
       1 

 

Adventist Schools: Communities of Faith: Developing a Model 
 

Don C Roy, Ph.D 
Conjoint Senior Lecturer 

Avondale College of Advanced Education, 
Cooranbong, Australia 

 
 
This paper offers support material for a 2 part series of presentations at the North American 
Division Teachers’ Convention * at Gaylord Opryland Convention Centre, Nashville, Tennessee, 
USA, August 5-8, 2012.   

 
 

Presentation Title:  
 

Part 1:  Adventist Schools: Communities of Faith;   

Part 2:  Adventist Schools: Communities of Faith: Developing a Model  
  
 
Description: 
 

In this paper, Adventist schools are viewed as ‘communities of faith’ in which every aspect 
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Introduction 

Schools do not begin by accident. They are established for particular reasons, and the way they 
are organized and operated is an expression of the values and assumptions held by their 
sponsors and supporters. This is especially true of Seventh-day Adventist schools. 

Adventist education is grounded in a worldview regarding the origin, meaning, purpose, and 
destiny of human life. These beliefs and assumptions are drawn from the Bible. The writings of 
Ellen G White, a significant figure in the development of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, are 
also acknowledged as an inspired commentary and guide in applying these understandings. The 
outcome of this effort gives Adventist education a ‘special character’ that reflects the reasons, 
the vision, the aspirations and the values that are important to Adventist educators. 
 

The Need for Critical Reflection 

There is no doubting the sincerity and commitment of teachers in Adventist schools. However, 
evidence suggests that many teachers tend to be preoccupied with teaching resources, 
strategies and techniques and frequently are cynical about theoretical concerns. Consequently 
their perceptions about education are often based on an eclectic collection of deep-seated 
assumptions and presuppositions generated from personal past experience as students, hence 
the adage, ‘we teach as we were taught’1.   

Adventist education is also saturated with slogans and clichés – ‘teaching from a Christian 
perspective’, ‘Christ-centered education’, ‘teaching ministry’, ‘redemptive discipline’, ‘a 
caring environment’, ‘leading students to a saving relationship with Jesus’, and so on. Yet as 
true and appropriate as they may be, many educators seem to have difficulty explaining with 
clarity and rigor what such slogans actually mean. Arguably, we can do better both for the sake 
of our personal potential ministry as well as facilitating credible conversation with others. The 
power of perception and how it determines how we will ultimately act towards and with others 
is compelling reason to pause and reflect critically about how relatively meaningless and 
sometimes contradictory aspects of our perspectives may be and seek to develop a more 
representative and credible apologetic.  

For these reasons:  

• The special role of Adventist education in the total ministry of the Church needs to be clarified 
and reaffirmed. 

• Adventist educators need to be able to articulate what their role entails.  
• A statement is needed as a systematic, comprehensive frame of reference to identify and 

express the special character of Adventist education in terms that can be shared and 
understood by others, recognising that we ourselves need to understand before we can help 
others to share our understanding. 

• A clear vision and master plan is vital to ensure clarity of purpose, commitment, effectiveness 
and authenticity of Adventist schools. 

• A regular, systematic review process is necessary to evaluate the ongoing effectiveness of 
Adventist schools in achieving their stated goals. 

• A statement of special character may also serve to focus interest, and motivate discussion, 
collaboration and research on fundamental aspects of Adventist education, thus contributing 
towards its refinement and enrichment. 
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Engaging the Cultural Milieu 

Commentary on what it means for man to be created in the image of God – imago Dei -  often fails 
to recognise the deep significance of the cultural mandate bestowed on Adam and Eve (Genesis 
1:20 – 2:3).  Discussion of human nature or what it means to be human usually focuses on 
attributes such as the intellectual, spiritual, moral, decision-making, creative, relational, and so. 
However, the significance of man as a cultural being often misses the attention it warrants. Listing 
attributes, can be a deconstruction of human nature, and runs the risk of presenting a static picture 
of personhood. On the other hand, invoking the notion of culture provides a conceptual frame that 
brings all such dimensions of personhood into a dynamic wholeness. From this perspective, 
humans are viewed as culture makers. Andy Crouch calls for a new stand to recover our creative 
calling.2 

Personhood is embedded in the culture, ethos, and environmental setting in which individuals find 
themselves. The beliefs, language, shared meanings, understandings and expressions, both 
tangible and invisible or symbolic, are embodied and expressed in the institutions, ritual, practices, 
objects, values and mores of the members of community. Clarke and his associates speak of:  

 
‘maps of meaning’ which make things intelligible to its members … not simply carried 
around in the head .. (but) objectivated in the patterns of social organisation and 
relationship through which an individual becomes a ‘social individual’. 3 

 
But in this milieu, enculturation seeks not only the construction of individual and social identity, but 
ultimately, cultural continuity. For this reason, this paper adopts a strong sense of culture as the 
overarching organizer for the development of a model to represent the integrity of an authentic 
Christian school. 

Through culture, an individual is socialized, thus providing meaning to life and the world, 
personal identity and social affiliation. Thus both individual and social identities are 
constructed. The link with the concept of lifeworld is noteworthy and helpful.4 

For these reasons, culture has become widely accepted both as a useful way of describing a 
school’s special character, and for enabling a conceptual framework for groups to evaluate and 
devise ways of refinement or renewal.  

Viewing the Adventist School as a Community of Faith 

While the culture is thus recognised as a social construction, that process continues in the 
context of community.  Parker Palmer insists that ‘the concept of community’ is 
‘indispensable in describing the terrain that educators inhabit’, and such community 
should be our goal.5  

From a sociological perspective, a community may be understood in the following terms: 

• it describes a group of interdependent people united for shared purpose and goals; 

• life within the community is dynamic and sometimes produces and experiences stress; 

• over time, it develops a distinct culture comprising beliefs, values and mores that 
become visibly represented in customs and patterns of social organisation and 
relationships; 

• it often relates to a tradition associated with significant people, some of whom 
achieve charismatic status; 

• a sense of individual belonging, identity and solidarity stems from interaction within 
the group. 

 
In addition to the acknowledgement of the role of the school in socialisation, it is also 
important to recognise that community is humanly constructed and socially maintained. 



       4 

As Perkins 6 points out this may pose a challenge to some positivistic Christians who 
associate their faith with a set of doctrinal tenets. However this view does not remove the 
status of Scripture as authoritative. Objective, revealed truth is represented in the Bible, 
but Christians are also image bearer of God with the capacity for rational thought in 
association with others. The shared convictions of kindred groups will reflect what they 
perceive to be the meanings conveyed and an appropriate, obedient response to that 
revelation.  Perkins highlights the implications of this line of reasoning: 

 

• Our socially constructed world is, in part, shaped according to our collective 
experience of it. In short, "social reality" is a function of one's social location. 
Therefore, as our collective experience varies, so too does our sense of common 
"reality." [This point poses the problem of relativity as a fundamental issue to be dealt 
with.] 

• The more our experience is limited to a confined social location, the more likely we 
are to take "reality" for granted (meaning we will also less likely realize "reality" is 
humanly constructed). 

• The social system is what the writers of the New Testament call the Cosmos. These 
writers frequently warn the followers of Christ that the Cosmos can have dangerous 
and subtle influence on the thinking and behaviour of Christians. They warn us to 
reconstruct new ways of living more conducive to God's will for our lives (Romans 
12:1-2). 

• Those who know the least about the Cosmos are most likely to be influenced by it. 
Those who know the most about how the Cosmos actually operates are in the best 
position to influence it, rather than be controlled by it.7 

 
However, what we are considering is more than  just ‘a community’ as a sociological 
phenomenon. William Andersen argues that the New Testament church, or ekklesia, fits this 
profile. In particular:  

• each ekklesia was diverse racially, culturally and socially, and was of a size to 
facilitate close personal relationships; 

• their core notion was upbuilding or edification towards both individual and the 
corporate maturity ; 

• this shared goal was underpinned by the core value of agape motivated by the 
historic reality of a Risen Christ who had manifested Himself in the person of the 
Holy Spirit at Pentecost; 

• community matured through the exercise of spiritual gifts on the part of its 
members and attending to the welfare of other members of the community; 

• this maintenance of psychosocial well-being provided a sense of personal identity, 
security and communal solidarity or ‘unity in diversity’; 

• community was enhanced and strengthened through stress and persecution; 

• the sense of community generated was termed koinonia. However, it became so 
distinctive that such groups were known as koinonia in the same way we speak of a 
fellowship. 

But Andersen takes the argument a step further. The Christian school should be recognised as 
a ministry of the church at large, and sharing the same ultimate goal – restoration of 
wholeness, or, as often stated, ‘the restoration of the image of God in man’. 

 
 
 



       5 

Viewing the Adventist School as a Learning Organisation.  
 

Christian schools are intentional. But as has been argued earlier, the vision can become blurred 
and distorted.  Peter Senge 8 argues we hold ‘deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or 
even pictures and images that influence how we understand the world and how we take 
action’.  His concept of the learning organisation resonates with the nature of the Christian 
school as a dynamic, vision driven ministry. As such, it has potential for clarifying and refining 
the vision and offering insight into how that vision might be realized.  
 
Christian schools, as a learning organisations are: 

…organisations where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they 
truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective 
aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the whole together. 

 
A strength of this concept is ‘a shift of mind from seeing parts to seeing wholes, from seeing 
people as helpless reactors to seeing them as active participants in shaping their reality, from 
reacting to the present to creating the future’ (Senge 1990: 69).   
 
Systems Thinking: The ‘cornerstone of the learning organisation’ is ‘systems thinking’ because 
of its purported… 

• ability to comprehend and address the whole, and to examine the interrelationship 
between the parts provides – provides both the incentive and the means to integrate the 
disciplines. 

• build into sophisticated models or ‘systems maps’ i.e. diagrams that show the key 
elements, or basic building blocks of systems and how they connect. 

Personal Mastery: The process involved seeks for personal mastery that moves beyond 
competence and skills, although it involves them. An important feature is that the process 
envisages a continual learning mode. They never ‘arrive’.  It is a lifelong process as long as the 
organisation continues to operate. 

Building a Shared Vision: The process seeks to build a shared vision or ‘picture of the future 
we seek to create’ (1990: 9). The process depends on: 

•   people excelling and learning, not because they are told to, but because they want to. - 
not a ‘cookbook’ but a set of principles and guiding practices. Shared vision involves the 
skills of unearthing shared ‘pictures of the future’ that foster genuine commitment and 
enrolment rather than compliance. 

• recognising the counter-productiveness of trying to dictate a vision, no matter how 
heartfelt.  

• transcending linear and grasping system thinking in order to bring vision to fruition. 

A vital step towards realizing the shared vision is to take account of ‘deeply ingrained 
assumptions, generalizations, or even pictures and images that influence how we understand 
the world and how we take action’.  It seeks ‘to unearth our entrenched assumptions, to bring 
them to the surface and hold them rigorously to scrutiny’. 

Mental Models:  A significant aspect of the processs is the production of ‘mental models’ to 
show the key elements of the systems and how they connect. Such models serve a number of 
purposes: 

• they unearth our entrenched assumptions to bring them to the surface and hold them 
rigorously to scrutiny; 
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• the resulting models provide a foundation, focal point  and catalyst for the ongoing 
process of discussion and collaborative culture building. 

However we need to recognise the risks inherent in constructing mental models. It cannot be 
stressed too much that a model is a static representation of a reality, and as such, will be 
challenged in capturing adequately the dynamics of what it purports to portray.  On the other 
hand, a conceptual tool such as a model assists reflective critique by helping to make sense of 
complexity in such a way that it can bring otherwise obscure elements to the surface where 
they can be recognised and addressed. 

 
 
Developing a Model  
 

The Starting Point – ‘Ground Zero’ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘In the Beginning’ - The starting point, or ‘ground zero’ as one author describes it, recognises 
God as the source of all we need, in every sense, to be truly human. The Bible is God's primary 
means of self revelation made necessary because of the inability to commune with him face-to-
face as was originally intended in Eden. God's revelation in written form is most clearly 
appreciated in the grand narrative or ‘master story’ of the Bible. Sometimes described as a 
‘metanarrative’, this master story provides an orientation or ‘maps of meaning’ for thinking 
and acting in ways that reflect God’s character and will for His creatures. 
 
A close examination of the Bible reveals far more than a mere collection of smaller stories. It 
very soon becomes clear that they form a mosaic with a definable pattern sometimes described 
as the ‘Creation-Fall-Redemption-Consummation’ motif, or the ‘Great Controversy’, or ‘Cosmic 
Conflict’ 9. The assumptions and beliefs growing out of this master story represent a distinctive 
‘worldview’ or weltanschauung reflecting a biblical view of ultimate reality, origins, conflict, 
solution, and resolution 10.  
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A Biblical Worldview:  

• God created and sustains the entire Universe. This creative action was intentional, producing 
a structured, orderly, and open system. God is infinite, intelligent, personal and knowable, 
and the primary source of life, wisdom, beauty and perfection. (Genesis 1 and 2; John 1:1-4; 
Acts 17:27-28; Colossians 1:15-17; Hebrews 1:1-3) 

• As the crowning act of creation, God created perfect human beings in His own image with 
power to think, choose, act, and relate as cultural beings. Essentially, true humanity is 
understood as a dependent, meaningful relationship between God and mankind. (Genesis 1: 
26, 27; 2:7,15, 21-25; Psalm 8; Psalm 139:15,16; 1 John 4:19) 

• Despite their dependency on the Creator, humans rebelled again God’s sovereignty. Through 
a decision motivated by self-interest, they shattering their open relationship with Him, and 
plunged themselves and the world into a conflict of cosmic proportions. That conflict 
between good and evil continues to this day. As a consequence of this dislocation, our 
capacity as humans to reflect the image of God has been compromised. (Genesis 3; Romans 
3:23; 8:22) 

• God, through His incarnation in Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit, initiated a plan to heal the 
rift and to restore human beings to His image, and the universe to its original state of 
perfection, harmony and order.  (John 3:16; Revelation 21: 1, 3, 4, 27; 22:3,4) 

• In accepting God’s plan of restoration, individuals begin a new relationship with God through 
Jesus, and empowered by the Holy Spirit. The Bible described this restoration as ‘new birth’, 
symbolized by baptism as a public statement of faith and commitment and identifying in 
God’s family, the church. (John 3; Matthew 28:18-20) 

•  We maintain this new relationship through the study of the Bible, prayer, worship, and the 
exercising of our spiritual gifts. We also demonstrate our loyalty and devotion to God by 
embracing the Sabbath as a symbol of Creation and Re-creation. The new life is also seen a 
life of re-formation where our values and priorities are reflected in our behavior and 
lifestyle. (2 Corinthians 5:17; Romans 10:17; 1 Thessalonians 5:17; James 5:16; Psalm 
119:105) 

• The new life brings with it new relationships in which others of like faith interact as a 
community of believers – the church providing spiritual focus, identity, participation, growth 
and psychosocial wellbeing (2 Corinthians 5:17, 18) 

• God has revealed something of Himself to humanity through His creative work, the person of 
Jesus Christ and the words of the Bible. The ‘story’ of the Bible– Creation – the Fall – 
Redemption – Consummation – forms a metanarrative that is foundational to the culture (Ps 
19; Heb 1:1-3; John 1:4; John 14:9; Ps 119:105; 2 Tim 3:16)    

• At another level, God’s ‘footprints’ in history, and the lives and witness of notable 
individuals ‘speak’ to our consciousness to illuminate and reinforce our understanding of the 
Bible story. (2 Corinthians 4:7) 

• God invites us to share these things with the world creatively and responsibly until He 
intervenes in history to bring about a restored creation.  (Revelation 3:20; John 15; Matthew 
28: 18,19; Revelation 21:1) 
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Our Ultimate Goal in Christian Education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

God's revelation in the Bible, particularly through the person of Jesus is more than mere factual 
information to the Christian. Acceptance of the gospel and entry into a dynamic relationship 
with Jesus, leads to a desire to share this knowledge with others according to his commission. 
(Matthew 28:18-30) The New Testament speaks of a range of ministries, motivated by the Holy 
Spirit with a view of engaging in a mission of restoration and healing both personally and 
corporately in building the body of Christ – His church (Ephesians 4:11-13). Although the nature 
of these ministries varies according to the distinctive vocation of the respective groups, each 
ministry shares a common goal - restoration to unity. This focus is consistent with God’s 
redemptive purpose as declared in John 3:17 and Ephesians 4. In this sense, ministry is ‘Christ-
centered discipleship’ in recognition of Christ’s role as Creator-Recreator-Sustainer and the 
willingness following in Jesus’ footsteps in answer to His commission (Colossians 1:17; John 
3:17; Matthew 28:18-20).  
 
Christian education is recognised as one of the complementary ‘ministries’ envisaged by Paul 
(Eph. 4: 11-14). The process that underpins Christian education in all phases and aspects is 
‘spiritual formation’, and the ultimate goal of that process is: 

 
The restoration of the image of God in man through the harmonious development of 

the mental, social, physical and spiritual faculties. 
 

Restoration as Spiritual Formation 

In recent years, the term ‘spiritual formation’ has gained wide usage. But in our adoption of 
the term it needs to be clearly stated that we are not talking about a nebulous spirituality that 
is commonly encountered in postmodern thinking. Even Rachel Kessler’s acclaimed The Soul of 
Education needs to be contextualized when considered in the context of Christian education. 
We are speaking of a biblically grounded process empowered by the Holy Spirit as part of the 
shared work of the Trinity. It assumes a disposition that accepts as a given that ‘in [God] we 
live and move and have our being’. (Acts 17:25)  Dallas Willard reminds us that the term can be 
rightly regarded as ‘spiritual re-formation’ in recognition of our origin, our fall, and our new 
potential.   
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It is important that we remember at all times that restoration is comprehensive and holistic; 
that is, it is more than ‘the sum of the parts’. It focuses on the development of the ‘whole 
person’ – spiritually, intellectually, physically and socially. The term ‘whole person’ carries with 
it important implications. Although aspects of personhood are identified as distinct elements, 
the notion of ‘holistic development’ assumes the effective integration or weaving of each 
element with the others. To the contemporary western mind this poses a conceptual challenge 
that must be addressed.  

Spiritual formation is nothing short of re-creation in response to our predicament and God’s answer 
through the work of Christ and the conviction and empowerment of the Holy Spirit. As such, it is the 
work and prerogative of the Holy Spirit. Therefore spiritual formation aligns with the last phase 
of the Creation-Fall-Restoration motif. It is an essential part of God’s plan of restoration, 
transformation and renewal, seeking to heal human disconnectedness resulting from the Fall, 
and which is part of the ministry of the Gospel as commissioned by Jesus in the New Testament. 
It leads to the reflection of God-likeness, personal integrity and unselfish service rather than 
the elevation of human greatness, material gain and status. This development is viewed as 
progressing through stages of maturity appropriate to age. From time to time, other terms have 
been adopted to describe to this process. The idea of ‘character development’ is one of these.  

Many regard schools primarily as places where Mathematics, Science, Technology and such 
subjects are taught, in part, to prepare students for a career, the notion of spiritual formation 
appears to belong in a different domain. But this view is problematic to the Christian mind. 
What is the relationship of the apparently ‘secular’ subjects of the curriculum to spiritual 
formation?  The short answer is, ‘Everything!’ Otherwise we are upholding dualism that is 
inconsistent with Paul’s assertion that ‘in God we live, and move, and have our being’ (Acts 
17:29). A notable example of a disposition that does not separate the sacred form the secular is 
that of Brother Lawrence, the Carmelite monk, who ‘practiced the presence of God through the 
washing of pots and pans and serving his brothers’.  It does not apply just to ‘religious’ life. It is 
based on a holistic view of life in which the distinction between the sacred and secular is not 
an issue. In this regard Pettit argues strongly and rightly when he asserts: 

This process should not be divided into the spiritual and physical, private and 
public, or secular and sacred. It involves the integrated, whole person – one’s 
manner of thinking, habits and behaviors, and the manner of relating with God and 
others – and it should result in a life of living God and loving others well. 11 

Pettit further explains that by using the term spiritual, we are referring to the dynamic, 
holistic, maturing relationship between the individual believer and God, and between the 
individual believer and others (both believers and unbelievers). Thus two principles emerge – 
first, formation is personal where a particular individual is being changed (i.e. formed) at the 
core of their being (spirit). This transformation begins and grows through life when a person 
places his or her faith in Jesus Christ and seeks to follow Him (discipleship, apprenticeship). 
Secondly, the change or transformation in the individual continues, and is best maintained 
within a Christian community. Its orientation is toward God through loving service to others.12 
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The Relationship between Spiritual Formation and Faith Development 

It would appear that the concepts of spiritual formation and faith development have much in 
common. But although there are subtle differences, they do not conflict, and each perspective 
illuminates and strengthens the other. 

Faith is complex. But in concise terms, it represents an individual’s sense of meaning, and their 
life orientation or worldview. It reflects: 

• one's understanding and sense of the supernatural ('believing') 
• one's level of trust and commitment, relationship to the supernatural God, ('trusting ' and 

'worship') 
• ethical and moral behavior, and interpersonal relationships, ('doing') 

Faith is also powerful, even to one’s willingness to die for another individual, for one’s country, 
for a principle, etc.  Thus faith is essentially relational in a number of directions. For the 
Christian, it reflects an active personal connection with God through Jesus and the nurture of 
the Holy Spirit. It is also conducive to group cohesiveness growing out of unselfish, 
unconditional love (agape), and group sensitivity (koinonia). (The body of Christ metaphor 
captures beautifully this communitarian spirit.) 

Faith is not static. It grows continually. Obviously, small children perceive God, the world, and 
others differently from older children, adolescents and adults. Throughout life, individuals 
develop through recognizable stages of maturation. As a definitive statement though, two main 
points are made. First, faith represents personal meaning-making resulting from their response 
to the world, and second, they are active agents in that process. 

These aspects represent distinct cognitive, affective and service dimensions of faith. Which 
ever dimension one considers, there is a clear relational quality present. Faith links humans 
with the supernatural, with other humans, and with the created world. It is more than mere 
mental assent. There is a clear practical outgrowth from it. The Ten Commandments, for 
example represent this relational quality well. Those who regard them as being negative, 
misunderstand the nature of authentic faith. In reality, they highlight the fact that when we 
think and act against the principles implicit within them, we actively alienate ourselves from 
God and our fellow creatures. The spirit of relationship is also conducive to group cohesiveness 
growing out of unselfish, unconditional love (agape), and group sensitivity (koinonia). The body 
of Christ metaphor captures beautifully this communitarian spirit. Thus faith can be seen as 
part of God's plan to reverse the alienation caused by sin. It reflects an active personal 
connection with God through Jesus and the nurture of the Holy Spirit. 

In summary, faith, appears to feature three major aspects: 
• a cognitive aspect relative to one’s understanding and sense of the supernatural; 

- beliefs, imagination, developing worldview, forming connections and patterns.  

• a worship aspect focusing on one’s relationship to the supernatural, and the level of 
trust and  commitment; 

- inclination to God, emotional disposition, life orientation, conviction, trust, 
willingness and commitment, and  

• an interpersonal aspect characterised by ethical and moral behaviour in relation to 
others; 

-  relationship to others, selfless disposition, love, sympathy, generosity, empathy, 
witness  
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The Relationship between Faith and Learning  

Faith grows (i.e. is learned) by the active exploration and sharing of biblical reality between 
the learner and his or her mentors - be they teachers, parents or other significant individuals. 
This view has critical implications for how mentors relate to students, as well as the learning 
processes they use to help the learner develop a personal sense of meaning. There is no room 
in this perspective for a passive individual. 

This view of faith is reminiscent of contemporary views of learning. Caine and Caine13 for 
example, see learning as: 

 
• making connections; 

• seeing patterns and wholeness; 

• seeing a 'big picture'; and 

• finding meaning. 
 

This reflects a move from 'surface knowledge' to 'deeper meaning'. In similar vein, research on 
the function of the brain in learning accounts for ideas and experiences being built into 'neural 
nets' or 'maps of meaning' that go together to make up a 'big picture' (or gestalt). Such 
conceptualisations of learning help us to understand what faith is and how it grows. These ideas 
are not new in essence. Fowler14, for instance, speaks of the development of personal 'master 
stories' as part of one's faith. These master stories are at the heart of what Stephen Covey15 
describes as 'paradigms' that inform and drive the development of personal integrity of 
character, meaning and effectiveness. Huebner16 has a similar views of how individuals create a 
'fabric of life' comprising an interweaving of ideas, abstractions, memories, biblical metaphors, 
and cultural mores derived from the faith community and the relationships within it. Huebner 
argues that life in the intimacy and context of those relationships affirming a personal and a 
collective past that in turn, acknowledges, practices, and celebrates the presence of God. And 
it is dynamic, nourishing, and renewing. Such ideas are consistent with the kind of individual 
God created in His image 'with power to think and to do’ 17. 
 

A Biblical View of Knowledge 

A biblical view of knowledge recognises both a supernatural and a natural order where 
God is acknowledged as the ultimate, essential source of all wisdom and virtue. 

A number of understandings and principles are grow out of this view. First, knowledge is 
more than a body of factual information and marketable skills to be transmitted, learned, 
reproduced and applied. While the place of scientific and technical knowledge and the so-
called ‘academic’ or intellectual aspect is appreciated, it is recognised as only one part of 
the picture. 

True knowledge encompasses cognitive, experiential, emotional, relational, intuitive, and 
spiritual elements functioning as an interrelated whole. Christian education seeks to restore 
to factual information its true meaning as a means of knowing God and His creation, and 
acting responsibly as disciples, servants and stewards to one another and the created 
environment 

The commonly viewed distinction between the sacred and secular is artificial and false. All 
truth is part of God’s order, and His presence can be recognised and practiced in even the 
apparently secular and mundane aspects of life. (Terms such as ‘a Christian mind’ and 
‘practicing the presence of God’ try to capture the scope and reality of such knowledge.) 



       12 

Acquisition of true knowledge leads to understanding that is manifested in wisdom, 
integrity, appropriate action and worship. True knowledge is active by nature: ‘knowing’ is 
‘doing’, and knowing comes through ‘doing’. 

Knowledge is grounded in the worldview shared by a cultural group, and that knowledge is 
typically expressed as a narrative or ‘master story’. In Adventist education, the ‘Cosmic 
Conflict’ as portrayed in the Bible is that master story, providing a frame of reference to 
make sense of all the issues of life, and giving guidance in ethical and moral values 
underlying relationships and activities. 

Further Reading: 

Harry Blamires, The Christian Mind: How Should a Christian Think, Ann Arbor, Michigan: 
Servant Books, 1963. 

D. Blomberg, ‘Knowing and Learning in Biblical Perspective’, Ch. 9 in I. Lambert & S. 
Mitchell (eds) Reclaiming the Future, Macquarie Centre, NSW: Centre for the Study of 
Australian Christianity, 1996. 

J.R. Middleton & B.J. Walsh, Truth Is Stranger Than It Used to Be: Biblical Faith in a 
Modern Age, Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1995. 

Parker J Palmer, To Know as We Are Known: A Spirituality of Education, San Francisco: 
Harper and Row, 1983. 

James Sire, Discipleship of the Mind, Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1990. 
 

Viewing the Adventist School as a Total Learning Environment   

The Adventist school is a total learning environment, with careful attention given to balance of 
study, worship, labour and recreation. It strives to be a learning community pervaded by 
spirituality, industry, a spirit of cooperation, a sense of safety and security, and respect for the 
diversity of individuals and cultures. Yet, while that respect for individuals and diversity 
characterizes interpersonal relationships, the worldview represented by the school is not 
compromised. The culture of the school consistently reflects and endorses a biblical worldview 
as the big picture and its implicit values. 

The term ‘total learning environment’ intentionally acknowledges all aspects of learning – not 
exclusively intellectual learning. The school program will provide opportunities and support 
practical, active learning and application. This will involve unselfish sharing and service in a 
wide range of activities, both within and beyond the school. 

The Adventist school also strives to maintain close liaison with the students’ families and the 
Church in whose ministries it shares. 
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The Cultural Context  
The discussion that follows identifies aspects of everyday life in the Christian school in the 
cultural context of the school community that contributes to and supports the 
enculturation/formation of individuals in that community. The portrayal represents 
philosophical and conceptual understandings shared within the community, and the tangible 
expressions and arrangements that reflect that 
culture. 

 

Aspects: 

• Beliefs and Understandings 

• Story and Traditions 

• Worship, Ceremony and Ritual 

• Identity and Participation 

• Language, Metaphor and Symbolism 

• Ethos, Values and Mores 

• Building, Décor and Facilities 

• Uniforms, Mottos and Identifying Symbols 

• Rules Regulations and Procedures 

• Teacher/Staff Models 

 

 

Exploring the Cultural Aspects 

 
Beliefs and Understandings 

Beliefs are usually expressed as propositional statements that grow out of the worldview shared 
by an affiliated group. Together, they constitute a frame of reference by which members of the 
community express what is fundamentally important to it. They articulate the community’s 
‘reason for existence’ and its mission focus. This is more than simply ‘passing on information’ or 
‘transmitting a culturte’. It is a sincere sharing of faith in keeping with the Apostle Peter’s 
injunction to ‘always be prepared to give an answer to anyone who asks you to give the reason 
for the hope that you have’. (1 Peter 3:15 NIV.) 

Mere recitation of belief statement does not automatically denote membership, however belief 
statements represent a point of reference whereby an individual may be introduced to tenets 
of faith with the possibility of them embracing and internalizing the reality upon which that 
understanding rests, e.g. the significance of Jesus’ death and resurrection, its celebration in 
the Sabbath, the significance of the Communion Service. The purpose and status of such 
knowledge is clear in injunctions to Israel regarding the socialisation of the children in the ways 
of faith.18  

 
Story and Traditions 

The place and power of story as ‘a primary genre in the history of communication’ is universally 
acknowledged, and ‘storytelling is the oldest tool of influence in human history.’19  As has been 
stated earlier, the Christian story is enshrined in the Bible. Essentially it is the story of God’s 
creative action, with humanity, being created in His image, as the crowning act. This account is 
followed by humanity’s ‘fall’, God’s quest to redeem and restore ‘lost’ humanity, culminating 
in the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, the inauguration of the Christian church and its 
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mission to evangelize the world in preparation for the Second Advent and the restoration of the 
Cosmos. 

Stories emanating from the impact of the Scriptures as played out in the lives of men and 
women through the ages also constitute a body of narrative that serves as to reinforce and 
maintain the significance of this biblical metanarrative. It also underlies aspects of worship 
that bring focus and reinforcement to key aspects such as the Sabbath commemorating God’s 
creative action, Communion commemorating the death of Christ, and Baptism as a public 
declaration of rebirth to a changed life in response to the conviction of the Holy Spirit. 

Not only do stories have the power and intention to engage people. Stories are a medium of 
expression of personal identity, and at another level, Seidel suggests that the personal life 
story is ‘a catalyst for individual formation in preparation for community’.20 

Further Study: 
Walter Brueggemann, The Creative Word: Canon as a Model for Biblical Education, 

Philadephia: Fortress Press, 1982 

Fennema, Jack. Viewing Students through a Creation-Fall-Redemption Framework, in Ian 
Lambert and Suzanne Mitchell (eds), op cit. pp.99 – 119. 

Gail Seidel,’Life Story and Spiritual Formation’, Ch. 10 in Paul Pettit, (ed.) Foundations of 
Spiritual Formation: A Community Approach to Becoming Like Christ, Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Kregal, 2008. 

Eugene Peterson,. Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places, London: William B. Eerdmans, 2005. 

Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book: The Art of Spiritual Reading, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 
2006. 

J. Richard Middleton & Brian J. Walsh, Truth Is Stranger Than it Used to Be: Biblical Faith in a 
Postmodern World, Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1995.  

(Note particularly Chapter 4: ‘They Don’t Tell Stories Like They Used To”, pp. 63-84.   
 

Worship, Ceremony and Ritual 

The cultural metanarrative is celebrated and reinforced through worship, ceremony and ritual. 
Worthy of note are instances in the history of God’s leading in the lives of both individuals and 
the deliverance of his people, Israel. Examples are the setting up of the stone pillow memorial 
by Jacob and naming it Bethel, and the establishment of a memorial of the crossing of Jordan 
with the clear instruction to recount the righteous acts of God to generations to follow (Joshua 
4:4-7). Many of the Psalms similarly celebrate historic salvation events on behalf of Israel in 
Egypt and provision during Wilderness Wanderings (Psalm 105). The centrality of the Passover, 
culminating in the Crucifixion and the commemoration of that event in the Lord’s Supper serve 
to bridge the Old and the New Testaments in significance.  Commemoration serves as a 
poignant reminder of the original event and its significance. Speaking of ritual in general, 
Bernstein argues that ‘ritual revivifies the past’.21 

The seven dimensions of religious experience defined by Ninian Smart 22 highlight the perceived 
function of worship, ceremony and ritual. They represent: 

1. a ritual dimension:  private and/or public participation by the student in worship, prayer, 
praise, and reflection, baptism and the sacraments;  

2. a narrative dimension:  highlighting stories that fit together systematically to portray God 
relating to people in their daily lives in time and place; 

3. a doctrinal dimension:  the formation or construction of a coherent belief system;  

4. an ethical dimension: the living out of religious beliefs through a student’s interactions 
with others and through participation in service; 

5. a social/institutional dimension : the belief system is shared and attitudes practised by a 
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group. Often rules for identifying community membership and participation (public) i.e. 
the student’s involvement in the way of life of the community in which there are shared 
values and perceptions; 

6. an experiential and emotional dimension: the development by the student of a personal 
relationship with God reflecting a sense of awe, mystery, devotion, liberation, ecstasy, 
inner peace, and bliss (private); 

7. the material dimension: physical objects or places that symbolize or manifest the sacred 
or supernatural. 

In similar vein, Dean Blevins in true Wesleyan style associates Christian education with 
formation that in this instance he associates with ‘the liturgically constructed self’.23  It is 
expected that the formative process towards Christian character and identity is the outcome of 
participation in liturgical/sacramental acts in the context of the faith community. Blevins sees 
the three main elements of this ‘liturgical tapestry of self’ as being the 

1. doxological self: celebrative worship and prayer that seeks to create a sense of presence 
of the transcendent; 

2. sacrificial self: built on memory inspired by Christ’s sacrificial act which, in turn 
motivates a sacrificial response on the part of each worshiper; 

3. epicletic self: acknowledging the work of the Holy Spirit in creating cohesiveness and 
community, or ‘unity in diversity’. 

It is important to note Blevins’ insistence and caution that the social construction of the self in 
the terms described ‘must be defined in peace and harmony rather than coercively’. 24 

Further Study: 

Dean Blevins, ‘Educating the Liturgical Self’, Journal of Christian Education, vol 45, no. 3 
December, pp. 7- 20. 

 

Identity and Participation 

Personal identity, or the way we ‘see’ ourselves is the outcome of social experiences and 
circumstances that have shaped and formed us, that is, through socialisation.  Self-perception 
is directly associated with our level of psychosocial wellbeing. It reflects our sense of belonging 
and inclusion. Thus it depends on meaningful involvement in the life of the community.  

This means that healthy identity is not individualistic. Identity has community implications. As a 
Christian community, agape will be a core lived principle. The shared goal will be a sense of 
shalom. In the New Testament community, or koinonia, the ethos was characterized by a sense 
of agape motivated by the historic reality of a Risen Christ who had manifested Himself in the 
person of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. The community matured through the exercise of spiritual 
gifts on the part of its members and attending to the welfare of other members of the 
community; 

Identity building is not a selfish process. Community membership sees individuals both as 
receivers and contributors. Agape, or the practice of ‘disinterested love’, is a core principle of 
genuine Christian community. Agape is not only conducive to community, but is restorative in a 
personal sense. For example, out of his experiences in Nazi concentration camps, Victor Frankl 
testifies to the restorative power of a sense of purpose, meaning and unselfish giving.  

Thus, building on these principles, authentic Christian schools will seek to promote and nurture 
social relationships that are sensitive, accepting, inclusive, affirming and supportive of all 
members of the school community.  It will not tolerate bullying or acts that marginalize.  It will work 
to promote unselfish sharing and service through active learning and application in a wide range 
of activities, both within and beyond the school.  
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Further Study: 

Keyes, Dick. Beyond Identity: Finding Yourself in the Image and Character of God, Wipf 
and Stock Publishers, 2003 

Paul Pettit, (ed.) Foundations of Spiritual Formation: A Community Approach to 
Becoming Like Christ, Grand Rapids, Michigan: Kregal, 2008, pp. 270-272. 

 

Language, Metaphors and Symbolism    

Language is a distinctive attribute of personhood in the image of God. Initially, two features 
stand out: firstly, Scripture’s portrayal of God’s creative purpose and initiative is firmly 
embedded in word; secondly, language is the primary means of communication between God 
and humanity. Language in these terms is inseparable from personality. It is an expression of 
being. The allusion to ‘word’ and the purpose of God in Christ as ‘the Word of God’ (logos in 
John 1) is clear. The biblical metanarrative is replete with the richness of metaphor and 
symbolism – sacrificial lamb, bread, wind, shepherd, king, kingdom of heaven, new birth, body 
of Christ, heart, etc. The relevant meanings of these words are derived from the context in 
which they occur to the extent that they are virtually meaningless outside of that context. As 
image-bearers humans also have the capacity to communicate and in so doing, have 
responsibility for the appreciation and appropriate language in all contexts. However as ‘fallen’ 
creatures a mode of communication and understanding. The implications of the Tower of Babel 
incident in Genesis 11 is noteworthy. The confounding of language as an outcome of man-
centredness as opposed to God-centredness is also significant. The language we use, and how 
we use it are a reflection reflect, either intentionally or unintentionally of our values and 
attitudes.   

In this discussion of the place, structure and function of language we shall borrow the term 
‘discourse’ (Latin. discursus, ‘running to and fro’, referring to ‘written or spoken 
communication’. Building on Wittgenstein's conception of language, Paul Taylor25 sees language, 
or discourse, as a set of social practices. Discourse is therefore ‘normative’.  It also  serves the 
purpose of articulating the vision of a community. As Collins argues, ‘language is the choice of 
words and the manner in which the words are used reflects a value base’. 26 After Beare27, she 
concludes, ‘when a group of people share the same world view, they ‘manifest parallel 
behaviours, similar speech patterns and common ways of explaining their particular universe’.28 
Clearly, language is ‘thoroughly culture-conditioned’29.As such, Eugene Peterson, drawing on 
Wittgenstein also, and Rosenstock-Huessy, identifies three levels of language: Language I – 
primary language, the basic language of intimacy and relationship; Language II - the language of 
information, and; Language III - the language of motivation. He argues that Languages II and III 
predominate contemporary society, but ‘Language I, the language that develops relationships of 
trust and hope and understanding, languishes’30   

Metaphor and symbolism is an integral part of that discourse serving to help create meaning of 
experience and belief.   

The potency of normative discourse should not be underestimated, and its impact on others 
should be considered critically. Speaking of the power of metaphors in the context of the 
culture of schools, Milliken warns that: 

Metaphors profoundly, and often unconsciously, determine our attitudes to the 
world, to people, to events, and to action. Teachers and administrators and their 
pupils use metaphors continually to represent relationships and to define the 
power structures which organize behaviour. Metaphor is a major weapon in the 
preservation of self and the management of situations. Such metaphors not 
infrequently obscure the interests of dominating elites and present particular views 
of the world as incontestable descriptions of the way things are. 31  
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On the negative side, Basil Bernstein32 argues that the quality of discourse can foster inequality 
in schools. He argues that children from deprived social backgrounds develop different forms of 
speech, or codes from the dominant discourse of the school, thus affecting their ultimate school 
experience. Sensitive responsiveness is vital in both the classroom in the context of teaching 
and learning, but also in the school as a cultural environment in the name of equity and fairness 
to all. 

The impact of language in all communication and interpersonal relationships in the school 
community cannot be underestimated. In the context of teaching and learning, the quality of 
language both and inside outside the classroom is interrelated. 33 

Further Study:  
Victoria Collins, ‘Community Leadership and Its Relevance to the Facilitation and 

Development of Christian School Communities’. A paper presented at the College of 
Higher Education Scholarly Conference held at Avondale College, July, 1997. 

Eugene H. Peterson First Language, Theology Today, Vol. 42, No. 2,  July 1985, pp.211-214 
Anthony Giddens, Sociology, 4th Edition, (Ch. 16. ‘Education’), Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 

pp. 510-511. 

Barbara Clark, ‘Integrative Education: Putting the pieces together in a working model, 
Transforming Education, Winter 1988, Page 44.   

Accessible http://www.context.org/ICLIB/IC18/Clark.htm 

 
Ethos, Values and Mores 

The ethos of a group is ‘the tone, character and quality of its life’. It is the moral and aesthetic 
style and mood which characterizes the group’s way of life.’34 It occupies an integral place 
within culture in direct relationship with the worldview shared by the group. In the past, the 
term ‘climate’ was a term commonly used to describe the tone, character and quality of a 
particular school. More recently, the term ‘ethos’ has become a more popular term, and shares 
much in common. 

Characteristics of the school such as a sense of safety, identity, inclusiveness, and 
supportiveness are desirable goals in school culture building [Refer again to the characteristics 
of the Adventist school when viewed as a total learning environment discussed on page 11].  
However, those goals would certainly be true of any school, public or church. But in the case of 
the Adventist school, two specific characteristics give the school a special character. These are: 

• sensing the presence of an infinite, active, personal God in every aspect of life in, and 
associated with the school. (Acts 17:27, 28) 

• honoring God in all human relationships and interaction, viewing and acting towards others 
as creatures bearing the image of God.  

From the philosophical perspective, it follows the metaphysical (what is ultimately real) and 
epistemology (how we know) with the axiological (what is of value). A similar logic underlies 
Francis Schaeffer’s trilogy, The God Who Is There, Escape from Reason, and He Is There and He 
Is Not Silent, followed later by, How Should We Then Live?      

While many schools embrace the notion of ‘values’ in a general sense on the assumption that 
this emanates from an altruistic base, there is something distinctive about values in the context 
of the Christian school community. Certainly values such as compassion, tolerance, fairness, 
justice, etc. as laudable aspirations for all regardless of race and creed, the Christian value 
orientation and motivation is derived primarily from God, and embodied in Jesus, and 
empowered by the ministry of the Holy Spirit. The result, or ‘fruits of the Spirit’ and the 
pervading climate in which they reside is the New Testament Ephesians 5. The mistaken 
concept and quality of values held by people in Jesus’ day occasioned his response, ‘You have 
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heard it said…, but I say to you….’. In his The Upside-Down Kingdom, Donald Kraybill also 
highlights the contrast between the values and ethics of the dominant culture of the world, 
with the values that characterized Jesus’ life and teachings. 35   

It should be reiterated that a holistic perspective of the school does not limit values to religious 
studies and practice apart from a so-called secular curriculum. Values are seen as permeating 
all that is done in the school, including the recognising and presentation of the curriculum. 

Ethos is both a product and a continuing influence on the members of the community. Parker 
Palmer’s words are thought provoking: 

The rules and relationships of a school comprise a ‘hidden curriculum’ which can 
exert greater formative power over the lives of learners than the curriculum 
advertised in the catalogue. A business school may offer courses in team 
management and collective work styles, but if the culture of that school requires 
students to survive those courses through competition, then competition and not 
cooperation is the real lesson taught and learned. In a thousand ways, the 
relationships of the academic community form the hearts and minds of students. 

 
Further Study: 

Brian V. Hill, ‘Mainstreaming Values Issues in Education’, Journal of Christian Education, 
Vol. 39, No. 1, April 1996 

Robert Pazmino, Foundational Issues in Christian Education: An Introduction in 
Evangelical Perspective, 2nd Edition, Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 1997, pp. 97-103 

Buildings, Decor and Facilities 

The physical appearance of a school is a tangible expression of our vision and values. However, 
it is not an outward show for its own sake as a kind of mask to what is really happening behind 
the scenes or under the covers. That is, it is not ‘window dressing’. Nor is it an alternative to 
integrity, both personal and community.  

In an attempt to conceptualize the integrity of humans and their environment as expressed in 
the design of classrooms, Taylor, Aldrich and Vlastos 36 argue that: 

1. People are considered an integral part of, not apart from, the environment. The 
environment affects people and they, in turn, affect the environment. 

2. The architectural environment, as a work of art in and of itself, can affect behavior. It 
can stimulate or subdue, aid creativity or slow mental perception, cause fear or joy. In 
fact, it can affect a whole range of psychological phenomena. 

3. The environment can be designed, engineered, and provisioned to serve as an additional 
learning tool. Crucial to this premise is a conceptual base from which design determinants 
and goals are derived. This base consists of the curriculum and the learning objectives 
within developmental levels of the learner. 

4. The learning environment can be evaluated as a learning tool if it has the developmental 
needs of children and students as a basis for design. 

In expanding on their assertions they argue that:  

Every object, color, texture, and spatial configuration, as well as their selection and 
placement, has educational significance. The designer of such spaces must, therefore, ask 
him or herself: ‘What educational implication does this or that design decision have for 
the occupant (learner or teacher)?’ In order to do that, the designer must work closely 
with the educator to articulate what those goals for children are, and the educator must 
articulate more than square footage per child as the conceptual base for education. 
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Learning environment design should be so executed that, rather than separating concepts, 
it reflects the way the world is constructed and the way children perceive it. Before 
Western Man divided the Universe into discrete subject matter areas, the order in the 
Universe was (and still is) both interdisciplinary and holistic. The branching of trees, the 
spiraling of shells, meandering of streams, and the radial designs of flowers, for example, 
have significance for mathematics, botany, biology, and art. It may well be the mission of 
future designers of learning environments to put the environment back together so 
children can learn concepts as part of an integrated whole instead of fragmented ideas. 

Further Study:  
Anne Taylor, Robert A. Aldrich, and George Vlastos, ‘Architecture Can Teach: …and the 

lessons are rather fundamental’, Transforming Education, Winter 1988, pp 31ff.  
Accessible at http://www.context.org/ICLIB/IC18/Taylor.htm 

Neville Clouten and Trevor Lloyd, ‘Identity, Territoriality and School Design’, Journal of 
Christian Education, Papers 66, December, 1979 

 
Uniforms, Mottos and Identifying Symbols 

These elements are tangible symbolic expressions that seek to preserve and reinforce strong 
links with foundational features of the school. 37 Like ritual, these elements attempt to 
commemorate, in meaningful ways, the invisible past. The desirable outcome is not only the 
valuing of the past but a sense of identity and pride. Thus, while uniforms have a functional 
purpose in minimizing expense and distracting competitiveness of some aspects of adolescent 
expression, they carry elements of symbolic expression such as the school crest and motto. 
These crests usually reflect strong symbolic significance such as an open Bible, a cross, scholar’s 
mortarboard, etc.  

While over time some of these elements become ‘taken for granted’, they occasionally create a 
venue for discussion and renewal. For example a school may debate the merits of Latin versus 
English mottos e.g. Nihil sine labore, or Nothing without God, in the name of greater 
comprehension. Similarly, subtleties and nuances such as, Nothing without God versus 
Everything with God, sometimes motivate vigorous argument.  

While the expected impact of such usage is towards consensus, there are occasions where there 
is modification such as a different school uniform worn by senior students’. This is perceived as 
recognising and honouring as a rite of passage their newly emerging status as young adults. 38  

Further Study: 

Ross Milliken, ‘School culture and imagery: What does it mean, and what can it do for my 
school?’ The Secondary Administrator, vol 2, no 1, 1984, pp 3-11. 

Rules Regulations and Procedures 

Rules, regulations are procedures are enacted to regulate and maintain order. They are 
variously associated with consensus or differentiation. While policies and procedures seek 
conformity and harmony according to agreed criteria or norms, contravention or failure to meet 
those criteria is often associated with sanctions. A typical example of this is the area of 
behavior and discipline.  

To Christian educators, the goal of ‘discipline’ is sometimes defined as ‘self government’ rather 
than the simply inflicting punishment.  For this reason, it is regarded as ‘redemptive’ in the 
sense that it reflects a willing redirecting of the will. Such a view is challenging. Never the less, 
it is a vital part of the philosophy and special character of the Christian school. The danger is 
the abuse of the position and power allegedly held by teachers and administrators to coerce 
students against their will through avoidance or fear of punishment. 
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Further Study: 

John Wesley Taylor V, ‘The Path to Redemptive Discipline’, The Journal of Adventist 
Education February/March 2011, pp. 4-12. 

Basil Bernstein, Class, Codes and Control, Vol III, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975. 
 
Teacher/Staff Models 

The ethos and integrity of any community is dependent on the quality of the contribution each 
member brings to bear on the life of the learning community. It thus follows that because of the 
core role of teachers in the learning community, their personal identity and integrity will have a 
major impact on the community at large. A teacher who has not experienced community in his or 
her inner life, cannot contribute positively to corporate community. 

Teaching must, therefore, not be reduced merely to a set of techniques. It takes place in a 
context that is informed by both personal and corporate identity and integrity. 
In this vein, Palmer again speaks of teachers who: 

.. are able to weave a complex web of connections among themselves, their 
subjects, and their students so that students can learn to weave a world for 
themselves ... The connections made by good teachers are held not in their methods 
but in their hearts ... the place where intellect, emotion and spirit will converge 
in the human self.39 

While some teachers will bond with particular students, the influence of all teachers and 
the contribution they make to the cultural mix of the school cannot be ignored or 
underestimated.  

The teacher’s role in the Christian school is of central importance. In the deepest sense they are 
teacher-minister. As well as being experts in their teaching fields and their ability to promote 
and support learning in those areas, the teacher’s role in Christian schools is more extensive and 
holistic. Some have described true teaching as “a sharing of realities”, likening the teaching 
process to “weaving connections” between their subjects, themselves and the world till the 
students make it their own. Thus they are expected to be exemplary models of Christian faith, 
and to demonstrate professional competence in teaching, pastoral ministry and nurture. This 
encompasses functioning: 

• as people of faith and integrity who 

∼ share the vision of the school and its goals; 
∼ model the culture, ethos and lifestyle of the school system; 
∼ are loyal supporters of the school and its operation; 
∼ actively nurture children and adolescents in pastoral ministry; 
∼ share their own faith journey with students; 
∼ are conscious of the impact they have upon the unplanned learning of their 

students. 

• as professional educators who are: 

∼ competent in their respective fields of teaching; 
∼ competent in motivating and maintaining high levels of engagement in learning; 
∼ fair, just, non-discriminatory and emotionally supportive; 
∼ sensitive to the spiritual implications and connections inherent in their learning 

area; 
∼ critically self-reflective and seekers of excellence philosophically, theoretically 

and practically, with an openness to new perspectives; 
∼ open to collegial appraisal and review; 
∼ collegial contributors and participants in the school as a community of learning. 
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The principal’s role is central and vital. Just as it is a truism that ‘good schools don’t just 
happen’, it also follows that ‘good schools are the result of strong leadership’ motivated by 
vision. But ‘strong’ does not mean authoritarian or dictatorial management. Rather it is a style 
of leadership often described as ‘servant leadership’ built on collaboration, cooperation, 
consultation and consensus. 40 Such leaders model integrity in which professional ability is 
permeated by personal conviction and sensitivity.  
 
Further Reading: 

Parker J. Palmer, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s 
Life, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., 1998, pp. 21-26 

 

The Learning Environment  
 

The Dynamic Nature of Learning and Community 

In essence, learning is both derived and shared from life in community. The link between faith 
and the learning community is clear and strong. Furthermore, such learning in the faith 
community is dynamic, involving all parties, and the unique contributions each makes to the 
whole. Dwayne Huebner expresses this dynamic graphically. He adopts the metaphor of ‘weaving' 
to describe how individuals create a 'fabric of life' comprising an interweaving of ideas, 
abstractions, memories, biblical metaphors, and cultural mores derived from the faith 
community and the relationships within it. He argues that life in the intimacy and context of 
those relationships affirm a personal and a collective past that in turn, acknowledges, practices, 
and celebrates the presence of God. And it is dynamic, nourishing, and renewing. Such ideas 
are consistent with the kind of individuals God created in His image with the capacity to think 
and act. [Note earlier discussion of Caine and Caine’s perspective of learning, page 10] 

 Intellectual Space  

This is based on the assumptions we hold about 
knowledge, teaching and learning, and how schools 
are expected to provide this service.  Consequently 
the formal curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are 
of major importance.  It is also a significant point of 
engagement between teacher and student.  
Traditionally, students expect teachers to teach.  
 

Because God is acknowledged as the essential 
source of all wisdom and virtue, Christian 
educators recognise dependence on Him for 
meaning, understanding and purpose. Thus God 
reveals something of Himself in many different 
forms to enlighten, guide and support human 
development. For these reasons, Christian schools 
aspire to facilitate learning and appreciate 
knowledge as more than mere factual information 
for its own sake. 

Christian schools also recognise and respect the 
place of the traditional disciplines or learning areas 
to represent particular realms of meaning that are typical of the subject. It sees these as 
part of the human quest to explore, discover, understand, test, and communicate meaning 
as represented by these spheres of reality. It encourages their study as part of the formal 
curriculum of the school. 
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The character of the disciplines has been debated with enthusiasm. Although 
foundational premises of Christian education were not immediately relevant to the 
deliberation of the theorists to be cited shortly, the two schools of thought are, 
nevertheless, consistent with a Judeo-Christian view perspective of what it means to be 
human, imago Dei. 

Paul Hirst41, for example, argues that comprehensive, creative, critical thinking is 
undergirded by a working appreciation of various ‘forms and fields of knowledge’. In 
particular, he identifies seven forms: Mathematics, the Physical Sciences, the Human 
Sciences and History, Literature and the Fine Arts, Morals, Philosophy and Religion. The 
rationale for these forms lies in the presumption that each of these forms of knowledge 
reflected a distinctive set of procedures or methodology derived from the field. The 
notion of empirical observation as opposed to human opinion, beliefs and feelings are 
considered admissible in generating knowledge. Similarly, sensitivity to the aesthetic 
dimension is considered vital to the Fine Arts, and the appreciation of myth and symbol an 
important capacity in Religion. Despite the possibility of some over-generalizations, this is 
a helpful contribution. 

Another helpful perspective is found in the theorizing of Phillip Phenix42. This thought is 
consistent with the notion of humans as ‘meaning makers’: that is, they are 

are essentially creatures who have the power to experience meanings. Distinctively 
human existence consists in a pattern of meanings. Furthermore, general education is the 
process of engendering essential meanings. 

On this basis, Phenix argues that 

Six fundamental patterns of meaning emerge from the analysis of the possible distinctive 
modes of human understanding. These six patterns may be designated respectively as 
symbolics, empirics, esthetics, synnoetics, ethics, and synoptics. Each realm of meaning 
and each of its constituent subrealms may be described by reference to its typical 
methods, leading ideas, and characteristic structures. These features may be exhibited 
both in their uniqueness for each realm or subrealm and in their relationships and 
continuities with the other types of meaning. 

The relationship between these realms, or patterns of meaning, and the 
recognisable disciplines is as follows: 

• symbolics - language, mathematics, the way of expressing all other meaning; 

• empirics - science of physical realm, living things, man; 

• esthetics (i.e. aesthetics) - arts, music, literature, subjectivities; 

• synnoetics - relational insight, intersubjective understanding (see Polanyi, Buber) 

• ethics - moral meaning; obligations rather than fact. personal conduct 

• synoptics - comprehensively integrative; history i.e. the artful recreation of the past 
and reveals man in context of circumstances, religion (i.e. ultimate meanings; 
whole, transcendent), philosophy (i.e. systematic analytic clarification and 
coordination). 

A Christian view of knowledge and its relationship to the formal disciplines acknowledges 
the reality of social construction. Its consequent formation of distinctive academic 
communities is clearly evident. As Ronald Nelson argues, 

Each develops its own heuristic, that is, its own principles and methods of discovery. 
Each devises and revises its own special categories, its own conceptual system. Each 
claims the prerogative of formulating its own criteria for judging the validity of what is 
put forward by scholars in the field. Each has its own sense, diffuse and debated though 
it might be, of what the integrity of the discipline requires.26 
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These reflections contribute to the notion of a ‘balanced curriculum’ that is 
fundamentally important to Christian education’s promotion of an integrated 
perspective of faith and learning. As such, it seeks to address the major developmental 
needs in the spiritual, 
intellectual, physical, social, emotional, and vocational realms. The curriculum also seeks 
to develop an appreciation for Christian heritage, community building, citizenship, social 
justice, and stewardship of the environment and resources. 

To provide an appropriate context, the disciplines are to be studied from the perspective of 
the biblical worldview, within the context of the Cosmic Conflict theme. Consequently, they 
function as: 

•  ‘windows’ to see or perceive and understand something of God and His activity as 
reflected through the created world, the Bible and the Cosmic Conflict, and also as 

• ‘windows of opportunity’ to respond, apply, express and practice in ways that are 
consistent with biblical values. (These are sometimes described as ‘Kingdom’ values 
because of their foundation in the New Testament account of Jesus’ life and teachings.) 

While some learning areas fit closely with one category, they often have relevance in other 
categories, or ‘realms of meaning’.  They are not discrete one from the other. Because they all 
find their shared origin in ‘God-centered reality’, cross-disciplinary linkages are recognised and 
engaged, particularly in the primary and middle years of study. This can be seen as providing 
opportunity for ‘integration’ around relevant themes of study. 

 
As a way of ensuring that the subjects of the formal curriculum fit consistently within the 
Christian worldview and contribute to the goals of Christian education, the following framework 
is offered: 

 

• To which aspect of Creation does this learning area provide access and meaning? 

• What particular insights and understandings about God and His Creation does the 
learning area provide? 

• How do the insights and understanding contribute to the formulation of a worldview?  

• As humans, what presumptions, concepts, skills, methods and conventions have been 
devised to enable continual study and communication in this learning area? 

• Because of our fallen human nature, what are some of the potential risks and distortions 
of which we need to be mindful in studying in this learning area? 

• As creatures in the image of God, how might we be faithful ‘image bearers’ in our 
responses in this learning area? 

• Based on the assumption of ‘the unity of truth’ and a quest for coherence, what 
interconnections with other learning areas are possible?  

Further Reading: 

Heie, Harold & Wolfe, David L. (eds) The Reality of Christian Learning: Strategies 
for Faith-Learning Integration, Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1987. 

Doug Blomberg, Wisdom and Curriculum: Christian Schooling after Postmodernity, 
Dordt College Press, 2007. 

Robert A. Harris, The Integration of Faith and Learning: A Worldview Approach, 
Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2004. 
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Pedagogy 

Christian schools aspire to provide an enriched, meaningful, spiritual and culturally sensitive 
learning environment. There is an appropriate emphasis placed on all forms of true 
knowledge. It seeks to make connections between the knower and the known, between the 
head and the heart, and to promote the development of sophisticated maps of meaning in the 
minds of its students. 

Thus: 

• It is sensitive to the typical methodology, culture and skills of the different learning 
areas and where they fit within the larger scheme of learning. 

• Teaching approaches will acknowledge and affirm the diversity of intelligences and 
gifts shared between the learners, and promote excellence in all facets of 
development. 

• Teachers will generally function with students as facilitators and mentors in an 
interactive, emotionally supportive manner. 

• Student questions will be valued and addressed constructively. 

• Students will often work in collaborative, cooperative learning and peer-sharing settings. 

• Teachers will recognise and follow opportunities to explore new spiritual 
insights and understandings, both planned and incidental, and encourage 
personal decisions and commitment in students. 

• The school program will provide opportunities and support active learning and 
application. This will involve unselfish sharing and service in a wide range of 
activities, both within and beyond the school. 

Such attitudes and behavior by teachers towards their students thus honors the nature and 
potential of human nature as created in the image of God. 

[We should note the adaptation of Gardner’s original set of intelligences and the ‘gifts’ 
proposed as an alternative view by Stuart Fowler.43] 

Further Reading: 

Stuart Fowler, ‘Unearthing Gifts with Multiple Intelligences and Other Tools’, Ch. 9 in Ian 
Lambert & Suzanne Mitchell, The Crumbling Walls of Certainty: Towards a Christian 
Critique of Postmodernity and Education, Macquarie Centre: Centre for the Study of 
Australian Christianity, 1997. 

Lambert, Ian P.M. ‘Thinking with the Heart: Educating Emotional Intelligence in 
Children’ Ch. 10 in Ian Lambert & Suzanne Mitchell, op.cit., 1997. 

Assessment  

This is a contentious area in any educational setting, let alone in a Christian school. It is 
reasonable that there will be indicators of achievement. Ideally, the assessment process should 
be part of a teaching-learning cycle and not degenerate to a mere ranking and selection process 
that has not direct relevance to the subject matter and concepts being studied. Such practices 
foster competitiveness and are conducive to individualism, which is antithetical to community. 

Thus assessment of student learning will reflect a diversity of approaches and criteria 
motivating and supporting constructive learning and the achievement of clearly defined tasks, 
rubrics and criteria rather than interpersonal competitiveness and the ranking of individuals. It 
will not simply concentrate on learning as an accomplished fact, that is, a summative function. 
It will also serve a strong formative function. 
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Further Reading: 
Gloria Stronks &  Doug Blomberg (eds), A Vision with a Task: Christian Schooling for 

Responsive Discipleship, Grand Rapids, Michigan,: Baker Books, 1993, pp. 44-47. 

Stuart Fowler, ‘Unearthing Gifts with Multiple Intelligences and Other Tools’, Ch. 9 in Ian 
Lambert & Suzanne Mitchell, The Crumbling Walls of Certainty: Towards a Christian 
Critique of Postmodernity and Education (Macquarie Centre: Centre for the Study of 
Australian Christianity, 1997). 

 
 

Relational Space  

It is easy to see individuals as mere 
receptors, deriving community from the 
corporate body — a unidirectional process. 
However, Parker Palmer argues the 
interrelationship between the identity and 
integrity of individuals within and the quality 
of the visible community, thus placing 
certain obligations and responsibilities on 
individual members if the community ethos 
is going to be positively dynamic. 
 
Only as we are in community with ourselves 
can we find community with others. 
Community is an outward sign of an inward 
and invisible grace, the flowing of personal 
identity and integrity into the world of 
relationships. Consider the Apostle Paul's 
use of the metaphor, The Body of Christ (See 
1 Corinthians 12) the New Testament 
koinonia (fellowship), its diakonia (teachings that expressed their shared meaning), the spirit of 
agape (unselfish love and sensitivity), and the sense of shalom (inner peace) that pervaded 
their community, even in times of stress and crisis.  

Interpersonal relationships between teachers, students and peers, both inside and outside the 
classroom, contribute to the emotional space and its impact on the quality of learning. In the 
Christian school, a pervading ethos of agape, mutual respect and acceptance emulates the way 
Jesus modeled and related to others as people of value. This ethos also reflects the active 
presence of ‘spiritual gifts’. In such an environment, the distinct roles and responsibilities held 
by teachers are respected by students.  Positions of authority held by teachers will not be 
abused but rather will be infused by a sense of empathy, respect, humility and service. 

 

Emotional Space  

This refers to the ambience throughout the school and classrooms. Because that climate supports 
or inhibits learning, its importance cannot be overemphasized. In essence, a safe, caring, 
supportive environment inspires assurance and confidence. Subject information, guidelines, 
expectations and procedural items are clearly organized and communicated to minimize 
confusion and anxiety. Students are more likely to be creative and take calculated risks if their 
responses are viewed with sensitivity and are affirmed by their teachers and fellow-students 
alike.  A teacher’s ability to recognise signs of personal difficulty, confusion, frustration or 
interpersonal tensions, and the ability to deal with them constructively, is of paramount 
importance and embodies grace. 
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Students are recognised and respected as 
complex, multifaceted beings uniquely created in 
God’s image. But as fallen creatures, they are 
seen with need to develop comprehensive 
wholeness and integrity, to reach their highest 
potential in all human faculties, and to fulfill 
God's purpose for their lives. Ian Lambert argues 
that  

positive emotions enhance students' 
perception of themselves as learners; 
encourage self management and moral and 
social responsibility; facilitate vocational 
development and identity formation through 
self awareness; support faith reflection and 
growth; strengthen the students' sense of 
belonging to a Christian community; and 
encourage, value, and understand the 
strengths and limitations of all members of 
the school community.44  

The role of language in the establishment of an environment that is emotionally supportive and 
thus enabling is clear. Barbara Clark  asserts: 

Empowering language becomes an important part of classroom communication 
between teachers, between student and teacher, and between students. Students 
who are given opportunities to work in an environment in which empowering language 
is valued become more responsible, more motivated, and exhibit a positive self-
concept. All of these characteristics can be shown to enhance academic achievement. 
The risks involved in creativity are taken, the highest levels of cognitive production 
made possible. 45 

(Note also earlier comment regarding the significance of Peterson’s ‘Language I – Intimate, 
relational language’. Also the significance of the arrow between ‘Emotional Climate’ and 
the ‘Cultural Context’.) 

Further Reading: 

Ian P. M. Lambert, ‘Thinking with the Heart: Educating Emotional Intelligence in Children, 
Ch. 10 in Ian Lambert & Suzanne Mitchell, The Crumbling Walls of Certainty: Towards a 
Christian Critique of Postmodernity and Education (Macquarie Centre: Centre for the 
Study of Australian Christianity, 1997). 

 

Physical Space  - ‘Personal Health, Well-being & Environmental Conditions’  

Humans are recognised as essentially integrated beings: in mind, body and spirit. 
Accordingly, earlier discussion affirmed that physical and environmental conditions 
enhance or inhibit personal wellbeing and learning.  

The importance of the physical dimension and its relationship to mental and spiritual 
vigor cannot be ignored. Energy and personal vitality are seen as being directly 
related to our personal capacity to function optimally in all aspects of our 
humanness, not only in our capacity to perceive and understand, but also in the 
quality in how our characters are expressed.  

Physical conditions relative to personal well-being and the quality of learning have impact at 
two levels.  At the personal level, illness, hunger, fatigue, physical discomfort, anxiety, fear, 
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depression obstruct clarity of mind and erode our 
level of resilience. At the environmental level, 
physical surroundings both man made and the 
natural environment are factors that contribute to 
or detract from well-being. 

[Note earlier discussion of the Physical Aspect, 
pages 17, 18] 

 

 

 

Spiritual Connection and the Christ-centered Lifeworld 

Where God is truly present, whatever is done to foster deep connection, meaning, and purpose 
in the lives of students is truly spiritual. There will often be what I like to describe as 
‘serendipitous moments’ when inspired, unplanned insights do emerge from something being 
studied. Some regard these as ‘teachable moments’ which have the effect of dramatically 
influencing the belief system of those concerned. Or it may have nothing directly to do with the 
subject matter, but nevertheless, enriches the moment being shared. Such moments are rich, 
memorable, and bonding.  Sometimes they will be the product of a Christian teacher's 
systematic practice, but on other occasions, such instances will be a spontaneous manifestation 
of the faith, grace, and integrity of the teacher flowing into and enriching the learning 
community, to the glory of God. The Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, describes such moments 
as ‘theophanies’, that is, points at which humanity experiences ‘a meeting and encounter with 
the living God,.... incarnately, in  the concrete  places  of  this life’. Following after Buber, 
Westley describes such ‘theophanies’ as 

rare and privileged moments when without warning Love (God) breaks through and 
makes its presence felt, revealing as it does the real meaning of 
salvation/reconciliation, and calling each one of us out of our individual concerns, out 
beyond even our own small communities to a world that awaits ‘salvation’.46 

These ‘meetings and encounters with the living God’ are incarnate in an interpersonal sense. It 
is in ministering to our neighbour that we meet our Lord Jesus in verity: as Jesus Himself 
pronounced, ‘Inasmuch as you have done it to one of the least of these, my brethren, you did it 
to me’.  (Matthew 25:40) (See also Tolstoy’s  story of  Martin the Cobbler, - ‘Where Love Is, God 
Is’) 

We must acknowledge the work of the Holy Spirit and as such, the situation is beyond our 
prerogative to dictate, manage or control. This does not divest us of responsibility however. We 
have a place in this drama. We must never try to make spirituality the focus of a neat set of 
strategies. Certainly we cooperate – ‘wait in the upper room’ – but when the time is right, the 
Holy Spirit will act as He will.  

By now, the significance of lifeworld as a product of personal and corporate development 
within the school as a community of faith can be more fully appreciated. However it needs to 
be emphasized that this is not evolution by chance. It is the outcome of intentionality 
motivated an informed by the distinctive assumptions, needs, purposes, desires and values 
embraced by a sense of the presence of a God who has made Himself known, particularly 
through the Person of Jesus, and empowered by the Holy Spirit. For that reason, this work is 
here described Christ-centered lifeworld. 
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The Outcome of the Christ-centred Lifeworld - Discipleship & Service  

Discipleship and service is a logical outcome and expression of a dynamic relationship with 
Jesus is a desire and willingness to participate in acts of service to others, no matter how 
small.  

We have a life to live in ‘the now’, and that life is a life of quality, meaning, fulfillment and 
testimony to those around as an outcome to our relationship with Jesus. A logical expression of 
that experience is a characteristic desire and willingness to identify as a follower of Jesus and 
engage spontaneously in acts of service, no matter how small. Martin Luther is reputed to have 
said that ‘the dairymaid and the gatherer of dung from the field are no less important than the 
clergyman.” As Francis Schaeffer declares, ‘There are no little people’ in God’s eyes. It is 
identifying and participating in the ministry of reconciliation ordained by God in the coming of 
Jesus (John 3:17). In this sense discipleship and service is truly ‘Christ-centred’? 

This sentiment reflects the reality of the spontaneous expression of love to God through serving 
others. Such a view adds to the place and value of a future career or profession. Much of what 
occurs in the classroom is intentionally and appropriately directed towards such preparation. 
What matters here is the motive behind those career choices and the attitude in which 
individuals ultimately engage in such pursuits and other life choices while we live between ‘the 
now’ and the ‘not yet’, when the ultimate goal of Christian education – total transformation – 
will be realized.  
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Conclusion 

In this discussion, Adventist schools are viewed as ‘communities of faith’ where every aspect 
contributes to the ultimate goal of Christian education – comprehensive restoration. The model 
offers an integrated framework for Christian educators to evaluate their work, both individually 
and corporately, and to address recognised needs systematically. A logical question is, what is 
the next step? How might the concepts explored become reality, or affirm what is currently 
practiced? 

In response, it is proposed that these concepts might form the basis of a strategic framework to 
review and evaluate the ministry of the school. If the foregoing discussion constitutes a vision 
for an Adventist school, then the next step might be seen as seeking vision in action. Towards 
that goal, a systematic strategic plan or tool is envisaged. This device would serve to identify 
and tabulate significant elements making up each aspect, and provide key indicators to serve as 
specific goals. This would then offer range of options considered relevant to that part of the 
survey. However, the greatest potential of such a strategic approach is not as an external 
administrative instrument, but as a cyclic, self-study framework to guide and enhance the 
special character of Adventist schools as distinctive communities of Adventist faith. 
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