain its elements or resolve it into its parts. It is this emphasis that is so congenial to a view of the world as a collection of commodities to be exchanged for profit, because parts that have been separated can be readily packaged, transferred from one individual to another, measured and compared, as those packets of information that teachers “deposit” in the heads of students. Creative, synthesising abilities are not bits and pieces of information. They are much more complex to teach and to learn, relying as they do on a rich, interpersonal environment, where tacit knowledge and modelled behaviour predominate. 

The significant should not be sacrificed to the simple, the valuable should not be driven out of circulation by bad currency. Schools need to engage their students in affective, evaluative, discerning ways, not only rationally. To quote Nel Noddings again, children need to be “occupied…. doing things wholeheartedly, and out of this wholehearted doing [comes] learning”. And in Scripture, we remember, the heart is not one organ among others. It is the very core and centre of the person, out of which spring the issues of life, the site of commitment, to God or to an idol. The life that flows from the heart is, in its entirety, religion. Christian education must be heart education. As Noddings says, “[T]he disciplines should not be used as the heart—or the organizing organ—of the curriculum” (1992, 150). Rather than “learning material by heart”, learning that invites a heart response, should be our goal. A passion for justice and righteousness; for stewardship and social civility; for playfulness as well as precision in language, yields values without which rationality encapsulated in the disciplines will not issue in response. And undergirding all of this, a passion for the One in Whom all these values originate.

An Ethics of Autonomy in a Social Contract

The One God, we confess, is a Three-in-One communion bound by love. It is this Truth that makes us free, not the pseudo-freedom of individualism. The market has its political counterpart in the doctrine of the “social contract”, which is fundamental also to Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. For Kohlberg, autonomy is the hallmark of moral maturity. The ethical person is self-sufficient in a sea of isolated individuals. Taken to its extreme, it is Margaret Thatcher’s claim: “There is no such thing as society.” But Kohlberg recognised that schools have a role to play in the development of such autonomy. He initiated “just community” schools, in which moral development would be promoted by democratic processes. Discussion of school life in a community meeting would generate consensus, with teachers identifying logical inconsistencies in students’ reasoning to guide them towards collective norms. Ownership—in the sense of “authorship”—of rules was considered vital in encouraging students to act in accordance with them. Negotiating a social contract thus entailed the voluntary restriction of some individual rights as the price for the protection of remaining freedoms. 

The “social contract” explanation is dominant in our culture. Thomas Sergiovanni (2000, 60-61) suggests that, as might be expected, most schools employ this narrative. 

Each of the parties to the contract gives up something to the other party to get something else back…. [T]eachers, parents, and others invest their talents and energy in the school and its children in exchange for certain benefits…. [C]hildren endure the rituals of schooling to get the gold stars and praise they covet from teachers, the attention they want from their parents, and the grades they need to be admitted to college. This social contract … is maintained as long as each of the parties gets what it wants…. This narrative is about calculations involving trades that offer incentives in exchange for compliance. Self-interest is presumed to be paramount, and “let’s make a deal” is the order of the day.

An Ethics of Covenantal Community

“Covenant” is Scripture’s alternative to such a contract. Micah’s is an ethics of covenantal community. Israel was to be continually reminded of her communal dependence, for all she had was not by dint of individual effort, but a gift from a bounteous God, who had brought her from captivity into a land of plenty. Her response was to be commitment to her Redeemer, and this commitment bound people to one another. Furthermore, her beliefs and values were learnt historically rather than philosophically, in the cauldron of experience, as God revealed his purposes to them, through encounters with Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar; Miriam, Moses and Aaron; Naomi, Ruth and Boaz. Justice is a network of right or righteous relationships, realized in a covenant of constant love and humble dependence on God.
 Justice begins not with the rights of fundamentally isolated individuals, but with the reality of a community that remained such even as it was severely fractured. Micah’s is not an ethics centred on the upright/eousness of the “I”, but on the divinely created bonds between I and the other. 

Micah’s call to justice and fidelity is made within the context of a covenant in which God is partner, and connections are not calculated but commanded. This covenant acknowledges created societal structures that set the parameters for how people should relate. Though they certainly require human formation, they do not originate in the human intellect. The institution of marriage is not merely a contract between two individuals, in which they agree to limit their individual rights and freedoms for mutual benefit, but one in which individuals take up the office of husband or wife in a covenantal relationship. And it is a covenant precisely because God is both its source and witness. Although the core of marriage is a pledge of lifelong troth or faithfulness, negotiating what this means is always in the light of what God expects of this particular kind of relationship. 

Human relationships are never merely binary: there is always a ternary dimension, norms that hold for that type of institution. That is why we are called to walk humbly, obediently, with a “listening ear”—for “obedience” is literally to listen—to God. Justice and faithfulness are not at my beck and call. The offices in various institutions—governors and citizens in the state, parents and children in the family, teacher and student in the school—embed obligations, and give a particular form to what faithfulness means. Care for my wife is to be expressed in different ways than care for my children, my students, my fellow congregants or citizens, or those with whom I exchange economic goods. Each of these relationships requires focal adherence to distinctive values. Humanistic theories collapse this richness into the two-dimensionality of the social contract and the one-dimensional blandness of rationally conceived institutions. 

The biblical view of mature humanness is that we are to become certain kinds of people, Christ-like. Far be it for me to deny the importance of how we think as part of this process, but the renewal of the mind that is required, as part of presenting our whole selves as living sacrifices, is one of subjecting ourselves more and more daily to God’s perfect will. Our rationality is not to be autonomous, but in submission to the Word of God. This does not imply a mechanical, indoctrinative process, however, for God calls us responsibly to choose this kind of intellectual service. It requires constant exercise of will to throw off the bonds of sin, and to develop biblical virtues such as justice, fidelity and humility.

Christian School as Covenant Community 

The seedbed in which we learn these virtues—or their counterfeit vices—is the environment in which we are nurtured. The first requirement for a school seeking to promote such values is that it must itself be such a community. “Mere rationality” is powerless to change how we act and who we are: a person must engage wholeheartedly in learning. C. S. Lewis (1967, 20) summed this up in characteristically pithy fashion when he said that he would rather play cards with someone who was “quite sceptical about ethics, but bred to believe that ‘a gentleman does not cheat’, than against an irreproachable moral philosopher who had been brought up among sharpers.” What sustains a person in a time of moral threat is not arguments but integrity. Virtuous behaviour does not issue from intellectual justification. Not mere rationality, but mere Christianity, is required.
A school structured as a just, caring, humble community will promote the well-being of all students (not mainly those labelled “talented”), who work cooperatively with one another to use their gifts for the benefit of others in service of God. Micah’s challenge is after all to how people are being treated within Israel. The extent to which students see themselves as being valued and cared for by their teachers is a crucial element in their school achievement; research suggests it is “… the greatest source of variance that can make a difference” (cit. Lovat, 2005, 9). This encompasses what happens in the hallways and other informal encounters, in our responses to the personal joys and woes of children, our willingness to share appropriately our personal experience; and our faith in students’ competence to meet high expectations. 

But care must not be confined to the corridors; community must characterise the classroom as well. Care is to be communicated through the curriculum and should permeate our pedagogy. The curriculum is not the syllabus, not a collection of documents and materials sitting on a shelf, nor a sequence of lesson plans. The curriculum is foremost a relationship, the structured, professional—but fully human—relationship between teachers, students and the wider world. While school structures might often express care in special provisions for high achievers and those with learning disabilities, it must, more radically, embrace all, providing the right kind of “talented environment” to enable students to develop their abilities in their rich variety. These abilities extend far beyond traditional academic competences to include the ability to discern and commit to what is truly of value. Motivation is key, and people are moved by what they value, by the ends to which they commit themselves, and on the basis of which they act.

What do we Value?

A school that values individual academic achievement in a competitive environment engenders “habits of the heart” that last a lifetime. The pursuit and accumulation of as many tokens of success as possible will foster acquisitiveness—the “Greed is good” mantra of Gordon Gekko in Wall Street—even if it does not encourage dishonesty. Listen to the words of Piaget in his investigation of moral development, a precursor to Kohlberg’s research:

Cheating is a defensive reaction which our educational systems seem to have wantonly called forth in the pupil. Instead of taking into account the child’s deeper psychological tendencies which urge them to work with others … our schools condemn the pupil to work in isolation and only make use of emulation to set one individual against another. This purely individualistic system of work, excellent no doubt if the aim of education be to give good marks and prepare the young for examinations, is nothing but a handicap to the formation of reasonable beings and good citizens. Taking the moral point of view only, one of two things is bound to happen. Either competition proves strongest, and each boy will try to curry favour with the master, regardless of his toiling neighbour who then, if defeated, resorts to cheating. Or else comradeship will win the day and pupils will combine in organised cheating so as to offer a common resistance to scholastic constraint. (Piaget, 1932, 86)

Piaget does not acknowledge the power of sin in the heart of the individual, but he does implicitly identify how sin can take systemic shape. One might hope that the Christian commitment of students would militate against cheating. Indeed it will. But what we are considering here are not the personal moral values of individuals, but the structural values embedded in the organisation of schooling.

Gifts for Whom?

“Giftedness” language so often focuses on the talents of an individual child and how these can be most highly developed, when what we should be asking is how gifts may be used for the upbuilding of others. There is certainly an obligation for us to employ our gifts to the utmost—but for the sake of others, primarily. If children do not learn this in school as well as at home and in church, where will they learn it? If they hear it preached at church, but gainsaid by family and school as unfitted for the “real world”, how seriously will they take this and other vital biblical teachings? Research into moral development suggests that the most significant moral educators are a person’s adolescent peers: not only must we seek to harness this for the good, we ought to derive benefit from a child’s ability to learn from and teach another as comprehensively across the curriculum as we can. And the benefits are not only one-way: we ourselves know how we come to understand something more deeply when we try to teach it. Not the Renaissance man, self-sufficiently capable of all things, but the Reborn community, each contributing according to his or her gifts, should be our goal. As Belbin (1981, 77) says, “Teams are a question of balance. What is needed is not well-balanced individuals, but individuals who balance well with one another. In that way, human frailties can be underpinned and strengths used to full advantage.” 

The Voice of Wisdom

In the Book of Proverbs, Wisdom walks the streets of the city, raising her voice in the public square, openly competing with those who are hawking their own goods. Her teaching is directed not only to private thoughts and personal behaviour, but to public affairs. Wisdom claims she is fundamental to economic considerations and public justice (Melchert, 1998, 183), and moves freely in the world of men, amongst all the deal-making, bartering and bargaining, in the midst of the elders meting out justice—and often enough, injustice—at the gates of the city. A woman, unprotected and powerless, seemingly frail and fragile, but with the strength to challenge and indeed to rebuke the scoffers, simpletons, fools and frauds, who take refuge in the magic of their money and the power of their position and turn away from the fear of the LORD. Can her boldness even in her weakness inspire us in Christian schools to issue the same rebuke?

Proverbs, a pedagogical primer, was compiled: “for attaining wisdom and discipline ... doing what is right and just and fair” (Pr 1:2-3). Is this not a charter for Christian schooling? The Truth will set us free. Is it too much to hope that education might “make us free and wise, not just rich and smart”?
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� It is heartening to see that bi-partisan discussions the following day did apparently agree to “establish an oversight board to monitor the use of the money and require the government of renegotiate mortgages it acquires under the program with the aim of helping borrowers keep their homes.” Tim Harper, “Partisanship sets back financial bailout,” Toronto Star, (A1, A21) Sept 26 2008, p. A21.


� Mishpat, tzedek, hesed and tsana’, respectively. A covenant is “maintained by loyalty, fidelity, kinship, sense of identity, obligation, duty, responsibility and reciprocity” (Sergiovanni 63, summarising Sacks 1997).


� Sad to say, personal morality is not enough. I recall, for example, a truly fine young Christian man from an upright and serving family. It was in the final year of school, of which highly competitive government examinations were to be the culmination. Each student had to submit a writing portfolio, after a succession of editorial emendations. In evaluating the work of a number of different students—working my way through that huge pile of papers that is the bane of teaching—I came upon a piece I was sure I had seen before. Digging through the pile, I found its twin—the work of his cousin, no less! When first confronted, however, the student whom I had identified as the plagiariser was adamant in his innocence. Only after an extended period of prevarication did he finally own up. It was a very sad moment for us both—whenever I see him now, so many years later, I am sure the overt friendliness of his greetings conceals a canker of shame and remorse. And yes, I acknowledge that extricating our schools from the prevailing system is an ongoing one—it is, after all, a struggle against powers and principalities.]
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