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Becoming who we are


I enjoy teaching adults.  I feel privileged to work with people that have been created in God’s image, knowing that each student brings a rich background of experiences and knowledge into whatever class I might teach. I feel a sense of strategic partnership as I try to encourage, strengthen and equip people who already have a passion for ministry that grows out of their own unique gifting and calling, knowing that most of them will go places where I will not go and they will do things beyond what I could do.


Good education grows out of relationships as we build on what is already there. We’re not pouring knowledge into empty heads. It is a waste of time, and somewhat insulting to students, when we try to teach them what they already know—even though there is value in reviewing what is important so that a student can stand on firm foundations. But neither should we try to teach students what they have no background or skills to understand. My job as a Christian educator is to equip and encourage people in whose lives God is already at work. That includes every student that I will ever have. I want to help such students to walk in obedience to the Word of God, to become mature in their faith and to be perfectly equipped for the ministries to which God has called them. 


To do this well involves acknowledging that one of the most crucial educational tasks is to encourage spiritual growth and character development. For most training programs, seeing students mature is at best only a part of our wish list.  We hope that it happens. Somehow. I’d like to suggest that the best way to encourage character formation is to consciously build on our invisible curriculum.


Spiritual growth is ultimately becoming what God says that we already are. We should begin by noting some of what Scriptures affirms about us and our students:

· According to both Peter and Paul, we and our students were absolute nobodies, quite dead in our trespasses and sins.  However, we have been made alive. We have become the chosen people of God, royal priests, part of a holy nation (Rom 5:8 and 1 Pet 2:9-10). 
· We and our students are living stones, being built into a spiritual house (1 Pet 2:5).  
· We and our students are called “God’s workmanship”: having been created by him, redeemed by him, adopted into his family, gifted by him, and equipped to do “good works which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph 2:10).  
· We, who were not part of the people of Israel and who lived as God’s enemies, as foreigners and aliens, have now become fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, and with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone (Eph 2:19-21).  
· If we, and each of our students, are born-again by our faith in Christ Jesus who died for us, we have been forgiven, and are justified before a holy God.  We stand before God with no condemnation (Rom 5:1).  

There are many incredible affirmations in Scripture about who we now are in Christ Jesus. This is not simply a description of who we are becoming. So the educational question is this: have our students acquired knowledge of these promises, and if so, do they actually believe these things to be true of them?  Neil Anderson in his Victory over the Darkness (Regal, 1990) suggests that most of the spiritual battle is fought over whether or not we actually believe what God has said is true. A growing faith contributes much to making the learning process personal and powerful.  

Discipleship, or growing in one’s faith, is itself is an educational process whereby our students learn to live out who they have come to know that they are in Christ.  As we study the New Testament, some of what needs to be learned includes:

· Learning to walk in obedience to everything that Jesus commanded (Matthew 28:19-20)

· Learning to deny oneself, taking up one’s cross in order to follow Jesus (Mark 8:34)

· Learning how to become holy, as our God is holy (1 Pet 1:15-16)

· Learning to live by the Spirit of God, who dwells in us (Gal 5:24-25 and Rom 8) 

· Learning to be do-ers of what the Word says, not merely hearers  (James 1:22) 

· Learning to live out the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal 5:22-23)

· Learning to see the world and people differently, as new creations in Christ  (2 Cor 5:16-17)


These are fantastic educational goals. As Paul put it: “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings” (Phil 3:11). What Paul affirms is not an exam to pass or a task that can easily be finished and turned in for a grade. It is a process. As Paul said, “... not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it.  But one thing I do, forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. (Phil 3:11,12-14). 


The result of a good educational process is that our students will learn from the past and then to press on.  They will learn to walk by faith in obedience and by the Spirit as they are required and helped to put into practice all that they have understood from a careful study of God’s Word. 

But how can we teach so that others will grow spiritually? 


The reality is this: most of what we believe, know or know how to do did not come from formal schooling. We have always learned from models and examples more than from words. What we see is what we tend to do. What others around us believe is what we tend to believe.

For example, one of the characteristics of disciples is that they know how to pray.  We want for our students to have a passion for prayer without ceasing, seeing others with God’s eyes. We want our students to intercede for others, and to find practical and creative ways to worship and praise the Lord, their God. So—good educators that we are--let’s develop a course on prayer to produce this kind of disciples. Maybe this could even be taught at the graduate level. What might it look like? In the syllabus we can include every Scriptural reference to prayer. We can encourage our students to do inductive study and comparative analysis of these passages.  We might draw from a selection of authors who have written on prayer. Our class discussions can include telling stories and making lists of ways in which God has answered prayer.  We can read biographies of saints who took prayer seriously. We can require students to keep diaries of their own prayer life. We might use class time for students to share with each other the things that they are learning while reflectively considering their own practice of a variety of ways to pray.


Would such a course be useful? I would hope so. But all the good things of a well-designed course will be minimized or negated if the professor is not perceived to be a person of prayer or if prayer isn’t a part of campus life. The teaching of the class may also have no lasting impact if the student comes from (and returns to) a family or a church that claims to be Christian, but doesn’t particularly practice prayer.
The effect of our worldview on learning to be a disciple


At a deeper level, training that leads to spiritual growth requires that we reflect about how our often unconscious worldview influences how we think and act. We implicitly know that everyone has core values and a way of seeing things. We also know that worldviews are needed not only in order to make sense of life, but to help individuals know how to behave in the world in which they live.  Worldviews in and of themselves are neither good nor bad. However, worldviews shape attitudes and behavior towards good or bad. So, if we want to see a radical change in attitudes and behavior, the educational challenge will be to see whether we can encourage change in worldviews and core values. 

This is complicated, primarily because the basics of life don’t come from formal schooling. Think about how you learned to talk. A second or third language may have been learned through formal study, but one’s first language was learned by listening.  Even your accent was picked up by unconscious imitation. 


How about the habits of greeting?  Do you bow, hug, kiss or shake hands? How do you kiss – on the cheek, on both cheeks, off to the side of the cheek, on the mouth?  Do men kiss men and women (or not at all)?  A few years ago I ran into a friend from Ukraine. He was very happy to see me and picked me up as he hugged me, planting a big smooch right on my kisser!  That was normal for him – shocking for me!  Several months later I visited a friend at his home in South Africa.  When his wife greeted me (in his presence) she also kissed me right on the mouth!  That was even more shocking for me, but not for her! The point is this: who taught them these things? Who teaches us how to shake hands, like where you hold you arm with one hand as you shake the hand of another?


These are little things, but like all behavior they reflect values and deep culture. They’re simply learned by living among those that do it this way. It’s just the “right” way to do things. When my daughter was not yet two years old, she had a toy telephone.  When she talked on her little phone, she paced back and forth, waving her arms while talking in an animated way. Who taught her that this is the way that one talks on a phone? I’m afraid that she learned this from her father. I didn’t give her lessons; she just saw it and imitated what she saw. 


We learn most of our values and behaviors this way. What is right and proper – and what is wrong?  Who are we supposed to admire – and who are we expected to despise and reject? 

Being transformed from a largely negative non-Christian worldview


For the most part our worldviews have been formed by the largely secular community around us. Now that our students are new creatures in Christ, learning to walk in light rather than in darkness, one would hope that the way that they see the world and therefore how they choose to live would automatically be totally different. In some sense the miracle of the new birth makes this to be true, and yet it is also true that a lifetime of experience works against all new (and old) believers. The sin nature that we inherited from Adam is reinforced through years of walking by the flesh, floating downstream, and passing through the wide gate that leads to destruction. Doing what comes naturally leads most of us to want to be served far more than it leads us to want to serve others.  


Romans 12:1-2 tells us good news: that when we present ourselves as living sacrifices to God, we are declared to be acceptable and holy to God because of what Jesus has done. We’re in the process of becoming holy as our minds are being renewed. God is at work in us to transform us. Nevertheless, there still is a task for us to work on: we are to struggle to not to be conformed to this world. 


Holiness is not easy, and it is not always so obvious what needs to be done as disciples. We aren’t all that aware of the extent to which we are not seeing the world with new eyes, since the eyes that we are using have been shaped for years by the culture around us. Much as we would like to believe the contrary, our values and practices continue to reflect our culture. While most believers tend to feel that their political views, values and social concerns are reflections of biblical truth, in reality they look fairly similar to most of the non-believing compatriots who live around them. 

It’s what we have always seen that influences what we learn


We worked in Mozambique, in southeastern Africa, for about six years during their civil war of the 1980s.  It was a former Portuguese colony that had become a communist country.  For three of those years, the country fell at the bottom of the UN’s Human Development Report, commonly called the “misery index,” which examines the availability of schools, clean water and medical care, etc.  Mozambique was the poorest of the poor.  I have visited refugee camps and seen the near nudity of people who had absolutely nothing as they fled the fighting.


And yet – to preach the good news of Jesus, it was necessary to wear a coat and a tie. In the intense tropical heat I called them the “sufocador” and the “estrangulador.” To not preach in the expected attire would be perceived as an insult to the gospel and to God, a scandal on the level of standing up front in one’s underwear.  People would be unable to hear what you said, simply because in their eyes, you were dressed inappropriately.  


Who taught them this?  Most of these folk were illiterate and most of the evangelists had not taken classes in a Bible school where the attire of the preacher was part of the syllabus. They learned this because that’s the way that all the colonial preachers looked. When Mozambicans began to preach, that’s the way that they looked as well.  So in the eyes of all listeners, even during the days of the war when nice clothing was difficult to find, this was what was required on one who preaches.


Like the words and actions of greetings, this too may be a little thing, but it illustrates the powerful impact on us of those that live around us. This is true of students as well. When teachers reflect back on their own days of study, they generally can’t come up with a list of all the subjects they took. They don’t remember a whole lot of what was actually said in any given class. What they remember are those that taught them, along with significant events, positive or negative. This is the invisible curriculum at work. It is what students really learn, irrespective of what is said in class.  We need to use the invisible curriculum in order to see character formation occur in our students, to help them become what God says that they already are, to assist them in the learning of the basic skills of discipleship, and to encourage changes in their worldviews and core values.
Discipleship through seeing the right models


An educational environment that provokes transformation will have many models of living people who are committed to following Jesus. Disciples do things differently when they see people that they respect doing things differently. Consider these words of Paul to the young pastor, Timothy: “You know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, persecutions, sufferings—what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium, and Lystra, the persecutions I endured” (2 Tim 3:10-11).


Timothy already knew about Paul’s teaching.  Good teaching is an important part of discipleship. But the model that Paul presents goes beyond memorization, research, exams and the imitation of external behavior. He speaks of deeper things, such as purpose, faith, patience, love and endurance. Paul went on to say: “… but as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it” (2 Tim 3:14 ). Effective teaching is not just illustrated by a person who models it, the teaching is actually validated by the life of the teacher. When a student knows those from whom they have learned things worth learning, they are motivated to change. God uses models as part of the transformational process that changes individuals from the inside out. 

Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: “For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you. We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make ourselves a model for you to follow” (2 Thess 3:7-9). Paul’s life illustrated his teachings and reflected his values. He knew that the Lord was a model to him, that he was a model to the Thessalonians, and that the Thessalonians would become models for others (1 Thess 1:6-7).  


If those who teach are valued primarily because of their academic achievements, it is probable that their best students will also strive towards the achievement of academic honors. On the other hand, if teachers are (also) honored because of their skills in communication, counseling or at humbly equipping others, then their students might probably also strive to become preachers, counselors or equippers. For students to be growing disciples of Jesus, they need teachers who are themselves disciples of Jesus, who see the world as Jesus views it and who live in conscious obedience to the Word of God.  The best team for encouraging transformation is made up of those who, like Ezra, have not only devoted themselves to teaching the decrees and laws of God, but who are “devoted to the study and observation of the law of the Lord” (Ezra 7:10). To see change and spiritual growth in our students, one cannot overemphasize the importance of having the right team to serve as teachers and models.
Discipleship through acquiring skills


James 1 speaks of a discipleship process where the testing of one’s faith leads to perseverance. Perseverance then must “finish its work” so that God’s people can be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.  Peter wrote: “Make every effort to add to your faith goodness, … knowledge, … self-control, … perseverance, … godliness, … mutual affection, and … love.” (2 Peter 1:5-7).  There are skills and qualities that a disciple should learn.  How should these discipleship skills be taught to our students as they grow spiritually?  


Let’s consider it in this way: How does one learn to preach or to pray?  For that matter, how does one learn to swim or to ride a bicycle? Learning to ride a bicycle doesn’t come from reading inspirational books on cycling, listening to testimonials on the joys of bicycle riding, seeing pictures of the historical development of the bicycle, or by discussing the mechanics of how a bicycle is assembled.  One learns to ride a bike by being on the bike, probably with someone running alongside for the first few times.  It’s a skill that needs mastering. Only when riding a bicycle no longer requires thought will it become a satisfying thing to do. The process of learning is enhanced even more when one’s friends love riding. 


Like trying to teach about prayer, teaching about preaching can also be negated by the community. After good homiletics instruction, where exegesis is taught, where sermons are structured and where preaching is practiced, our students still may graduate and return home to preach just like every (lousy) preacher they’ve ever heard. They’ve seen far more television preachers than good preachers, so they revert to doing what they know best, and what seems to get the largest responses (and offerings). Our students know from the many, many sermons that they’ve heard previously that volume is more important than content. Harping on a few external sins is more important than opening the Word of God and challenging church members to dig deeper. To help students preach differently requires a homiletics professor who not only says the right things, but who is passionate about preaching well and good at doing it.  Learning to preach well also involves lots of practice, practice that usually needs to happen while the student is still a student.
Shaping what the students see

What attitudes will our students take into ministry?  Will they become servants or those who lord over their sheep?  We note in Luke 22, that the disciples quarreled with each other about who was greatest among them. Jesus responded not only with words of instruction, but on occasion by putting a child in their midst. Students will learn attitudes by what they see while they study.


A good graduate program that I know well was told by the government’s higher education commission that their proposed faculty and administration building needed to have offices that were of different sizes, depending on the position of the person who would be occupying the office.  So the Vice-chancellor should have the largest suite, the academic vice-president a slightly smaller suite; full professors should have reasonably sized offices while part-time or lower-level faculty should have smaller offices.  The secretarial staff could be tucked into little corners.  


The way we organize our campus offers lessons to our students. Had this training program followed the directives of the higher education commission, students would have learned that when they became senior pastors, their importance should be reflected by the size of their office. What they would have learned about status would be more visible in their ministries than what they heard in a class on church history or systematic theology. The graduate program knew that, and when they told the government that this kind of building would be prohibitively expensive to construct, they also informed them that building in this way would complicate what they were trying to teach their students.



The way that your staff team relates to each other also offers lessons to your students. Students learn as they observe the way that conflicts are resolved (or not). They learn the importance of time from the way teachers and administrators show up for class, for chapel or for the appointments that they have. Students may learn about irresponsibility as they observe “important people” who rarely prepare before coming to class. They learn about justice and fairness not only by the good behavior that is rewarded or punished, but also by the grading and the evaluation of their work. They learn about respect and compassion from the way that all people on a campus are treated, including those who do not have particularly “high” jobs or status. What do students learn when people (who really do have names) are only addressed by titles?

Discipleship is more than being legalistic


Almost every training program has a student handbook in which the history of all the problems ever encountered are documented in the rules that the school now has. These handbooks really should be revised periodically, as there is a danger in limiting what we see as spiritual growth to mere external conformity to a really long list of rules and regulations. Character formation is not simply making a legalistic list of do’s and don’ts that can be rigidly enforced. While there obviously is a need for some sense of standards that reflect our values and beliefs, rigid conformity to simplistic standards is not the ideal. We need to remind ourselves that the Pharisees were very good at this kind of thing. Their righteousness was visible. They prayed and fasted publicly. They tithed and carefully followed a long list of rules.  But Jesus wasn’t impressed (just as Paul wasn’t impressed with himself when he looked backward at his own life).  To follow Jesus involves something deeper, drawing on internalized values. It is one’s worldview that needs changing, along with mastering a few new habits. This will happen as God uses your teaching team to model attitudes along with ministry skills. 
Discipleship in a community of learning


Our students will also change as they participate in the life of the community. In a learning community everyone is both a learner and a teacher. The task is to see things as God sees them and to respond as a community with grace. 


To illustrate this: An introductory theology class will present a clear case that all are made in the image of God.  However, the core beliefs of students—from their childhood and reinforced by the way they view one another—may well negate this profound truth. In the apartheid world of South Africa, not only did whites look down on coloreds and the black community, but Zulu men considered their cattle to be of higher value than their wives.  In Rwanda, Christians of different ethnic groups killed one another in the 1994 genocide. India still functions with a caste system. Although Brazil considers itself to be a country without racial prejudice, most every television novela shows rich people who are white and servants who are dark-skinned. Brazilian fathers tend to want husbands for their daughters who are lighter skinned than they are. Our instincts convince us that some of us are just better than others. It isn’t natural to see children, the elderly, women, or those who speak and behave differently as being as created in God’s image as we are. We don’t easily or naturally behave as though others are co-heirs of the Kingdom, brothers and sisters in the same family, with each and every one of us gifted by the Holy Spirit for ministry. 

The community can take this on as a group project. We begin to love, forgive and respect one another, because God first loved us and because he forgave us.  We offer grace to others because we not only have experienced grace from God, but because we are receiving it from one another.


I have seen this happen at the Evangelical Seminary of Southern Africa.  Prayer groups included everyone on campus: the cleaning staff and guards along with faculty, the administrative team and the students.  Together they learned skills of identifying their own attitudes and behaviors that were contrary to seeing each other with God’s eyes.  Transformation happened as the community influenced everyone. This was something done consciously to achieve change in the students who were there. And change they did!
Conclusions


The reality is that our environment has profoundly shaped our students and all of their values. The world around them continues to influence what they learn. An important part of curriculum evaluation is to discern what your students really are learning while they are enrolled with you.  Use your invisible curriculum to help shape your students so that they can live out the incredible things that are true of them now. They will need to look closely at the teachings and person of Jesus.  But what they hear will be illustrated and validated by those who teach them. The challenge is thus:  Do we have the right people in place with the right relationships in order to model what true discipleship looks like?  Do we have teachers who have ministry skills and a curriculum that gives space to the practice of these skills? Are we a learning community?   

May we learn to be disciples together, so that the world may see that we have been with Christ.  And as disciples, may we truly be the light of the world, shining before others that they may see our good deeds and glorify the Father who is in heaven (Matt 5:16). 

PAGE  
1

