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Introduction

For decades, American educators have discussed the power of the
hidden curriculum in schools, that is, the unwritten outcomes of what
students learn, particularly in subtle, non-explicit ways through the be-
haviors and attitudes of teachers, staff members, and administrators.:
Since the hidden curriculum is tied to human beings, it also stems from
the perspectives, biases, and philosophies of these persons. Although
many schools purport an attempt to present a neutral, factual curriculum
to students, no educational institution is immune from its promotion of a
hidden curriculum. Educators who are reflective practitioners acknowl-
edge both an overt as well as a hidden curriculum in schools, and they
honestly attempt to articulate what messages they wish for their students
to receive. Educators in K-12 Christian schools typically embrace the
power of both types of curricula; indeed, they often choose to teach in
Christian schools precisely because they have the freedom to share their
faith openly with students, discipling them in ways of Christ, and en-
couraging them to think and to act from a biblical perspective.

However, it is possible—as it is in any school—that the messages
that students receive in many Christian schools, from both the explicit as
well as the implicit curricula, might be either mixed or misguided, or
both. For that reason, all teachers must continually reflect upon the pur-
pose, pedagogy, and product of education, and Christian educators are no
exception. In fact, since Christian education has eternal implications, it is
arguably even more important for teachers in Christian schools to ask
themselves why they do what they do. Because any school culture tends
to be dynamic rather than static, Christian school constituents must con-
tinually and deliberately evaluate and define their own culture instead of
merely allowing it to develop and change on its own.” Peace educator
Hossain Denesh provides further motivation for teacher reflection when
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he states, “One of the main functions of education is its considerable
contribution to the formulation of our worldview, which in turn provides
the necessary framework for all our life processes—our thoughts, feel-
ings, choices, and actions.” In keeping with this impetus for reflection
upon Christian education, this article seeks to explore the ways in which
the Christian school movement is historically linked to American patriot-
ism* and the rhetoric of war (particularly as it relates to the so-called
“culture wars”) and to offer a different model that makes space for the
biblical virtue of peace.

The New Religious Right Movement

The history of the Christian school movement in the United States is
inexorably connected to the conservative evangelical response to Ameri-
can culture in the 1960s and 1970s. The founding of most Christian
schools occurred during this time frame, and the number of schools bur-
geoned and peaked during the late 1970s and well into the 1980s. Histo-
rians who have studied this growth phenomenon have concluded that the
desire and motivation that compelled parents and church leaders toward
Christian schools was in large part the same desire and motivation that
led to the rise of the Christian Right during these decades.’ In other
words, Christian schools were considered one of several means of ad-
dressing the secular liberalism that was interpreted as pervasive and
threatening to the American culture at the time. Walter Capps views the
New Religious Right as a revitalization movement, one “designed to
forestall or correct the downward cultural tendency.”® This clarion call
for the revitalization of American culture spawned the formation of new
political organizations in the late 1970s, such as the Moral Majority and
the National Christian Action Coalition, with the intention of reversing
the cultural trends that conservative evangelicals found so disturbing.” In
short, evangelicals who had previously leaned toward a fundamentalist
type of separatism from American culture rose up in alarm as a response
to what they perceived as a cultural threat.®

From its inception, the Christian Right has articulated a fairly clear
political agenda. Leaders of this movement such as Jerry Falwell (d.
2007) and Pat Robertson, among others, have attempted to merge biblical
principles with national purpose, patriotism and elements of fundamen-
talism.® In his thorough examination of the New Religious Right phe-
nomenon, Capps explains how making “Christian” synonymous with
“American” led to a strong religious nationalism:

To achieve this conjunction, the movement launched a bold at-
tempt to recast American history in biblical terms, transpose
Christian teaching into distinctly American terms, and to pack-
age the synthesis in the form of programs, candidates, and ideol-
ogy to submit to the voters.*
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Leaders dedicated themselves toward achieving a symbiotic relationship
between national piety and national patriotism in order to achieve their
overriding political goal, that is, to return America to what they believe is
her historical and biblical roots. Thus, they entered a culture war that
involved battles on many fronts, desperately seeking to overturn the cul-
tural trend toward secularism.

War Rhetoric among the Christian Right

If the foundational purpose of the Christian Right movement was to
engage in fighting a culture war, then logically, its leaders used war
rhetoric that stirred a patriotic response among conservative evangelicals
to join the battle. Warfare against an unseen enemy that seemed to be
blatantly challenging the ideal of a Christian America was portrayed as
both inevitable and also vitally important. Moral Majority founder Jerry
Falwell called the local church “an organized army equipped for battle”
ready to “bombard the territory.”™ In response to the court case against
Bob Jones University in the 1980s, Bob Jones I11 stated that “Christians
are surrounded by hostile forces.”* In other words, according to Aaron
Haberman, the court case was viewed as yet another battle in the war
against the secularist government. Borrowing from a typical fundamen-
talist view of the world as arranged in polar opposites (i.e., good versus
evil, light versus darkness, truth versus error), the Christian Right be-
lieved that they were engaged in “a fight to the finish, and within which
everything that one believes in is at stake, with an enemy both malevo-
lent and nearly all-powerful.”*®* Conservative historian Gary North
viewed the entire history of western civilization as “the history of Chris-
tians’ struggles against unlawful state power and the anti-Christian the-
ologies that have undergirded it.”** And in this historic struggle, appar-
ently these leaders viewed themselves as mandated to raise an army of
soldiers since “the battle for Christian existence is upon us . . . [and] it
will take Christian rebels to stem the tide of the humanistic state.”™

Christian Schools as a Training Ground

As the Christian Right mustered its resources for the culture war,
battle lines were drawn on three primary fronts: religious, political, and
educational. The success of each of the three arenas reinforced the work
of the others.™® Specifically, on the educational front, as members of the
conservative evangelical community became convinced that they were
engaged in a battle against what they viewed as alarming trends in
American culture in the 1960s and 1970s, there was widespread agree-
ment among them “that the public school system [was] the most influen-
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tial and dangerous disseminator and sustainer of the godless, profoundly
anti-American, secular-humanist viewpoint.”*" This belief led to a phe-
nomenal increase in the number of Christian schools during this time.*®
There was a confidence in these early days that Christian schools would
lead to a Christian revival on a national scale, a fourth Great Awakening
of sorts, wherein an army of Christian young people who had been
trained in biblical principles and Christian patriotism, would lead the na-
tion back to its original purpose.*® Simone Schweber reminds us that all
educational endeavors serve as “crucible[s] for collective memory
work.”® Thus, teachers in Christian schools perpetuate a view of the
founding fathers of the United States as conservative Christians, rather
than what most of them really were, a mixture of deists and Free Ma-
sons.”* Additionally, they tend to highlight the more positive aspects of
the Christian involvement in American history and ignore the more diffi-
cult aspects, such as the treatment of the Native Americans as well as
African Americans.

War Rhetoric in the Christian School Movement

Leaders of the Christian school movement engaged in similar war
rhetoric in order to persuade parents to remove their children from the
enemy’s territory—i.e., the public schools. Rousas J. Rushdoony, a theo-
logian whose writings influenced the philosophical underpinnings of the
Christian school movement, connected the war rhetoric of the Christian
Right with Christian education: “The battle for the Christian school is
thus the battle for the faith. We are in the most important and crucial war
of relzizgion in all history, the struggle between Christianity and human-
ism.”

In The Christian School: Why It Is Right for Your Child, a seminal
work that quickly became a key resource for Christian schools, Paul Kie-
nel raises his concerns about the evils perpetuated against American
children in the public school system: moral depravity, drugs and vio-
lence, low academics, homosexuality, transcendental meditation, evolu-
tion, and humanism, among other things. In a chapter specifically dedi-
cated to the subject of patriotism, Kienel explicitly perpetuates religious
nationalism in the Christian school movement:

... this nation more than any other affords us the opportunity to
provide our youngsters a Christian school education—an educa-
tion that includes a patriot’s dream of a land where people love
their flag, love their country, and are not afraid to say and to sing
“God bless America.”*

In research studies of specific Christian schools, the rhetoric of ad-
ministrators and teachers echoed that of the movement’s founders. A
principal at a fundamentalist Baptist school bluntly stated, “To me Amer-
ica is God. God has brought America together and now we’re slowly los-
ing it.”?* Speaking of her students, one teacher in a different school in a
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different study said, “To me, as a Christian, they’re the hope of Amer-
ica.”® Interestingly, although researchers readily acknowledge that
Christian schools are not monolithic—they are, in some ways, as diverse
as the denominations with which they are associated—there are some
characteristics that almost all of them share. One of them is that “being
good Christians is equated with being good Americans.”® Another is
that constituents consistently view themselves as being “engaged in a
symbolic crusade.”?

Although it might be tempting to dismiss the rhetoric of these Chris-
tian educators as extreme examples, a careful examination of the text-
books most frequently used in Christian schools provides a sobering ex-
ample of the war rhetoric that is so pervasive. In a deliberate attempt to
counteract the humanistic slant of secular publishers, A Beka Publishing
(associated with Pensacola Christian College), Bob Jones University
Press (associated with the university of the same name), and self-paced
ACE (Accelerated Christian Education) offer the most widely used cur-
ricula in American Christian schools to date. Frances Peterson studied
seven social studies textbooks published by A Beka Publishing, eight
social studies textbooks published by Bob Jones University Press, and 86
social studies booklets published or distributed by Accelerated Christian
Education. In her extensive examination of these publications, Paterson
noted that while the rhetoric condemning abortion and homosexuality is
incredibly strong, the language describing slavery and racism is more
neutral.® Additionally, the authors demonstrated “extreme hostility” to-
ward communism, and anti-government themes are pervasive. David
Berliner noted that the ACE curriculum in particular “pays homage to
capitalism and contains a great many patriotic messages. These themes
are often blended with Christianity, communicating the message that this
is God’s chosen country.”29 Berliner, Paterson, and Rose—all of whom
have studied Christian schools and their curriculum at length—raise con-
cerns about the messages that this curriculum and its rhetoric sends to
students in Christian schools. Paterson stated it well:

[W]e should consider whether such training might increase the
Balkanization of our society and lower the quality of public dis-
course by encouraging young people to develop a value system
that is based on an us-versus-them world view. We must ask our-
selves if that is the kind of polity we hope to create.®

Contradictions and Complexities

Ironically, in spite of the fact that a key reason for the founding of
many Christian schools was to engage in the culture war against the in-
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fluence of secularism, attempts to merge American and Christian identi-
ties have created quite a number of contradictions. Specifically, Christian
schools tend to both resist and reinforce secular values. For example,
while they teach students to reject the American cultural norms of atten-
dance at R-rated movies, promiscuity, and indulgence in drugs and alco-
hol, there is rarely any teaching against the pervasive nature of American
materialism, competition, or nationalism. In these ways and others,
Christian schools have—perhaps unknowingly—absorbed characteristics
of the broader American culture, such as an over-emphasis on individual-
ism® and a blind following of the government’s call to arms as a civic
duty.*® Thus, while the government is viewed as an enemy on certain
issues, patriotism flourishes. Paul Parsons illustrated this paradox well:

They get a tear in their eye at the sight of the flag, but some then
defy those elected to uphold that flag. They revere our past while
decrying our present. They teach that the country is never the en-
emy, but the government sometimes is.*®

Susan Rose saw the Christian schools she studied as myriads of contra-
dictions; they encourage neither a full rejection of secular humanism nor
a full embrace of evangelicalism. Compromises and accommodations
thus ensure the continued existence of Christian schools in significant
ways. According to Melinda Wagner, apparently for constituents of
Christian schools, “if the Christian walk is to survive in American soci-
ety, it must be walked the American way.”*

As a caveat, it would be a mistake to assume that patriotism and na-
tionalism is unique to Christian schools. Especially since September 11,
2001, a renewed patriotism bordering on nationalism is evident in public
schools as well, especially in formal and informal curriculum.* Addi-
tionally, it is important to recognize that not all Christian schools have
confused Christianity with Americanism. In fact, two Mennonite schools
(one in lowa and one in Pennsylvania) were publicly vilified as unpatri-
otic when they refused to display the flag or sing the national anthem.®
A spokesperson for one of the schools explained that their actions,
stemming from their pacifist tradition, “indicate[d] not disrespect for this
country but an acknowledgment of God’s reign over all nations.”’

These exceptions aside, Christian schools would benefit from con-
sidering the irony that the pluralism in American culture which they
seem so adamant to battle actually gives them the right to exist and to
thrive.*® Perhaps then, those involved in Christian schools should re-
examine the Christ and culture issue so eloquently delineated by H.
Richard Niebuhr decades ago in order to decide which culture war, if
any, they should be fighting.* Undoubtedly, “the Christian walk and the
American way are at odds on many points.” As an example, the Chris-
tian ideally negates and denies the self while the American typically glo-
rifies the self. Additionally, Richard Miller explains that sometimes in
evangelical circles, there is an emphasis on the orders of creation over
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against the orders of redemption, leading to loyalty to the nation rather
than to Christ.** Christian schools should focus on educating their chil-
dren in a catechism* that promotes genuine Christian principles, even if
they do not necessarily align with what American culture values.

Additionally, thoughtful Christian educators should recognize that
“Christian education, in itself, is no panacea, and the Christian schools
are more likely to reflect than to determine the spiritual levels of their
constituency.”43 If that is true, then Christian educators should reconsider
what the spiritual level of their constituency actually is. Perhaps young
Christian parents who will be making decisions about the education of
their children in the coming decades are seeking something different in
their evangelical faith. It is possible that they may not want a perpetua-
tion of the inexorable tie between Christian schools and the Christian
Right. Perhaps they do not necessarily want their children to absorb the
belief that the American way is God’s way and vice-versa. Based on re-
cent reports on the current state of American evangelicalism,* | believe
that there is evidence that young Christian parents are indeed seeking
something else in their personal faith and in their desires for their chil-
dren. Therefore, for those practical reasons as well as for ideological rea-
sons, | propose that Christian schools in America change the way they
educate children.

How Then Should We Educate? A
General Proposal for Change

Capps, Parsons, Peshkin, and Rose have established that social and
moral concerns have historically been the primary motivations for par-
ents” enrolling their children in Christian schools.* Christian schools
have a much higher calling than merely protecting precious children
from the evils of the world. They can and should be providing a neces-
sary catechism of the faith that is sadly lacking in many evangelical
churches today. Parents should understand that the purpose of a Christian
school is far more than providing a safe place for their children to learn;
it is certainly more than the perpetuation of American ideals, even if
those ideals are rooted in Christian principles as many conservative
evangelicals contend. While most Christian educators in the 1970s were
emphasizing these purposes, there were some Reformed thinkers who
thought otherwise. In a collection of essays edited by Cummings in 1979,
authors expressed a clear understanding that the purpose of Christian
schools was to teach a Christian world and life view, to mentor and dis-
ciple students in their Christian faith, to provide a witness by denying
ourselves and following Christ, and to glorify God by participating in his
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redemptive mandate.”® While most Christian educators would readily
agree with these purposes, often they have been lost amidst the fear
mongering about the culture wars. Therefore, Christian schools should
return to a clearer, more biblical purpose of education.

Therefore, if providing a biblical catechism were to become the
primary focus, Christian schools would change in significant ways. In
addition to teaching children the grammar of academic subjects in the
early grades, as proposed by Dorothy Sayers in her essay on classical
education,* Christian teachers should also provide the grammar of the-
ology. Then, as students mature, both in their grasp of the humanities as
well as their understanding of the Christian faith, they should be encour-
aged to examine the issues that have puzzled Christian intellectuals for
hundreds if not thousands of years. They should research, debate, write
papers, and give speeches about issues such as eschatology, Calvinism
vs. Wesleyanism, works of the Holy Spirit, baptism, dispensationalism,
and yes, pacifism too. In other words, Christian schools should be places
where such debate and discussion is conducted with a healthy respect for
the Christian thinkers who have preceded us, not a place where being a
Christian is only connected to one way of thinking.

However, encouraging this kind of deliberate openness among stu-
dents requires a different way of thinking for Christian teachers, one that
is not always comfortable. It means viewing faith as “an ongoing dialec-
tical process between certainty, self-critical introspection and doubt, [and
an] open[ness] to be touched by truth anew.”*® Such an attitude, while
acknowledging that there is no such thing as ideological neutrality,* al-
lows the potential for a healthy reexamination of the Christian tradition
in different ways. It humbly approaches the study of peace, among other
topics, without the fear that has so long characterized the Christian
school movement. Christian parents should not be afraid to allow their
children to study what other Christians with a high view of Scripture
have chosen to believe about controversial issues. As long as Christian
schools unapologetically cling to the common orthodox creed almost
every one of them publish, they should allow these issues to be studied
and debated in healthy and respectful ways. Such ecumenism—which
has, incidentally, grown in recent decades in the Christian school move-
ment in order to survive financially—has the potential for a broader im-
pact on public life.”

Following the examples of many Christian liberal arts colleges, K-
12 Christian schools should be more authentically Christian as well.
They should be encouraging their students to develop a living faith, one
that grows by responding to the challenges of the culture in which they
live in healthy ways rather than running from it or fighting it with war
rhetoric that eventually falls flat.>* In other words, to educate young
Christians is to disciple them in the ways of Christ; unquestionably, it
includes moral education that is deeply rooted in biblical principles.®
Specifically, “discipleship is about giving oneself over to being an in-
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strument of the gospel, which requires thinking hard about what it means
really to be an instrument of the gospel.”

Such an education is transformative, not triumphalistic. Steven Vry-
hof said it well:

The goal here is not self-serving advancement, not evangeliza-
tion, not promotion of a political agenda, and not “value-free” in-
formation; rather it is Christian lifestyle, a life of obedience to
God, attempting to fulfill God’s will in all areas of life.>

In summary, a graduate of a Christian school should be what Vryhof
called a “rooted cosmopolitan,” that is, one both rooted in community
and values and also able to speak with anyone in the world about any
topic.> Such a Christian will be effective in the global community of the
21st century.

Therefore, if educating students in Christian schools is educating
them to live out their faith, this living faith will undoubtedly focus on
Christian virtues such as love, self-control, and gentleness. Certainly no
Christian would argue that these virtues should not be an integral part of
the Christian life. Likewise, it would be difficult to see these virtues as
those that sustain war rather than peace. Even a cursory examination of
Scripture leads one to understand that peace is an important theme.>
Therefore, a truly biblical education will open the possibility that peace
and Christianity are not mutually exclusive terms, just as war and Chris-
tianity are not necessarily synonymous. There is, for example, no real
reason to emphasize “Jesus’ words ‘I have come to bring a sword’ to the
virtual exclusion of any personal attention to the need to create a society
in which justice and righteousness prevail.”*" The pacifist tradition is not
one to fear but should instead be explored by students in Christian
schools in order to offer a necessary balance to the views that have
dominated the curriculum for so long. Admittedly, the issue is incredibly
complex—and beyond the scope of this article to explore. But teachers
should expose students to the various iterations of Christian views on
peace and allow them to wrestle with the issue for themselves.®

Although it might be tempting to view this proposal for change in
Christian schools as radically innovative, concern for the lack of an inte-
gration of biblical principles of peace in Christian schools is hardly new.
In 1844, H. G. Adams edited a collection of Scripture passages and quo-
tations as a handbook for Christian teachers because he was astonished at
the trend in educational curricula even then. He articulated his hope for
change:
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Acting on this general principle [of doing all for the glory of
God], the Christian tutor will find it his duty, not only to guard
his pupils against those impressions which tend to the encour-
agement of war, but also to make specific efforts to embue their
minds with a deep sense of the importance of meekness, long-
suffering, forbearance, and charity; above all, of the return of
evil for good.*®

Perhaps this handbook should be republished and take its rightful place
alongside Noah Webster’s 1828 dictionary and other primary sources
from America’s rich educational history that now hold honored places on
bookshelves in Christian schools. Additionally, teachers could make the
pursuit of nonviolence as heroic as they have previously made the pursuit
of militaristic force.*

And since the goal is to encourage our students to be rooted cosmo-
politans, it would behoove Christian educators to learn more about peace
education from their brothers and sisters who are teaching around the
world. These educators believe that a deep desire for peace is a universal
characteristic," “deeply rooted within the human soul.”® Rather than
conform to a survivalist worldview—one that “demands conformity,
blind obedience, and passive resignation,”® they should acknowledge
that their worship of a just God demands that they relinquish their pursuit
of power and control to him.* Rather than viewing war as somehow con-
nected to God’s apocalyptic triumph,® they can learn from African edu-
cators to hear the gospel story differently, that “God in Christ absorbs the
guilt. God in Christ returns evil with good, epitomizing enemy love. God
in Christ overcomes the violent death-dealing forces, commencing a new
reign of justice.”® For them, worshiping means that people hear and tell
stories to one another with openness to the presence and the power of
God. Christian schools in America should worship God this way instead
of confusing worship of God with worship of the nation. Learning from
African peace educators is just one example of how the goal of produc-
ing graduates who are rooted cosmopolitans can encourage an openness
to other cultural perspectives that may in fact be more truly biblical than
those of American evangelicalism. Again, such a perspective requires
humility and a recognition and surrender of one’s own ethnocentric ten-
dencies in order to acknowledge that American Christianity may not al-
ways offer the best approaches to education. If such humility should pre-
vail, Christian schools could produce students who graduate as rooted
cosmopolitans, confident in their orthodoxy but open to conversations
and ready to take their places in a global community.

Conclusion

Kevin Roose, a journalism major at Brown University, recently ma-
triculated to Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia for a semester.
Founded by Jerry Falwell, Liberty University is widely regarded as a
bastion of conservative evangelicalism and a training ground for the
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Christian Right. Roose attended Liberty as an experiment of sorts in or-
der to learn about the religious Right and to write a book about his ex-
periences.®” The book is a refreshing look at the educational environment
within a Christian university; Roose examines everything from curricu-
lum to dorm life to social expectations. Pertinent to this discussion, how-
ever, is the overriding theme of the book: that both the political and ideo-
logical Right and Left should stop demonizing one another. There are
flaws, mistakes, and misunderstandings on both sides of the spectrum.
And if Christian educators could acknowledge that fact, while holding
unapologetically to orthodox theology, Christian schools would do a bet-
ter job producing disciples of the living Christ—peacemakers who honor
him, rather than little soldiers in a culture war. As Alan Wolfe states, “A
good debater and a deep believer are not the same thing: one craves cer-
tainty, while the other is moved by mystery.”®
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