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What does it mean to be human?

On October 4, 1957, amateur astronomers witnessed a confounding sight: a star that not only failed to twinkle, but moved! How they wondered what they spied, up above the world so high, like—well, like a missile in the sky. NASA’s commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the “space age” claims that on this day, “history changed”, when “the Soviet Union successfully launched Sputnik I.” So shocking was this event to the American psyche, so confident of technological and military superiority, it inaugurated the “Space Race”. NASA was hastily established, and John F. Kennedy soon promised to build a thousand intercontinental ballistic missiles—an ominous allusion to Helen of Troy—as well as to put a man on the moon by the end of the sixties.

Sputnik also had significant educational implications. As is so often the case, the blame fell on educational institutions, which obviously were not doing a good enough job if Russia could so outpace the U. S. Reform was demanded, and one innovation was “New Math”. Many of its most significant advocates were also involved in an interdisciplinary conference at Woods Hole in 1958. While they met to consider the most effective means of teaching the natural sciences, the major curricular outcome was concerned more with the human and social sciences, and central philosophical questions. This elementary/middle school program was Man: A Course of Study, usually known by its acronym, MACOS. Its guiding questions were: What does it mean to be human? How did we get this way? How can we become more so (i.e., “humane”)?

These are obviously fundamental worldview questions, and it is not surprising that MACOS quickly drew fire in the culture wars of the ’60s. Its filmed re-creation of the traditional hunter-gatherer lifestyle of the Netsilik Inuit of Pelly Bay as primary anthropological data base was perceived as an affront to the attainments of Christian civilisation, an invitation to relativism, sexual licence, infanticide, and senilicide. How could we learn anything from them? An outraged Arizona representative, John B. Conlan, persuaded Congress to withdraw funding in the mid-70’s. Closer to home for me, it was banned in the state of Queensland, and the Christian school in which I worked was blacklisted by a Christian family values group for having purchased a kit, not knowing that this was for study purposes. Some decades later, Course Director Peter B. Dow confessed his surprise at the vehemence of the reaction: “It never had dawned on me how political education can be ... how much education is dominated by issues of value.”

I’m surprised he was surprised. In the same context, Dow says MACOS prime mover Jerome Bruner’s concern was, “How do you build a better society?” We don’t have to look beyond this year’s election campaigns for evidence that what counts as “better” is a deeply contested question, whether such a society is conceived in terms of a return to cherished values now abandoned, or the pursuit of values not yet realised. Schools are inevitably implicated in these projects, are a major means for their achievement. Education is always value-laden.

Kieran Egan, to cite a local identity, argues that the most important influence on the shape of schooling is our understanding of the view of the mature person that is adopted. Part of the genius of MACOS was that it put this question at the core of the curriculum. Rather than remaining an implicit structuring principle, it became explicit, not only for course developers and teachers, but for ten-year-old students. The children were to become “contemporary philosophers”, in Bruner’s words, by learning “that man is think-aboutable.” They were to learn not particular facts so much as how to think, by becoming active researchers, dealing with the raw data of complex animal and human experience without the instructive commentary of a David Attenborough, without the packaged explanations of textbooks, which Dow describes as “great compendiums of codified knowledge.” On the well established scientific principle that the fish is the last to discover water, a remote culture was chosen to pose the problem of what it means to be human. 

Micah presents us with a view of proper humanness, and poses it as the problem of sinful humanity, in phrasing that captures in concentrated form the Old Testament message: act justly, with overflowing fidelity, in humble submission to God. He summarises the requirements of the covenant and the message of the prophets, synthesising Amos’ focus on the demands of justice over sacrifices, Hosea’s emphasis on the importance of tenderness and love, and Isaiah’s call to faith and obedience. He thus invites us to consider what it means to teach for the formation of this kind of character. This too reminds us “how political education can be”, for it is a vision of a better society, a society of God’s Kingdom come. How do we learn the virtues Micah espouses?

Knowledge is virtue

The ancient philosopher, Plato, believed that the way to acquire a virtue was to learn to define its essence in abstraction from experience. Knowledge is virtue. If a person could grasp the nature of justice, through the power of reasoning, she would inevitably act justly. Education in virtue was an intellectual process. He thus bequeathed to us the “theory into practice paradigm”: if one gets the theory down—if one masters the academic disciplines—good practice will follow. 

Plato had no notion of sin as a power over reasoning, that the intellect itself is fallen. Biblically, it is not ignorance but estrangement that is the root issue—estrangement from God, and consequently, estrangement from one another. Walk humbly with God, and in obedience to him, work to restore your broken relationships, in the midst of historical experience, not at the remove of theoretical contemplation.

Two spiritualities

In this light, Micah’s threefold summary of what the Lord God requires of us is a significant rebuke to schooling as it is practised in Western culture, where, as French philosopher and Talmud scholar Emmanuel Levinas has said, there are “two primordial spiritualities” at work: the Greek obsession with ideal, unchanging knowledge, typified by Plato, and the Biblical tradition of social, dialogical closeness, experienced in particular historical contexts. On the one side, theory stands as guide; on the other, wisdom. For the former, the disciplines of knowledge and disciplined mastery of skills are key; for the latter, discipling ourselves to the Lord is paramount. “Listen!” Micah says, “The Lord is calling to the city—and to fear your name is wisdom” (Mi 6:9). The fundamental lesson of the biblical narrative is that mature humanness is not a matter of what we know, but of who we are; and who we are is a matter of how we stand in relation to God and one another. We must not waver between these two spiritualities.

Moral development theory

Plato is long gone, but as Levinas attests, his legacy lingers still. Lawrence Kohlberg was the pre-eminent researcher into moral development during the latter part of the twentieth century. Like Plato, he saw moral maturity as ridding oneself of the shackles of social conventions and historical context to autonomously grasp the pure idea of justice. From this lofty vantage point, one could calculate rationally what would lead to the greatest happiness for the greatest number. At an even higher stage, this utilitarianism is transcended, and an individual knows what is right for all persons at all times and in all places, regardless of consequences. Kohlberg imagined that only a very few outstanding people would ever reach this final level, the universalistic ethic of duty and obligation of Immanuel Kant and John Rawls; tellingly, none showed up in his empirical research, but an ideal it remained. Ethical maturity means thinking like a philosopher, not in Bruner’s sense of contemplating the deep questions of life, but in that of being capable of abstract, academic formulations. Like so much else in Western schooling, moral education is to be directed toward the grasp of principles in abstraction from experience. 

Kohlberg was interested in how people reason about justice; Micah was concerned that people act justly. This calls for wisdom, which “deals with [the] difficulties of doing the right thing in the right way and at the right time in response to problems posed by particular people, in particular places, on particular occasions” (Garrison, 1997). It is wisdom that, as a gift from God—ask, and it will be given, says James (1:5)—enables us to discern what is the right action here and now, and this requires sensitivity to the complexity of concrete circumstances. 

An ethics of care

One of Kohlberg’s collaborators, Carol Gilligan, found that many people—particularly women—did not attempt to resolve moral dilemmas by appealing to universal principles, though they could not legitimately be considered morally immature. Instead, they were more concerned with what would maintain relationships between people in situations of conflict. For Gilligan, morality was about “making connections”: she introduced the “ethics of care” into the discourse of moral development. Like Levinas, she suggests that there are two sources of interpretation of ethical responsibility, “the Greek ideal of knowledge as a correspondence between mind and form [and] the Biblical conception of knowing as a process of human relationship” (Gilligan, 1982, 173).

Gilligan put “care” back on the moral development agenda, and it is important, especially in light of our theme text, to explore the significance of “care” and its relation to “justice”. This is often illustrated by the following scenario. Say I have a friend who is ill, and I visit her in hospital. If I go because I believe it is my duty or obligation, am I really visiting her because of concern for her as a uniquely valuable person? Or, if I visit her because I believe society will be a better place—that the greatest happiness will ensue if people generally responded this way—am I really respecting my friend’s worth? Novelist C. P. Snow captures a large part of what is at stake in the following passage: 

… Skeffington was a brave and honourable man. He had not had an instant’s hesitation, once he believed that Howard was innocent. He was set on rushing in…. the man had his rights, one had to make sure that justice was done. Yet, inside that feeling, there was no kindness towards Howard. There was no trace of a brotherly emotion at all. The only residue of feeling he had for Howard was contempt. Contempt not because he and Skeffington had not an idea in common, but merely because he was an object of justice. I had seen the same in other upright men: one was grateful for their passion to be just, but its warmth was all inside themselves. They were not feeling as equals: it was de haut en bas [condescendingly]: and, not only towards those who had perpetrated the injustice, but also, and often more coldly, towards the victim, there was directed this component of contempt. (Snow, 1960/1985, 824)

Now, I do not want to set “care” over against “justice”: Micah partners both with mature faith, and part and parcel of what caring means is responding to a person’s needs in ways that justice requires. “Care” uninformed by justice can lead to “blind loyalty”: my daughter, my friend, my country—right or wrong, whereby all manner of wrongdoing may be justified. Or it may engender charitable compassion that bandages the bleeding and feeds the hungry without redressing the structural violence that is the cause of injury and starvation. Visiting a person in hospital must go hand in hand with action to ensure equitable access to medical care; giving a glass of water to someone who is thirsty subsumes the obligation to provide an adequate water supply. 

While standing up for someone one despises is an obligation that expresses, at its best, respect for this or that individual uniquely bearing the image of God, loving my neighbour as myself is a commitment to care for them as I care for myself. It is the recognition that caring action fully honours but also transcends duty and obligation, lifting these to a higher plane. Justice sets the channels, but care overflows their banks.

One problem with Kohlberg’s theory, then, is the reduction of morality to a concern with justice. The greater problem lies in the further reduction of the realization of the value of justice and morality themselves to rational grasp of principles. On such a view, at the centre of education in values is the value of reason. Such rationalism is idolatry; Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmaat (2004, 119) regard it as “the most insidious ... ever to capture” the church’s imagination, because it has been able to conceal for so long that it is a religious commitment, faith in a source of order and meaning other than God. If schools support the view that rationality is the key to what it means to be human, that becoming more rational is the way to become more so, they are promoting idolatry. This is what happens when the disciplines of knowledge rather than discipleship are accorded primary value. 

In further developing Gilligan’s “ethics of care”, Nel Noddings (1992) proposed that the heart of the curriculum should not be the academic disciplines, but care—care for all the relations in which we find ourselves (not omitting, as she does, our relationship with God). The curriculum should lead students to realise the value of each of the varied relationships in which God has placed us. This is not knowledge in abstraction but knowledge that will help us to promote the flourishing of the world in which we are, more even than caretakers, lovers.

Fidelity

The commitment Micah asks of Israel is to Yahweh, and the call to justice and hesed—fidelity, covenant loyalty or care—is integral to the fabric of the covenant Israel has with its God. The book of Ruth is a prime site for understanding the meaning of hesed. Ruth goes far beyond what is expected of her in terms of familial obligation, giving up her homeland to emigrate to a land where Moabites were so reviled that they were excluded from Torah’s provisions for strangers. And she goes not only out of loyalty to her mother-in-law, but also to walk humbly with Naomi’s God, thus joining herself with the covenant community of Israel. This exceeding of obligations, of what might lawfully be expected, is hesed. Boaz also demonstrates this quality, in not only allowing her to glean from the edges of his field, but instructing his servants to leave some parts unharvested. He marries a woman to whom he has no immediate obligation, welcoming her into Israel, as his mother, the Canaanite prostitute Rahab had been embraced. Hesed is above and beyond the call of duty, and, quite notably in this story, cuts across tribal and religious boundaries, to include a woman who, like Rahab, becomes an ancestor of David—and Jesus. 

This is primarily the story of God’s hesed or “lovingkindness”, of maintaining covenant fidelity with Naomi at the same time as Ruth’s faith is counted as justice and she herself is brought under the blessing of Abraham. Hesed overflows, and justice flows to the nations. This is more than law and rationality require: it is not a working out of conclusions logically from what is given, but an overturning of the premises in light of the promise. A new imagination sees Ruth, the hated Moabite, in the image of God.   

Relationality and narrationality

It was a sermon on the first chapter of Ruth by Billy Graham that was the occasion of my conversion. On hearing this people have said, “How could you become a Christian through the Book of Ruth?” and I myself have wondered from time to time. I have a hunch that—without denying the efficacy of the Spirit’s call—it is because it embodies an alternative “rationality” of relationality, and it does so in narrational terms. The fabrics of our lives are not logically constructed arguments but subtly nuanced, full-bodied stories, and through the second-order re-counting of these stories we encounter truth organically and in the particular. Ruth’s story compels us not primarily intellectually, but through the values of self-sacrificial love and fidelity it helps us imagine. 

Narrationality is also an alternative rationality, and may speak the truth. Truth is not primarily a property of propositions, precise logical statements that “A is A and not non-A”, but a network of relationships, and any one person, thing or event stands at the intersection of a vast number of these. Ultimately, truth is the relationality that is God’s covenant community, held at the centre by the cosmic Christ who is Truth. Not Reason, but Love, is at the heart, and all God’s creatures were made in relationships of service with one another, upwards and downwards on the ladder of creation. It is an interdependent creation in which meaning lies not in things in and of themselves, but in their interconnections with one another. Where sin has marred the linkages, our task is to substantially heal this brokenness where we can, though complete restoration awaits our Lord’s return.

Rather than presenting a fragmented story of the world, as happens when students shift every x number of minutes from one subject to another, the school curriculum should honour its connectedness, playfully and joyfully revelling in creation’s fecundity, and the stories that it tells, for it speaks with the voice of wisdom. If we are wise, we will listen to these stories at first hand; we will allow the world to speak, not through the filter of “compendiums of codified knowledge” but directly. As Martin Buber (1958, 136-7) writes: 

God’s speech … penetrates what happens in the life of each one of us, and all that happens in the world around us, biographical and historical, and makes it for you and me into instruction, message, demand. Happening upon happening, situation upon situation, are enabled and empowered by the personal speech of God to demand of the human person that he take his stand and make his decision. 

It was through Ruth that my story first became connected with the Greatest Story. And it is through the stories our children learn that they too may consciously identify with the covenant community to which they belong. The stories of the Bible, literature, historical events, scientific and mathematical discovery, geographical exploration and colonisation, drama, film, the biographies written and unwritten of the famous and the familiar, are not lists of principles or axioms. They are complex interweavings of people involved in decision-making, in actions good and evil. Such stories engage not merely or primarily intellectually, but imaginatively, morally, and religiously—for ultimately, they concern the nature of our response to God. They confront us vicariously with choices, with degrees of identification with this or that character, with judgments as to the rightness or wrongness of actions; they move us to pity and tears, anger and dismay, wry smiles as well as laughter, and motivate us to action. They cause us to question meanings large and small, to look into ourselves to determine what we hold most to be true, of greatest value, to ask where we came from and where we are headed.

Teaching is in large measure story-telling, handing on as gift the story of humankind’s cultivation of an unfolding creation. Story is not past, but lives in the present, and points to the future, if it is connected with the lives and experience of children. In this lies the art of teaching, the transformation of stories pedagogically. This is the case not only in English and History classes, but also in the unveiling of the story of mathematics and science as human dramas, subjective responses to the story that the universe itself has to tell. Too often, instead of locating the origins of Pythagoras’ theorem on a Mediterranean beach, against the background of a religious brotherhood that worshipped Number, with pieces of tile to show that the square of the hypotenuse is not a tiny superscript but a substantial square shape, we are exposed to it in isolation from any human context, an abstract algorithm in a mathematical system. Science too must be embedded in its historical, social, value-laden context, and experiments actually be experiments, often turning out in unexpected ways.

Not that I am proposing that the teacher should be the one doing all the telling—far from it! An  experiment with possibly unexpected consequences is one in which students do not merely follow a teacher’s instructions for making copper sulphate solution, in order to produce a copperplate report describing Aim, Method, Experiment, Result. Children themselves are to have an active role in uncovering, rediscovering, indeed, constructing the elements of the tale, as MACOS students were encouraged to do. How we as parents and teachers respond to this curiosity, this playful desire to explore, to touch, taste, test, build, describe, explain, paint, imagine, inquire, will go a long way in determining the kind of researchers children become, and how life-long their research interests—their interest in learning—will be. 

The guidance we give will also greatly constrain the spiritual direction this normal capacity for learning will take, the value judgments children make between and within varied subject-matter, what they come to value. Contrary to Kohlberg, what matters most is not the exercise of autonomous rationality, but that people wisely learn to choose the just, caring and faithful path on which to humbly walk. Where children set their hearts is what sets their life-direction.

Responding to suffering

In investigating children’s moral reasoning, Kohlberg presented them with hypothetical dilemmas, intellectual puzzles portrayed in a paragraph without any contextual richness. A school structured for promotion of a just, caring and faithful community, however, will expose them to complex, real-world problems in which a range of values are at stake and in which many—too many—get the rough end of the stick. Such stories overflow the boundaries of conventional subject areas; they also invite an active response.

Jesus suffered in order to put an end to suffering. As followers of Jesus, we are to take the suffering of the world on our shoulders too, that in our suffering, that of Christ might be completed. Our task in this time between the kingdom that has come and is yet to come in its fullness is to spread the grace of the embrace of justice and shalom; to erect signposts to God’s sovereign rule, that God’s will might be done on earth; to work so that all might have their daily bread, for a world in which forgiveness of debts rather than revenge for wrongs is the order of the day.

A major mandate of schools is to engage children in experiences they would otherwise not have, in a systematic, criterion-referenced manner. A curriculum oriented to motivating students towards just and faithful action in obedience to God will select such experiences in the light of this criterion. If students are to develop the qualities to which Micah calls them, schools have a responsibility to introduce them to the suffering of others, whether face to face or vicariously. There is nothing neat and tidy or rational in such confrontations, though the demands God makes through them will require responses that are thoughtful in the most comprehensive sense.

Who is my neighbour?

If the school is to be a seedbed of justice, care, and humble obedience, for the sake of both its own members and those beyond its boundaries, we need to address “the problem of limited sympathies”, the tendency to define one’s community in terms of its difference from, if not opposition to, those outside its walls. This was one motivation for Richard Wentz’s book, Why do people do bad things in the name of religion? As Paul Crittenden says, “development of the core qualities of justice and friendship ... within a limited community may then go along with indifference or active hostility toward others beyond the group to which individuals maintain their primary unity.” Faith-based schools are particularly vulnerable to this charge. The Australian government’s senior education advisor—himself a Christian—recently said, “These people often form a narrowly focused school that is aimed at cementing the faith it’s based on…. If we continue as we are, I think we’ll just become more and more isolated subgroups in our community”(Bachelard, 2008). Such inward-looking, self-serving isolation is of course rooted in our sinful desire to assert our own independence by imputing the dependence and inferiority of others. It is the chief sin Israel committed in not being a light to the Gentiles; it is one that Christian churches have also perpetrated through the ages.

How are we to combat this tendency? Essentially, we need an expansive conception of the community of which we are members. Jesus enjoins us to love not only our neighbours, but our enemies as well. There cannot be a more inclusive definition of community than this. The Parable of the Good Samaritan is told in response to the question, “Who is my neighbour?”—and the true neighbour turns out to be the traditional enemy. The story underscores the essential humanness of this alien, at the same time as members of one’s own group rate poorly.

What “talents” do we offer children?

When I was working as a curriculum consultant in a K-12 Christian school, I devised a planning chart on a large sheet of paper. One column was headed “Biblical Perspective”. The most common text that teachers included in this section was the Parable of the Talents, to provide a justification for recognising students’ diverse gifts. This was an easy way to avoid thinking in any depth about how Scripture came to bear on particular subject matter; it was also, I now see, a misreading of the parable. The talents involved are not a person’s abilities, but the opportunities provided so that people may develop the abilities they have in their master’s service—a “talented environment”, we may say. But the parable is also informed by and informs its companions, those parables that come before—the faithful and wicked servants, the ten virgins, the need to be always busy about the Lord’s work—and the one that comes after, the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats, which is explicit about what the Lord’s work is. It tells us that the suffering and oppressed are the “talents” presented to us, that caring for the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the shelterless, the prisoner, is the Lord’s work. “I have told you, O people, what is good”—what is of real value. Gifted and Talented programs take on a whole new—biblical—meaning in this perspective.

Welcoming the stranger

The Netsilik Inuit were considered sufficiently strange and alien, and their practices so offensive, that MACOS attracted a congressional embargo. Other responses are possible. In Australia, we were using MACOS as a focus for evaluation in a professional development program, and this inspired a project on Australian Aboriginals, specifically, the Pintubi, the last group to come into contact with non-indigenous peoples. At Mount Evelyn Christian School—MECS—this developed into an Aboriginal Studies program, still going strong more than twenty-five years later. At its core is the close contact developed with the Warlpiri people at Yuendemu, 200 kilometres north-west of Alice Springs—some BBs and Gen-Xers may remember the Midnight Oil song, “Beds are Burning”—boom, boom, boom—in which Yuendemu features. Most members of the MECS community now have skin, clan, or moiety names—mine is Japaljari, my wife’s, Nakamara—and some Warlpiri call MECS their “southern camp”. The Warlpiri language is a compulsory subject, Grade 10 takes a three week trip to Central Australia each year, staying for a time as the Warlpiri’s guests, and Aboriginal Studies units feature also at K and 5/6 levels. The work that Christian schools are now doing in the Northern Territory, at the invitation of Aboriginal elders, is another indirect outcome of this engagement. MECS students and teachers have come to know the Warlpiri story; more significantly, they have come to know face to face the stories of individual Warlpiri’s lives. Lasting bonds of friendship have been forged, and the injustices visited on an oppressed people have been experienced at first hand.

The call to proper humanness

The Lord has shown us our proper human calling: act justly, in covenant fidelity, walking humbly with God. While clear thinking—rationality—is a vital aspect of this calling, to put this first is to put the cart before the horse. Reasoning is always in service of values that transcend it, and religious commitments that undergird it. Wisdom consists in realising biblical values, in both senses of realisation: hearing and doing the will of God. If we cling to the world’s assertion of the primacy of rationality, we lose the gospel vision of relationality. The charter for Christian schooling is learning to love, God above all, and our neighbour as ourselves.
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