Education Sunday

Focus on Christian Teachers

What is the difference between a church and a school?  I don’t mean the buildings – which of course are different –   I don’t mean the people – schools are of course full of children and the churches tend to be full of people who are at least my age.  Also I am not talking about the clothing that the teacher wears.  And probably at schools these days you don’t sit on hard benches.  You might do some singing in assembly as the whole body of the school meets together.  The teacher or minister tries to explain something to the pupils or congregation and by and large they listen.  So what is the key difference?

It seems to me that the key difference is that the pupils have to be there whereas you do not.  You can choose to attend church.  The pupil must attend school.  And the increasing attitude of society is: Why should pupils (who have to attend assembly) have to listen to someone’s beliefs, when the prevailing attitude of society is that religion is a private matter?  We now live in an increasingly pluralist and secular society why should the children of parents who have a different god or no god at all be obliged to listen to teachers who speak about their God?  
It was not always this way.  Traditionally in Britain, Christianity was seen as a revelation of truth, not as a philosophical opinion amongst many.  In most British schools, assemblies are still to be “wholly or mainly broadly Christian”, but in Scotland in 2005 a decision was taken to make all assemblies secular.  This was assumed to make them more inclusive – but of course godless assemblies exclude people who do have a God!
Christian teachers (as with all of us) find themselves at work in an environment which is  increasingly hostile to their beliefs.  They are bound (like all of us in the secular workplace) to be tempted to react by falling into two equal but opposite errors: either by saying to themselves – I will keep quiet about what I believe; keep my head down and just go with the flow.  Or by constantly haranguing pupils and colleagues about their beliefs and either becoming a laughing stock or getting fired.  In difficult economic times the temptation to follow the first path must be incredibly strong.  It must be easy to tell yourself – God isn’t interested in what I do during the week – all he cares about is what I do on Sunday.  I take communion and do the church flowers.   Surely that’s enough.
But Jesus Christ expects all of us, all of the time.  In Matthew 5:14 “you are the light of the world.  A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  Instead they put it on its stand and it gives light to everyone in the house.  In the same way let your light shine before men that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven”.  
We are not to put our light under a bowl!  We are not to be closet Christians!  We are not to have one rule of life for Sundays and another for weekdays.  Our whole life is to be subject to his Lordship.  But are we really to be constantly banging on about our Christianity to everyone in the staff room and to our pupils?
I think that both the reading from Daniel and the reading from 1 Peter illustrate what we should do - how we should be at work.  Daniel deals with the question of behaviour and Peter deals with the question of message.

Daniel had a serious problem – he was one of the captives of Israel in Babylon.  He and his friends had been selected for service in the king’s court.  The court of a king who did not worship the God of the Israelites.  The chief official had instructions to feed him up so that he could look good to fulfil his duties in the court.  However Daniel identified that to do so would involve breaking the Law of Israel in that he would have to eat food prohibited by the Jewish Book of the Law, the Torah.  What is he to do?  Should he just do what he knows he is prohibited from doing by his religious law even though the king has commanded it? 
He uses his common sense.  He very politely asks his boss if he will try an experiment.  Can he eat vegetables and drink water for 10 days and if he looks any less fit than the other boys selected for palace service then he would eat the food required, but, if not, he would not be required to do so.  Of course, after the 10 day test he looks much better than the other boys and is thus released from this obligation.  By using a bit of common sense, but quite a lot of bravery, he is able to remain undefiled by the pagan food and indeed remains in his work environment and eventually becomes the king’s chief advisor.  So actually by following the Jewish law he fulfils his secular duty better than if he had defiled himself with the pagan food:  
So also with Christianity.  By adopting the standards of integrity, of loving your neighbour as yourself and following Christian standards as a teacher at school, we may often be doing our job better than others.  There is a sense in which Christian behaviour is attractive to everyone even to secular society.  If you are consistently Christian in your behaviour, the task of education is completed well.  There is no need to be different for the sake of being different – the real question is “am I being faithful”?
But how practically can our behaviour as teachers be different?  Firstly, we can live under the lordship of Christ.  This means applying his standards to all our behaviour all of the time. This may mean that we choose not to circulate the latest dubious joke on the school’s internet system.  We will choose not to gossip about the head-teacher in the staff room and we will be support our colleagues to others even if we know they don’t support us.  

But more generally, in our teaching, we will be looking to see how we can avoid giving subliminal messages to the pupils which conflict with our Christian world view.  We need to recognise that the curriculum is not neutral.  Even a subject such as maths can project a worldview which will be different to our own – by giving examples which are all to do with a consumerist perspective for example.  Everything in maths questions can come down to spending money and how to achieve value for money which reinforces a materialistic perspective.   But its not just in Maths.  Every subject is undergirded by underlying beliefs about people, society and what it means to flourish as a human being.  Teaching tells a story about what is important and what is not.  A Christian in education needs to identify (and, where necessary, to transform) this story so that it is possible to have it inspired by Christian ideas.  Here is an example in the case of language teaching: READ EXAMPLE FROM SUPPORTING CHRISTIANS IN EDUCATION.  I am sure that you can easily think of examples of what might be done in other subjects as well.  
Even in the case of the sciences – King David declared that the “heavens declare the glory of God” and so does (according to Francis Collins the Director of the Human Genome project) the human genome.  In many respects the idea that it all came about by chance underplays the incredible wonder of the universe – which should infuse a Christian science teacher’s teaching.

But what of the Christian message?  Should Christian teachers be silent at work about the Christian gospel?  Should teachers tell it as truth which they believe and not merely as one opinion amongst many – of the same value as other opinions?  It is here that one comes up against the real challenge – as one commentator puts it – secular ideology likes the grapes of Christianity – Christian behaviour; it doesn’t like the vine they grow on, the Christian gospel.  
In 1 Peter 3, Peter urges the disciples to have an answer ready to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.  But he urges “do this with gentleness and respect keeping a clear conscience so that those who would speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander”.  
If we are living as Christians under the lordship of Christ and living that life with integrity then it will provoke questions.  We will be seen to be living differently.  .  This behaviour will provoke questions because as Christians we are like foreigners in the land.  We are different.  When questions are raised, then we can answer them gently and with respect.  No haranguing in the staff room.  Just gentle explanations as to why we choose differently.
If we adopt this approach, we will be honouring God and blessing our pupils and colleagues.  Then if have to make a stand (which we may have to do so and as Daniel did) which results in us being thrown in the Lions Den then it will be plain to all reasonable people that it is society, and not us, that has gone bad.
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