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Segment 2:

The importance of
Teacher beliefs

Overview

In this segment we look at the various beliefs that we bring to the classroom: beliefs about
education, students as learners, our tole as teachers, and the situations within which we
teach. All of these influence our teaching.

Readings

Text

Graham, D. L. (2003). Biblical beliefs foundational for redemptive teaching.
Teaching redemptively: Bringing grace and truth into your classroom
(op. 51-144). Colorado Springs, CO: Association of Christian Schools
International.

Reading 5

Fennema J. (2005). Created by God with Religious Natures. The Religious
Nature and Biblical Nurture of God’s (pp. 17-32). Sioux Center, IOWA:
Dordt College Press.

Reading 6

Van Brummelen, H. (1998). A Framework for Teaching Christianly. Walking with
God in the classroom. (2nd ed., pp. 27-59). Bellevue: WA: Alta Vista
College Press.

Reading 7

Graham, D. L. (2003). Beliefs about the learning process. Teaching
redemptively: Bringing grace and truth into your classroom (pp. 145-
155). Colorado Springs, CO: Association of Christian Schools
International.

Reading 8

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership. (2011). National
professional standards for teachers, (pp. 10-11). Carlton South, VIC:
Author.

Reading 9

Australian Council of Educational Leaders. (2009). How to become a reflective
practitioner. e-Teaching: Managing strategies for the classroom #71.
Penrith, NSW: Author.
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Study guide

1. The beliefs we bring to the classroom

Each of us holds ideas about the students, what constitutes an ideal teacher and, more
importantly, ideals about what we would like to be as a teacher. These beliefs have been
shaped by our worldview perspective but also by our fraining, experience and societal
contexts. As a result, it is necessary to recognise that teacher beliefs play an important part in
any reflective/decision-making process.

All feachers have beliefs about effective teaching. Beliefs reflect ideas, activities, ways of
spending time and of seeing the world that are important to us in our lives. They can be
defined as the way see the world and the way we prefer to think and act. They include such
things as opinions, attitudes and values. However, as Christian teachers we need to make
sure that our long held beliefs about education are consistent with our worldview. We need
to consider if our educational beliefs recognise that all things were created by and for Jesus
and are held together in him (Colossians 1: 16-17). We need fo recognise that this universe
was creafted perfectly and that it belongs to Jesus. We need to consider whether these
beliefs recognise that our world is fallen and tainted by sin. Most importantly, we need to
recognise that we were all created by Jesus with the need for him to be our Redeemer,
Saviour and Lord. These thoughts should be the ones that underlie our studies in this segment.

Can you identify five or six beliefs about teaching that seem to influence most
of what you do on a day to day basis in your class(es)?
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2. Beliefs about the student

For credit, read: Fennema (2005, pp. 17-32). [READING 5]

Fennema (2005) looks at the religious nature of children. Within this reading he considers a
number of the consequences of our being created by God. When considering our
‘creaturely dependence’ on God he says:

Within the school setting, the creaturely dependence means that students, while being
central to the purpose of a school, are not the ultimate centre of their experience or of their
classroom. They do not function for their own purposes. They are called to acknowledge that
there is a sovereign God, an Ultimate Being outside of themselves, to whom they must bend
their knees. (p. 20).

How do Christian teachers enable their students to be “central to the purpose
of a school” but not “the ultimate centre of their ... classrooms”?

How does this differ from a secular perspective of the student and why?
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Fennema (2005) then goes on to look at the issue of identity. He claims that identity is found
in relationship and that the “primary identity of a child emerges from their relationship with
God” (p. 21).

How does our relationship with God affect our concept of identity?

Children are a gift from God but parents must realise that whilst they are charged with raising
them, they are ultimately God's children. This means that they are to be brought up in the
image of God and not recreated in our own likeness. Christian Schools must also make sure
that they do not simply seek to impose cultural values and expectations but that they nurture
and grow students in the values and expectations of God.

What are some of the challenges that we face as Christian teachers in seeking
to grow students in the values and expectations of the Lord?

For credit, research: As God's creations, children have a religious nature. In the reading
Fennema points out several of the consequences of this nature. Choose two of these
consequences and describe an outworking of each for a Christian School. (50 words)
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3. Beliefs about the teacher

For credit, read: Van Brummelen (1998, pp. 27-59). [READING 6]

Harro Van Brummelen (1998) has suggested several metaphors that may be appropriately
applied to a teacher. He considers the teacher as an artist, technician, facilitator, story teller,
craftsperson, steward, priest and guide. Each of these metaphors is useful in that it
emphasises a particular aspect of the role of a teacher. However, as with all metaphors, they
have limitations and can be either inadequate or even misleading when taken to an
extreme.

Consider two of the metaphors mentioned by Van Brummelen that you can
easily relate to as a Christian teacher. Describe each of these two metaphors
and their strengths and then list some of their possible limitations.

Metaphor 1. Teacher as a

Metaphor 2. Teacher as a
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Van Brummelen (1998) further goes on to look at the personal characteristics of a Christian
teacher. He highlights the personal commitment of the tfeacher and their responsibility to
model Christ to the students. The outworking of this is to live a life that demonstrates the fruit

of the spirit with love being “the undergirding characteristic that all teachers must possess”
(p 49).

How do Christian teachers demonstrate / model love to their students?
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4. Beliefs about learning

For credit, read: Graham (2003, pp. 145-155). [READING 7]

Donovan Graham (2003) has pointed out that students are both fallen and redeemed
image bearers of God. It is from this standpoint that he believes we must start when
discussing our understanding of learning and teaching. He then goes on to look at the affect
of the "heart”, concepts of “truth”, actions and beliefs, and finally the relationship between
heredity and environment.

How might our understanding of the “heart” affect our understanding of how
students learn?

How might our concept of “truth” affect our understanding of how learning
takes place?

For credit: What is the connection between actions and beliefs in learning? (50 words)
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For credit: What does the relationship between heredity and environment affect learning?
(50 words)

It is possible to identify at least numerous components about which we have beliefs relating
to education. We have looked at three in detail. A broader range of such belief areas that
inform a tfeacher’s practice would include beliefs about:

1. Children/learners (Who they are and how we might relate to them?);
Teachers (Who am | and what gifting do | have?);

Teaching (What is necessary for tfeaching to take place?);

Learning (What is necessary for learning to take place?);

School (What is a school and why?);

SR T o

Resources (What resources are necessary for a specific teaching/learning situation, how
should they be used and are they available?);

7. Knowledge (What is true and what value does it have for the teacher and the student?).

For credit: Which of these seven belief objects do you feel more knowledgeable about?
Have you developed a coherent and consistent biblical framework for thinking about that
belief objecte What forces have influenced and shaped your learning and reflection most in
this area? (50 words)

Smith and Lovat (2003) suggested that for each of our clusters of beliefs about each belief
object, there are beliefs about the ideal and the actual. They explain:

...as teachers, each of us, perhaps subconsciously, has beliefs about what the ‘ideal
tfeacher’ should be/do; how ‘ideal learning’ should take place; how ‘ideal learners’
should behave; what characteristics the ‘ideal resource’ should have, and so on. Af
the same time, we also have perceptions and beliefs about how teachers and
learners actually behave; about the usual conditions under which learning takes
place, and so on. (p. 151)

Barnes said that the term frame is used to refer to the “clustered set of standard
expectations through which all adults organise, not only their knowledge of the world
but their behaviour in it” (Russell & Munby, 1992, p. 16).

It has been hypothesised that the most effective teachers will have more than one
interpretive frame available which will free them to see and to make informed choices.
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To what extent has your Christian school broadened or limited the way you
frame what happens in your classroom(s)? Identify specific conditions,
practices, or organisational demands.

READ: The items in National Standard 2 (READING 8). Are
there areas in this standard on which you would like, or
need, to work to improve?
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The Religious Nature of God’s Children

Created, not evolved

The concept of having been created is really a no-brainer for most
Christian parents and teachers. Since we believe the Genesis account of
creation and reject the theory that humankind evolved from lower forms,
we have no trouble accepting our children as creations of God. Eve ac-
knowledged this already when she gave birth to the first child of the human
race: “With the help of the LORD 1 have brought forth a man” (Genesis
4:1}. David captured the awesomeness of this creative act of God:

.. . you cteated my inmost being;
you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

1 praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made;
your works are wonderful, I know that full well.

My frame was not hidden from youa
when T was made in the secret place.

When I was woven together in the depths of the earth,
yout eyes saw my unformed body.

All the days ordained for me wete written in your hook
before one of them came to be. (Psalm 139:13-16)

Children are not simply highly developed members of the animal
kingdom; in fact, they have been appointed by God to be mderr of the
animal kingdom. Satan’s lie regarding the “origin of the species” seeks to
undermine the dignity that accompanies the task given by God to his
children in the beginning-—that of being rulers over “the fish of the sea
and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all
the creatures that move along the ground” (Genesis 1:26).

But the lies continue. Today’s lie about children is that they are
highly developed machines, complex computer-like beings. Behavioral
psychologists developed this mechanistic view of humankind during the
first half of the last century. The result is leatning theoties based on
operant conditioning and approaches to discipline based on behavior
modification. A more current learning theoty called information proc-
essing takes this view one step further as children are likened to
humanoid computers. While there may be kernels of truth in these theo-
ries, their proponeats tend to absolutize the kernels into the whole truth,
leaving no room for God’s involvement.

"The greatest danger of an evolutionaty or mechanistic view of children
is not found in the overt references made in life science books produced by
Carl Sagan and others of like mind or in K-12 textbooks. These can be
countered quite easily by Christian parents and teachers, and even used as
object lessons. The greater danger is the more covert integration of these
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theories into television programming and films that children watch and the
developmental and educational psychology textbooks studied by future
teachers. Such desensitization to the absence of a godly context or pet-
spective can subtly neutralize kids of the kingdom and their teachers.

Creaturely dependence

Children were not created to be autonomous, self-sufficient, or inde-
pendent centers of their universe. They were created to be dependent,
for they are creatures of their Creator. Children are not to look inward
for the ultimate answers to life, nor are they to look outward on a hori-
zontal plane. They are to look upward to God in a dependent and
creaturely way.

Within the school setting, the creaturely dependence of children
means that students, while being central to the purpose of a school, are
not the ultimate center of their experience or of their classroom. They
do not function for their own purposes. They are called to acknowledge
that there is a sovereign God, an Ultiiate Being outside of themselves,
t0 whom they must bend their knees.

Dependency on God can be a difficult concept to teach children, be-
canse most of us in the Western wotld haven’t experienced much stark
dependency. The “give us this day our daily bread” petition of the
Lord’s Prayer can easily have a hollow ring to it. The paycheck is usually
on time, and we often have room in the budget for “wants” as well as
needs. An illustration of the dependency and trust that is most pleasing
to God was provided by Jesus when he sent his disciples to the Jews to
preach, heal, and drive out demons. He told them, “Do not take along
any gold or silver or copper in your helts; take no bag for the journey, or
extra tunic, or sandals or a staff; for the worker is worth his keep” (Mat-
thew 10:9-10). When Jesus wanted to teach dependency, he didn’t fool
around! How many of us have stepped out in faith, leaving all secusity
and support behind, and walked into the unknown, trusting that God’s
hands of provision would be there? Somehow, we need to build into the
lives of our children at least a taste of such dependent trust. For the
promise is there: If we “seck figst the kingdom of God” (Matthew
6:33)—seek to do that which is pleasing to him no matter what the
tisk—God tells us that all of our needs will be met.

God is the heavenly Father of his children; thus he wants their love
and day-by-day dependence on him. He wants them to trust him, to
have faith in him and his Word—both savingly and daily. God delights
in giving good things to his children. They are to be encouraged by word
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and example to ask, seck, and knock,’ for dependency is a vital part of
the Christian life. Yes, we ate to nurture our children toward independ-
ence but always within the context of dependence on their Creator,
Lotd, and King,

With God-given identity

The identity of children does not come from within them, whether it
is based on their DNA code, their talents and gifts, or their physical
appearance. Nor does it come from elsewhere—the pedigree of their
parents, the side of town on which they were born, ot their ethnic or
racial makeup.

Identity for children is found in relationship, in their being known by
others. The “who they are” is based on “whose they are.” The primary
identity of children emetges from their relationship with God, the One
who calls his sheep by their names. Ideatity in a secondary sense is
gained through one’s family and through the broader body of believ-
ers—here, again, through relationship.

The issue of identity is one in which the gurus of political correctness
have actually made a contribution. They point out that people often
place descriptots bgfore the word that refers to another petson. For in-
stance, one might say “a female attorney,” “an African-American
teenager,” “a blind man,” ot “a Jewish author.” This word order takes
the focus off of the person (ot the personhood of the person) and
places it on the desctiptor—how someone is different from rather than
similar to. A more politically correct way, and in this case, 2 more bibli-
cal way, would be the following: “an attorney who is female,” “a

' teenager who is African-American,” “a man who is blind,” “an authos
who is Jewish.” In each instance, the focus begins with the individual as
a petson. Each person is first and foremost a creation of God, not a
gender, racial, disability, or ethnic desctiptor.

The issue of identity is an interesting one within our society. For in-
stance, I remember sitting next to strangets at Rotary Club luncheons, and,
in an attempt to find out who these people were (i.e., to determine their
identity), I'would ask, “And what do you do?” With many men, the identity
issue is wotk related. That is the reason men who have lost their jobs may
experience an identity crisis. Women, on the other hand, often find their
identity through telationships, such as those found within their families.

Teachers may remember reading about the psychosocial develop-
ment theories of Frik Erikson during teacher training, Erikson believed
that adolescence was the time period duting which the search for iden-
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tity took place. The following is a definition of identity as viewed from
Esikson’s developmental perspective:

"The central issue for adolescents is the development of an identity that will
provide a firm basis for adulthood. The individual has been developing a
sense of self since infancy. But adolescence marks the first time that a con-
scious effort is made to answer the now pressing question, “Who am 17 The
conflict defining this stage is identity versus role confasion.

Identity refers to the organization of the individual’s drives, abilities, be-
liefs, and history into a consistent image of self. It involves deliberate chotces
and decisions, particulaly about work, values, ideclogy, and commitments to
people and ideas. If adolescents fail to integrate all these aspects and choices,

. : 4
or if they feel unable to choose at all, role confusion threatens.

Note the focus on self, a primary source of identity according to Frik-
son. The other focus is on tole or vocation—not too dissimilar from
Rotary Club conversations! Lacking, obviously, is any reference to God
ot to the foundational questions of life: “Where did I come from?”
“Why am I here?” and “Where am T going?” For a Christian view of
identity to be developed, those questions need to precede Etikson’s
“Who am 1?” question.,

God’s Children Have Been Created by God

Children have been created. That means that they must look beyond
themselves for their origin. The first words of the Bible identify that
source: “In the beginning Gad. . . .” In these few words, humanistic self-
sufficiency is destroyed and is replaced by a thought too large to com-
prehend: Children have been formed by the sovereign God of the

universel

God’s children

Sometimes parents and even teachers can believe that the children in
their charge belong to them. While it is true that life begins with a
mother and a father, it is God who ignites the actual spark of life. God’s
children belong to him. They are, however, entrusted to parents as
God’s representatives who have been commissioned to care for and
aurtute his children in his Name.

The dedication of infants in churches can sometimes teinforce the
notion that children belong to parents rather than to God. Morse appro-
priate would be a ceremony that acknowledges that the children of
believers already belong to God, because from the moment of concep-
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Hon they were consecrated by him to himself and his purposes (1 Corin-
thians 7:14). To the best of their ability and in God’s strength, however,
parents should promise to nurture his children toward lives of commit-
ment to him through Jesus Christ. The children should also be
presented to and accepted into the church community, which, in re-
sponse, should pledge its support for the parents in their nurtuting task.

Biblical nurture recognizes that children have been created in the im-
age of God. Parents have #o# been instructed to re-create their children
in their own image or likeness. Yet that is precisely what often happens.
Parents create their own agenda for the childten who have been en-
trusted to them, and they seck to impose parental values and parental
expectations rather than the values and expectations of God. Scriptutre
responds by warning that children must be nurtured and admonished
the Lord or they will become “exasperated” and “discouraged” (Ephe-
sians 6:4; Colossians 3:21).

Under authority

The person who creates or forms a product normally owns that
product and can do with it as he or she pleases. Most people accept that
as being true. It is especially true that God, as sovereign Lord of all, has
authofity over his creation and over his creatures. He has that right, first,
because he is God and, secondly, because he is the Creator. Obedient
submission to the authority of God is a central theme of Scripture from
the very beginning. God gave Adam and Eve all sorts of freedoms and
blessings, but he also provided one very simple test of their willingness
to allow him to be in authority: They wese not to eat of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil. Fating the fruit of the tree was not the
central issue; obedience was, and the fruit was simply a way of measur-
ing compliance to a command.

Submission to authority was an issue before the Fall, and it certainly
has been an issue since the FFall, for a sure sign of our rebellion is that we
don’t like restraints and we don’t like people telling us what to do,
whether they are parents, teachers, bosses, or God himself. Because of
this, God continues to have a word for us regarding submission:

The Lotd says:
“These people come near to me with their mouth
and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.
Their worship of me is made up only of tules taught by men.
Therefore once more [ will astound these people with wonder npon wonder;
the wisdom of the wise will perish,
the intelligence of the intelligent will vanish.”
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Woe to those who go to great depths to hide their plans from the LORD,
who do their work in darkness and think, “Who sees us? Who will know?”
You turn things upside down,

as if the potter were thought to be like the clayl
Shall what is formed say to him who has formed it,

“He did not make me”'?
Can the pot say of the potter,

“He knows nothing”? (Isajah 29:13-16)

God is telling us, “What makes you think you are smarter than T am?
Simply obey me, and trust me, for I am God.” Some of these words
sound rather familiar to those of us who work with adolescents. Teens
and preteens love to challenge authority, because they tend not to be-
lieve that their parents and, at times, their teachers are tuned in to the
way things really are, As irritating as that is for us, we are inclined to turn
right around and do the same thing to God. Kids today call this
“dissing,” which can be loosely translated as “Dismissing a person by
using words or, preferably, a look of superiority or arrogant disgust and
then turning away in a gesture of tuning the person out of existence.”

Children are under God’s direct anthority. They are to obey his man-
dates, his commands, and his commissions. Such obedience is an act of
love directed toward God. God has also placed children under delegated
authority. They are to obey their parents and anyone to whom the pat-
ents have, in turn, delegated authority, including teachers and
babysitters, “for there is no authority except that which God has estab-
lished. 'The authorities that exist have been established by God”
(Romans 13:1). God says, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for
this is right” (Ephesians 6:1). That exhortation does not say that “pat-
ents are right™; it says that obedience is right. Children are to obey their
parents even if their patents are wrong, for the issue is obedience, not
the particular request. Children may disobey their parents only when
obedience would cause them to break God’s (higher) law. There may be
times when each of us needs to “obey God rather than men” (Exodus
1:17; Acts 5:29). Ordinatily, however, children should obey their parents
because ohedience “pleases the Lotd” (Colossians 3:20). God likes it.

It is sad to observe parents and teachers who don’t take the obedi-
ence of their children very seriously. We have all observed non-
compliance by children in supermarkets and restaurants. Both as a
school principal and a college supetvisor of student teachers, I have
observed similar disobedience in classrooms. Students are told to be
quiet, get into their seats, or get on task, and they simply ignore the
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teacher and continue doing what they have been doing, Teachers fail to
realize that theis unwillingness to insist on compliance teaches a very ws-
godly lesson, quite the opposite from the mandate of the school. Just as
children have been placed under authority, so parents and teachers have
been given mandates to aurture children in a manner that pleases the
Lord. Failure to teach children the important lessons of authority and
obedience is displeasing to God (1 Samuel 3:11-14; 8:1-3).

Accountable

With authority comes accountability. Children can and must be held
accountable for their choices, for they have been given the ability to
choose as part of their natures. It would have been easy for God to have
placed himself in authority ovet his human creations and then controlled
their actions as one might with puppets on a siring. All of their activities
could have been programmed in advance and thus have been quite pre-
dictable. If God had so chosen, he could have created humankind,
including children, in this manner, and sin would never have entered the
world. But God chose to provide humankind with the ability to obey or
to disobey, to walk in his ways or in their own ways. He gave Adam and
Eve the freedom to choose to sin or to not sin. Obedience or disobedi-
ence was sheir choice, not his. God coveted a freely chosen response of
obedience by those he had crafted in his own image. He desired to be
loved by them, not because they had to, but because they wanted to.

This ability to choose means that children can be held petsonally ac-
countable for their actions, for all actions result from personal choices.
Blaming others doesn’t wotk. It dida’t in the Garden of Fden; it doesn’t
today. “The devil made me do it” doesn’t cut it as an excuse, because the
devil doesn’t wake us do anything. For that matter, no one outside of
ourselves makes us do anything. The complaints that “He hit me first,”
ot “He called me a name,” or “He made me mad” simply don’t fly, for
all children have the ability to choose whether to retaliate or to walk
away. This is 2 vital lesson to teach our children. They are personally
accountable for their choices; they can blame no one else.

Children have been created with the ability to choose so that they
may freely respond in acts of obedient worship to the Creator. Their
actions are purposive and goalistic, not causistic or deterministic. Sig-
mund Freud said that the behavior of children is caused by the actions
of their parents, especially during the first few years of the children’s
lives. The father of behavioristic psychology, B. F. Skinner, said that the
behavior of children is determined by their environment, which is out-
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side of their control. Yes, it is true that patents and the environment
influence children’s behavior, but to say that they cause or determine
behavior denies personal accountability. Rather, children choose actions
because of personally purposeful goals that they have freely established
for themselves. They are not vicdms of their past nor of theit present-
day circumstances. Their actions are ptimarily future oriented, focused
with purpose of intent on personally meaningful goals.

Betore concluding this topic, a warning should be provided regarding
the accountability of children, Adding the words “to the degree of their
understanding” may be appropriate, for one cannot be held accountable
for that which one cannot understand. Children move through various
stages of development, each providing its own level of understanding,
Small children think as small children, not as miniature adults, So be
careful not to requite of children that for which they are not yet capable.
Accountability does have some limitations.

Tinite

We live in a day and an age when children aren’t supposed to experi-
ence failure or limitations, for thete is a fear that failure can negatively
atfect children’s self-esteem. Consequently, grade inflation and social
promotion are rampant; concern with how children feel competes with
how much children know; and parents complain to the coach, the prin-
cipal, and the school board president when their child is cut from the
basketball team. Part of the legacy of the baby boomers is their intense
focus on achievement, competition, and the need to be good at every-
thing. Many boomer parents seek to infuse these values into their
children through the acquisition of life expetiences. These “nurruring”
experiences are purchased rather than provided by the parents for sev-
eral reasons: one, parents today often have only one ot two children on
whom to spend; two, when both parents earn salaties, such life expeti-
ences are easily affordable; three, parents have lirtle time to spend
personally with their children; and four, parents either fear or expetience
guilt that, as busy as they are, they ate not being good patents. The the-
oty is that if enough life expetiences are purchased, one’s children will
be successful in whatever they attempt to do, and that success will, in
turn, produce positive self-esteem. In response to the statement that all
children are finite and have limitations, one can almost hear the boomer
response, “Not #y kidl”

The Bible counters this theoty in several ways. First, it reveals a2 God
who is infinite—one who is beyond measute and has no limitations,
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Next, it tells us that God’s human creations are finite; they indeed do
have limitations and shortcomings. The “body passages” of Romans 12
and 1 Corinthians 12 provide evidence that not every kid can be the
pitcher, and, even if he or she is the pitcher, not every pitcher throws a
no-hitter. Bvery person has been created with abilities that differ from
those given to others, for how could a body function if every part were
the same? Diversity has an important place within God’s scheme of
things. Finally, the Bible provides many examples of people falling flat
on their faces in failure and how, in God’s strength, they were able to
pick themselves up, dust themselves off, and try again. The Christian
religion is a religion of fresh beginnings through forgiveness and grace.

Ag previously mentioned, much is made today about the need for
positive sclf-esteem. The Bible says, however, that knowing the truth
will set one free (John 8:32). Truth can, of coutse, refer to Jesus, but for
the sake of this conversation, truth will be applied to children. A truthful
image or mental picture of oneself is a healthy self-image. And the truth
is that each child has certain pluses and minuses, each has positive and
negative qualities, and each has strengths and limitations. That’s just the
way it is! Children need to be encouraged to be true to the person who
God has created them o be. For some, that means “acing” math with-
out breaking a sweat; for othets, it means receiving a 1D in math after
trying their very hardest. For some, that means playing in the band,
while for others, that means making the basketball team, and for still
others, that means taking first place in an art competition.

Finally, a few things need to be said about failure. First, faihure is part
of the human experience and does not cause one to begome a failure. Eve-
ryone fails sometime in some thing. Second, failing at something has at
least two benefits. One is that failing to achieve a goal is an excellent
source of motivation. After having failed to do something correctly, how
many of us became upset and twice as determined to succeed the next
time? In fact, the Bible tells us that “perseverance produces character”
(Romans 5:4). For that reason, patents and teachers need to allow their
children to fail at times. A second benefit of failing is that it can create a
need for assistance from others. The kingdom of God has no room for
Lone Rangers, but at times that lesson must be learned the hard way—
though failure to be able to accomplish something by oneself. Failure
can force people to their knees before God in dependency. In fact, fail-
ure may be the only way to get a proud, self-sufficient individual to that
humble position. We all need to be reminded that “the Lord’s power is
made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9).
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God’s Children
Have Been Created by God with Religious Natures

Children have been created, and they have been created by God. But
there is more truth to consider. God’s created children are reljgions in their
very nature. In this regard, they differ from every other part of creation.
The religious nature of children is evidenced in a number of ways.

Formed by God’s hands

God chose to create the first human being in 2 manner that was quite
different from the way he created the rest of creation. All other parts
wete formed as a result of God’s Word; they were spoken into existence,
But Genesis records that “the LORD God formed the man from the dust
of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the
man became a living being” (Genesis 2:7). The Divine Potter gently and
intticately molded a ball of clay into a human form. Isaiah wrote,

... O LORD, you are our Father.
We are the clay, you are the potter;
we are all the work of your hand. (Isaiah 64:8)

Children, too, have been created by design and not by random chance.
Each has been crafted in a unique manner. Each is an otiginal, distinct
from all others. Each is vety special to God, formed by his hands to be
an instrument for use in those same hands.

Possessing God-breathed life

Children are God’s workmanship, molded by his hands. But their
vety life’s breath comes from God as well. In the beginning, God
breathed into the nostrils of humankind the breath of life. That cannot
be said of any other living creature, God continues to be the breath of
life for all of his image bearers, and this includes children.

God, therefore, not humankind, gives life. And the sanctity of that
God-given life dictates that only God has the right to take the breath of

life away from one of his human creatures, whether they are the unborn,
the disabled, or the eldetly,

Immortal souls

Plants die. Birds die. Animals die. But children will continue to live
past titne and into eternity. Unless Christ returns beforehand, of course,
all children eventually will die physical deaths. But as immostal souls,
they will continue to live for all eternity. The children in every home and
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in every school ate souls who, at some future point, will move from time
into eternity. This profound reality, sadly, receives little attention by
many parents and teachers. It is imperative that believing adults, those
who understand the truths about life after death, share these truths with
their children. The religious souls who live in our homes and study in
our classtooms need to know where they have come from, but they
must also know where they are going.

Souls with spirits

Just as the Godhead includes a Spitit, so a soul ot a person possesses
a spirit. The spirit of humankind tends to “represent man in his God-
ward side.”™ When reference is made in Scripture to humankind in
relationship to God, the word spirit is most likely used. One’s spirit
serves as an inner compass. 1t is the spiritual “ptinciple of life and action
that controls the body.” Thus, one’s spirit caft both provide direction
and serve as a source of one’s will.

All people, including children, possess spitits from conception. Itis an
aspect of God’s image within them. But at the time of regeneration or
the new birth, one’s spirit, in fellowship with the Spitit of Christ, takes
on a new character,” and, from that moment forward, “the Spitit himself
testifies with our spitit that we are God’s children” (Romans 8:16).

With ditection-giving hearts

The heart is the moral direction giver for a person. Whoever or
whatever is on the throae of a person’s heart dictates the moral direction
taken by that individual. And there are only two directions to be facing
and walking in this wortld, either toward God in obedience or away from
him in rebellion.

The Bible contains over 800 references to the heart as one’s spiritual
center and moral compass, for itis the wellspring of the inner pesson from
which “flow the issues of life” (Proverbs 4:23). As the heart is, so is the
person, Christ spoke abouthow the heart is the source of that which can be
obsetved outwardly about a person: . .. out of the overflow of the heart
the mouth speaks. The good man brings good things out of the good stored
up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in
him” (Matthew 12:34-35). One’s heast detetmines the direction of every
thought generated, every word spoken, and every action carried out.

God wants the hearts of his children to be directed toward him in to-
tal love and commitment. He says, “My son {my danghter], give me your
heart” (Proverbs 23:26a). For when he has their hearts, he has their all.
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Created to worship

All children possess an intrinsic desire to worship, because they have
been created for the purpose of worshiping God. Anthropologists have
long said that people within all cultures worship; they either worship a
part of creation, another human being, or the true God. No one told
them to; they possessed the felt need to wotship because it is a patt of
their human nature. They were born with that desire, and they are to act
on that desire in a God-honoring way.

Worship is a total life experience, not just one hour of formal wor-
ship on Sunday motnings. The Bible instructs: ©. . . whatever you do, do
it all for the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). There are to be no
secular portions of life, either at home or at school. At home, all chores,
all forms of entertainment, and all relationships are to bring gloty to
God. The same is true at school. Assignments, athletics, and friendships
are to be holy unto the Losd (Zechariah 14:20), Totally religious children
are called to totally surrender their all to their Lord and King, That is
their reason for living,

Image bearers of God

A scenario with which T have challenged college students is to role-
play a job interview with the principal of a Christian school. I ask the
students to answer the following question, posed to them as a teacher
candidate by the principal: “Since you are a Churistian teacher and you
are being interviewed for a teaching position in a Christian school, how
would you view your students in a distinctively Christian manner? Tn
other words, how might your view of children differ from that of your
counterpart in the secular school down the road?” (I always add that
second question for the students who want to answer the first question
with “T would love them,” since most teachers in secular schools love
their students, t00.) About 99.9% of their answets include some refer-
ence to children being created in the image of God. “Good answer!” I
say. But then T ask two follow-up questions: “What does it mean to be
created in the image of God?” and “What tangible difference does it
make in the teaching/learning process?” Unhappily, about 99.9% of the
students cannot answer those two questions. That is sad, for image beat-
ing has much to say about who the studeat is and the student’s place in
the world. Tt is a concept that probably does more than any other in
defining the God-given nature of children.

We immediately face a dilemma, however, when we begin a study of
children as image bearcts of God, for the question is posed: Of which
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image ate we speaking? Let me explain. If we were to focus on image
bearing at the time of creation, we would be studying the original image.
If we focused on image bearing following the Fall, we would have to
study the profaned image. And the atonement of Christ provides the
opportunity for a tenewed image. Finally, with the second coming of
Chirist, there will be the perfected image. Image bearing will be the focus
of the remainder of this section on the nature of God’s children.

Chapter Conclusions

God’s children are totally teligious beings for a number of reasons.
They are souls with spitits. They are immortal; their existence will con-
tinue from time into all eternity. They have heart centers that both unify
them and provide direction. They have hearts designed to be responsive
to their Creatot, and God indeed desires to have their hearts. And they
have been created in the image of God.

The view that children are totally religious beings is not readily ac-
cepted within secular schools. At best, children are acknowledged as
being partly religious, having only a portion of their lives function in a
spititual manner. The logical implication of this theoty is that certain
times of the day or week are devoted to spiritual things and the remain-
der of the time is free for secular pursuits. This sacred-secular
dichotomy fragments the wholeness of life and produces token Christi-
anity, Children are soslly religious. Each of their thoughts, words, and
actions contains religious significance. They are either responding in
thankfulness and obedience to their Creator, or they, in essence, arc
worshiping another.

This chapter dealt with the relevance of God to children by answer-
ing the question of what difference it makes that children have been
created by God with religious natures. Children are not alone; there is a
Creator with whom to relate. Their Creator is holy, righteous, and just.
Their Creator also loves them—as a Father. Because God’s children
know where they came from, they know whose they are. That sense of
identity is further enbanced as they uncover what it means to image
God.

The next three chapters deal with image bearing, Chapter 3 desctibes
the original image, Chapter 4 the profaned image, and Chapter 5 the
renewed image.

-3 -

READING 5



The Religious Nature and Biblical Nurture of God’s Children Fennema

Chapter 2: Further Thoughts to Consider

1. Biblical Christianity acknowledges a transcendent reference
point—God. Secular humanism cites an immanent reference point—
humankind. How do these two differing viewpoints affect understand-
ing the nature of children?

2. In which ways does evolutionary theory affect our society and cul-
ture?

3. Why is one’s identity defined by reference points that are external
to oneself? [llustrate your response.

4. How does failure fit within a biblical perspective on life?

5. Explain why the actions of children are purposive and goalistic
rather than causistic or deterministic, What difference might this make
in the nurturing process?

6. According to 1 Corinthians 7:14, the children of a believing patent
are holy. What does this mean? What difference might this make in the
fives of these children?

7. Seven descriptors of a religions nature have been listed in this
chapter. Tty to cite one implication of each for the lives of children at
home and/or at school.

8. Define the term worshzp as it is used in the statement “All children
possess an intrinsic desire to worship.”

9. How might you answer the two follow-up qucstions on image
bearing: What does it mean to be created in the image of God? and
What tangible difference does it make in the (nurturing or) teaching-
leatning process?

10. Do you agree or disagree with the author’s reason for opposition
to secular education stated in the Chapter Conclusions? Explain your
viewpolnt,
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