
 
 

 
 

 

Getting Serious About Christian Education 

Ted Ward 

Annotation: Nazarene Theological Seminary, April 26, 1988. Ted Ward asserts that we need to get 
serious about religious education because much of what is done in the name of religious education is 
not very effective. He identifies three reasons which he believes accounts for the ineffectiveness: it is 
delegated, it is defined as learning when it often is not, and in the name of religious education we too 
often play school.  
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 Getting Serious about Christian Education. And I’d like to read some Scripture with you. 
First of all, in Ephesians chapter 4 beginning at the 11th verse—a familiar section read for a variety 
of purposes—and, this morning, read for a purpose that perhaps is not the typical; and, yet, one that 
I think is very appropriate for us as we focus on religious education. And, by the way, my view of 
religious education, as you will discover if you stick with this lecture series, does not focus on people 
who are the supposed full-time religious education workers or the C.E. directors in local churches. 
My focus on religious education is that of the whole church and of the whole of ministry as well as 
of a responsibility of the so-called laity. 

In chapter 4, however, we do find that Christ “gave some to be apostles, some to be 
prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for 
works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and 
in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the 
fullness of Christ. “[He] gave some to be pastors and teachers,” and I suspect that if you are paying 
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good attention in your New Testament classes that sooner or later you will try to decide, as many 
others have tried to decide, whether pastors and teachers is two different roles or somehow two 
different aspects of the same role. I don’t propose to get into that debate because to me it doesn’t 
make much difference. Even if it’s two roles, there’s no way to separate the educational 
responsibilities away from the pastor’s role and that’s one of my primary themes. So if we’re going 
to get serious about religious education, we’re going to have to recognize that it is a whole ministry 
role and task.  

Could I turn over to James 3 in the 1st verse: “Not many of you should presume to be 
teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” Getting 
serious about religious education involves exactly that concern that Paul even described as a kind of 
warning. In effect, warning people not to covet that particular office in the church because of the 
heavy responsibilities that it carries and the causes for judgment that are embedded in it. “We who 
teach will be judged more strictly.” And here again if we assume that to be somehow Millie Gurch, 
local Sunday school teacher we have stripped the verse of Paul’s intention. He is not talking about 
Millie Gurch, local Sunday school teacher; he’s talking about himself. He makes that very clear. We 
all stumble in many ways. Paul, it was, who pointed out that one of the most potent functions of 
teaching is that which is communicated through the way one carries oneself in life. “Follow me, 
even as I am a follower of Christ.” Such a statement to another is hazardous. Who among us does 
not falter? 

Much of Christian education and religious education—and I know your nomenclature here 
is religious education and I can deal with both. It doesn’t worry me one way or the other, and I tend 
to go back and forth. So you’ll know when I say Christian education I’m talking about religious 
education and vice versa. Much of Christian education has very unfortunately been relegated to the 
sector of the management of the church that the pastor doesn’t attend to. If the church is big 
enough to have two persons on staff, the first thing to get delegated away is the responsibility for 
religious education which I find to be a tragic sort of an amusement. It is the function of all who are 
in ministry to recognize that God has given every one of us a coil of rope. We need to develop the 
skills to deal with the two ends of that rope because it is God’s intention that we take that coil of 
rope and tie one end of it snuggly, carefully, respectfully to the Word of God. And then to take the 
other end of that rope and tie it firmly, snuggly, and respectfully to human beings; and then go 
somewhere in the middle of that rope and kind of coil in both ends at the same time. Our task is to 
bring people together with the Word of God.  

So much of what happens in the preparation of Christian workers, however, focuses so 
extensively on the first of those two tasks that often the second is neglected. And so we find people 
in ministry quite effectively wrapping their rope around the Word of God and rather slovenly, 
inexpertly, disrespectfully attaching the other end of that rope to people and reeling the whole thing 
in to find out that time after time—yeah, Sunday after Sunday—they’re reeling in the Word of God 
so expertly, but there’s nobody on the other end of the rope.  

A view of ministry that does not take seriously the impact of the Word on people is an 
impoverished view of ministry. No matter what we claim in the realm of scholarly handling of the 
Word of God, we do little more than entertain our cerebral molecules if, at the end of it all, we are 
not in a position to minister to the world that God loved so much that he sent his only begotten 
Son.  
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We need to get serious about religious education because many of the things that we do in 
the name of religious education are not very effective. I’d like to identify with you three reasons 
which I believe, above all others, account for this ineffectiveness in religious education. First of all, 
we delegate it. And when I say, we delegate it, I’m referring primarily to the role of leadership in the 
church whether pastor or even C.E. director. When people presume that leadership is primarily a 
matter of getting somebody else to do the work—thus our task is to delegate chores—we are in a 
position of removing ourselves from the direct responsibility, and yet what we do is deprive 
ourselves of the real blessings. There is no way that the pastor or the pastor as teacher can properly 
fulfill the responsibilities of pastor and expect to delegate away the responsibility for the spiritual 
development of the people of God.  

I suspect, at this point, it’s easy enough to say well, yes, I agree with that. The pastor has to 
take responsibility for the spiritual development of the people of God, but he needs help. And, of 
course, that’s true, but there’s a great deal of difference between giving a job away and getting help. 
You see, if we read Paul carefully, it is the function of the ministry of the ordained responsibilities—
as we’ve read in the 1st passage in Ephesians 4—that there are certain persons with roles and 
responsibilities, missions, tasks, call them offices in the church, and attendant gifts that facilitate 
those offices. But there is also a grand purpose in the ministry which has to do with bringing the 
whole people of God into an equipped state. No one pastor in even a small congregation does this 
well all by himself. It takes help, but it takes the kind of help that one can stay in continuing 
responsibility with. In other words, if there is no relationship between the pattern of preaching in 
that church and the pattern of teaching, what you have is really a kind of two-track church: two 
wavelengths, two sets of communications, and the one not carefully bolstering the other.  

In the most effective of all ministries, as I see it, a whole church focuses on the Word of 
God together and focuses for periods of time on portions or sections of the Word of God that can 
be really dealt with on a broad scale across many programs and activities within the church led by 
the responsibility that is clearly vested in the pastor of that flock, not simply decided by some 
abstract committee at some location in a publishing house. We should learn how to use materials 
from publishing houses, not simply delegate responsibilities to them. Pastors, I find, very, very 
commonly do not even know what is going on even in the Sunday school at perhaps more than the 
level at which that pastor may be also teaching—which is quite typically an adult Bible study, or an 
adult class or, at best, a teenagers’ class. What else is going on in that church? What else is being 
studied? What else is up for learning in that church is quite often totally out of the consciousness of 
the pastor. More’s the pity. When that happens, you know that this first proposition, the proposition 
of delegation, has really been violated. 

The second concern is that what we do in the church tends to define religious education as 
learning. And I think that’s too bad partly because we live in a time when learning is primarily 
associated—the word learning, the functions of learning are primarily associated with what one does 
in maturing of the head. Much of what happens in even a theological seminary needs a great deal of 
translating in order to make it applicable in ministry. And much of what happens in churches in the 
name of religious education is the purveying of religious information and propositions with relatively 
little contact between the religious propositions and the actions of life. We take a terrible risk when 
we think learning models rather than development models. The Scripture indicates that our view 
before God as having been created in God’s image has in it the capacity for gaining and using 
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information, but it is far more than that. God sees in us a whole pattern of development. God has 
created us that way and all these aspects interrelate.  

Unfortunately, we live in a time when information is more common and generally cheaper 
than ever before. There is no real backwoods left in North America. For the most part, virtually 
everyone is within some kind of reasonable striking distance from information. In other words, if we 
take just the mass media, we see that we’re a very well informed group of people. We know many 
things and yet we act on so little. The research, for example, on consciousness of the world indicates 
that the persons graduating from colleges today are less informed in the sense of knowledgeable 
useful information about the shape and form of the world than ever before in the history of 
American higher education.  

Now I’m not simply buying into Secretary Bennett’s generally derogatory observations about 
higher education, although I think he has a point. I’m referring primarily, here, to the fact that we 
give people—through mediation and, I think, sometimes within religious education—so much 
information that lacks a referent point that information today is easy to slip in one ear and out the 
other just so as not to clutter the mind. We find today that college students, for example, graduating 
from universities cannot find Costa Rica on a new world map anywhere within what we would call 
Central America. That when asked to name any five nations of Latin America, college graduates 
often include at least one African and one European nation. And yet night after night, day after day, 
we have a virtual saturation of information about the world in these nice neat little packages that 
come through to us thanks to ABC, CBS, and NBC. You must wonder what happens to all this 
information that is going into people. It is going into people as investments in the head 
disconnected from commitments of the heart. There’s the rub. I note that much religious education 
follows the same path. Unfortunately, there is the presupposition, fallacious presupposition, that if 
you have enough of God’s truth stuffed in your head, it will be reflected in your life. Let us not 
forget that our Lord warned that even the demons have their heads stuffed with good information.  

What we are, as Christians, is far more than just people who act out information that we 
have stored as so much pigeon-holed labeled stuff. We need to approach religious education, not so 
much as a matter of learning, but as a matter of the development of a walk of life. A very different 
matter, and one that does not lend itself nearly so neatly to the categories that we usually think of in 
terms of curriculum, classrooms, and the like.  

Which leads me into the third criticism and that is, in the name of religious education, quite 
often we simply play school. In many a church, the programs are what counts. In many a church, 
religious education is simply a matter of a series of activities taking place—yes, largely during Sunday 
school hour—but also distributed through the week with boys’ groups, and girls’ groups, and 
teenagers’ groups, and this and that, and Bible studies, and all sorts of other things going on; but 
many of these experiences and activities conforming to this general pattern we call school. You 
might ask where did schooling get into the whole act? Now, once upon a time, there was a man who 
had only three years to do a very, very difficult training job with a bunch of very unlikely students. 
Some of the students were fairly poor, some of them were occupationally rather limited fishermen, 
and the like, and they really didn’t have an awful lot of promise. And he realized that he only had 
three years to do the job, so he went on a fundraising campaign and built a big dormitory. And after 
they got the dormitory done, he then built a classroom building and recruited a faculty. And pretty 
soon the three years were up. Now I have done some violence to what actually happened. I think 
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that, as a matter of fact, this individual decided not to build the dormitory, not to collect the money, 
not to go on a capital funds campaign, but instead to go on the countryside with these twelve 
unlikely students and see what could happen in three years if he walked with them.  

It’s popular today to presume that if Jesus had known about schools, he would have 
certainly built one. Just like it’s reasonable to presume that if he had had a bicycle he might have 
ridden it. I have no trouble with Jesus on a bicycle, but I have a lot of trouble with Jesus keeping 
school. He just wasn’t the type. But you see, over the years of the history of the church, we have 
used schools, wisely and unwisely, as virtually the centerpiece of our reasoning about religious 
education. You ask a person on the street what they know about what churches do educationally and 
the odds are that they will mention Sunday school. Religious or not, Christian or not, Sunday school 
is a common motif. Most of us are aware that Sunday school actually began, not really as a brilliant 
idea about religious education, but more as a kind of social action palliative for the consciences of 
some very annoyed British parishioners who were getting very, very weary of the small children of 
Manchester, Birmingham, and London throwing rocks against the windows during service-time. 
Sorry, that’s where it started. And, as a matter of outreach to those youngsters, the one day off little 
youngsters working 12, 14 hours in the factories in that early period of Industrial Revolution in the 
British cities. Country kids recruited from the countryside and brought and living in kind of hovel 
dormitories. Little ragamuffins on the street confronting good church-going folks and becoming 
something of an annoyance and actually troubling the conscience of a number of the folk who 
realized that there was some terrible injustice going on here. And the result was the Sunday school—
an attempt to do a schooling thing for kids that were completely devoid of any kind of schooling 
experience. It wasn’t primarily religious education they had at first. It was a substitute schooling to 
see what you could do on Sunday for kids that were working six days a week in factories.  

But with that lovely start, we still are stuck with the image of Sunday school—and we put 
the emphasis on school—and we line up kids, just like you do in a school, organize a curriculum, 
just like you do in school, face the front, just like you do in school. We do things like schools. Now 
schools have possibilities, not always realized, but they have possibilities. And they’re not necessarily 
a negative, but they’re not always that positive. For example, schools tend to make you focus on 
things that you can teach as information—we’ve already mentioned that flaw—and they also tend to 
focus on things that are accessible or accountable in terms of recall. A few years ago we did a study, 
back at Michigan State, of the nature of professional curricula in a number of academic fields. And 
there was one field among the professional fields of study in the United States where almost 80% of 
what was being taught to college graduates in the graduate level of that particular profession; almost 
80% of what was being taught was list memorization. And that in order to survive in that particular 
establishment, you had to be a very, very good list memorizer. And, in general, you could predict 
from the grades attained which of the students were good list memorizers and which were not. That 
field was not dentistry, it was not law, it was not medicine, though we looked at those fields, too. I’m 
not even going to tell you what field it was. It’s too close to home. We play school. 

You see the mission of the church is spiritual. It has relatively less to do with information 
stuffing. Now, the Word is the foundation of truth. I believe that. God has spoken and God intends 
us to be respectful learners of his Word and to apply his Word in life. But I insist on saying that last 
phrase as well—to apply his Word in life. Thus, we have a spiritual task.  
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You see, dualism, dualism, plain old-fashioned—the Greeks defined it—mind-boggling 
dualism is still a major threat to effective religious education. Dualism that creates two categories of 
life, two categories of mind, two bodies of information and simply says, these things over here are 
spiritual; these things over here are non-spiritual, or call them what you will—secular, carnal, or 
whatever—and you have to know which is which and you have to make very sure that you keep 
your context straight. That’s a very hard thing to find in Scripture. We’re warned against carnal 
behavior. We’re warned against carnal thought, but nowhere are we asked to divorce our spirituality 
from the rest of our being. In fact, one of the beautiful things about the holism Christianity is that 
any Christian eschatology takes account of the whole of the person even into eternity. We’re one of 
the few religions of any scope to consider that. Because, as a matter of fact, the whole of the Word 
of God is focused, not just on the head, not just on the feet, but on the whole of the person.  

I use this metaphor as I’m trying to help people understand what we’re concerned with in 
religious education. The good Lord gave you two of them in case you lose one. There’s one on the 
end of each of your arms. Today, the way we taxonomize or parse the studies of human 
development, you can at least in one model, make an identification of five empirical functions of 
development; one to represent each of the things hanging out here, call them fingers, or fingers and 
thumb. Each of these five represents a development facet, an aspect, of the person that can be 
observed. You can see it happening. You can assess it. You can measure it. You can participate in it. 
And the more we understand the body to these five, the more clearly we can understand what the 
educative process involves, what the development process involves, and what, ultimately, religious 
education must be concerned with.  

Now here’s my model of human development. The physical, the big thumb, you can’t get 
away from it. It’s what I’m looking at right now. It’s the physical reality. Some people teach school 
as if the kids were going to somehow leave their physical reality in the hall and just bring in their 
spirits. It doesn’t work that way; the spirit comes along inside the package. In fact, the body is held 
in Scripture in very high regard and is even described as a temple of God’s Spirit.  

Second development facet is a little harder to observe, but in each of these it is possible to 
observe, to note, to feed, to nourish, to recognize the growth characteristics. It is the intellectual. 
Has to do, not just with stuffing the mind, but particularly with the kind of sequence growing up 
that Paul talks about when he describes himself, at one point in life, as having thought, reasoned as a 
child. Talked as a child, thought as a child, and reasoned as a child; but now I’m an adult and those 
things are behind me. Our mental processes grow up. And one of the first things anybody 
understands about the mental process development scheme is, that when you’re younger you tend to 
operate in concrete ideas and materials, and as you get older you become more able to abstract and 
reason in abstract terms which is a proposition that most people in religious education have been 
too exposed to if you have actually learned what it means. But as I go to church after church and 
watch the pastor bring the children up front on that little ritual called getting rid of the kids before 
they mess up the sermon, and you bring the little kiddies down in front and you give them an object 
lesson which is usually a high level abstraction and all the kids go like this, you know. The kids really 
feel great about it and parents feel great about it because kids like to be recognized. They don’t come 
down in front and stand there for any tomfool thing you want to do. But quite often what happens 
there reflects that pastors haven’t come to grips with the fact that children in those ages are generally 
very concrete reasoners. Now they can look at a concrete object but they can’t do with that concrete 
object the kind of abstract object lesson that is quite often requested. Now this little bottle, children, 
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represents your life and my life and, you know, (sniff, sniff) we smell it and some of us stink. You 
say, well, pastor had a stinky bottle this morning. What’s it mean, Charlie? Oh, boy, keep me away 
from that stinky bottle. I mean, kids can do great things at the concrete level, but if you really 
understand intellectual development you begin to understand something about abstraction. There’s 
another closely related function of the mind which is emotional development. Most of you entered 
this life less emotionally developed than you are today. Now somebody might want to argue about 
that with reference to a certain individual, but I daresay it’s true. The development across life 
involves an emotional development. We can see it. We can observe it. We can measure it.  

And social development, again, a category that is carefully studied. There are vast literatures 
on each of these development aspects and the fifth finger, the little pinkie, is the most recently 
elucidated of these and the research is only about twenty years old in this particular field. It used to 
be subsumed in reasoning or intellectual development. It’s the moral development area. Now we 
understand that it isn’t simply an extension of reasoning; it’s a certain kind of reasoning. 

Now each of these five aspects of life are of concern to us in religious education. You 
cannot get away from the fact that the human being brings all five of them into every context. As far 
as I’m concerned, this is a completely adequate view of man. You can parse the human being in 
different ways, if you wish, but, in general—as we understand the social sciences today and as we 
understand the nature of man—we can see these five developing empirical aspects. 

Now usually at this point, if I’m in a small group, some of my Christian peers will say, hey, 
you forgot something. And with a certain amount of dismay I look and I say, I don’t think so, but 
what do you believe? Well, you need a sixth finger because you left out. . . . I say, no, I do not 
believe there is an aspect called spiritual development. If the good Lord had wanted you to have a 
sixth finger, he would have given you one, which tends to obscure the issue giving me a chance to 
come to the main point.  

The aspects as aspects are all aspects. They are not essence. They are all empirical. I can see 
them. I can touch them. I can feel them. I can measure them. I can do all kinds of things to affect 
them directly. That’s what these five fingers are. I cannot see your spiritual. You know, show me 
your spiritual. You say, well, you know, what do you mean? Well, that’s exactly what I mean. How 
do you do that? Well, I can show you the fruit of the Spirit in my life. Well, you can show me the 
fruit of God’s Spirit in your life. By these things you will be known. Yes, indeed. Fine. That’s 
empirical, yeah, but I don’t think that spirituality is an empirical aspect. In fact, I reject the notion 
that it is a parallel aspect because I think it’s the essence. So I said, this model is a totally adequate 
model of man and I’m going to stick with it. But spirituality is the center core of things. It’s not the 
sum total of things; it’s the center core of things. What we need to understand, whether we’re 
pastors or teachers or, God bless us, both, is that, as we deal with the human being across all these 
aspects of the developing person, we do it for the spiritual purposes that are fulfilled as we minister 
through all these, if you please, hanging out aspects.  

I’m amazed, for example, that people who, with a straight face, will say well, now look. I just 
don’t buy all that. The role of the church is spiritual and that’s all there is to it. I say, okay, okay. 
Now what are you going to do next? Well I’m going to preach to people and I’m going to ask them 
to read the Word. And I say well, that’s nice. You’re going to use this particular finger to get at 
spirituality. I think it can be done. Blessings on you, but some of the rest of us want to use more 
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than that. Do you mind? You see the issue is not whether or not the ministry is a spiritual ministry. 
It is. But the issue is how impoverished is going to be our approach to the person? And if we take, 
for example, only a physical, oh, I’m just going to play with these guys. I’m just going to do, you 
know, sports with them and I’m going to have a nice basketball experience here, and I’m going to 
witness to them for Christ. Well, wait. What you’re saying there is you’re going to do a lot of things 
in the physical realm and then every now and then you’re going to dip over into the intellectual and 
you’re going to give them some propositions. Yeah, that’s what I have in mind. I say well, you know 
that’s nice, but aren’t you also going to be relating to them socially? Aren’t you also going to be able 
to deal with them in terms of their moral development? Aren’t you also going to be able to deal with 
them in terms of emotionality? And you say of course, man, what do you think basketball’s all 
about? Exactly. Basketball is all about life. Would that the preaching of the gospel was. Do you see 
my point? Don’t limit the preaching of the gospel to an intellectual category and go through the first 
finger. You’ve got the whole person out there to deal with. If we really want to get serious about 
Christian education, we’re going to get away from that dualism that says, the only thing that counts 
is the spiritual propositions, and all the rest of this stuff is secular. We are concerned with whole 
people in whole contexts.  

There are lessons to be learned from development research. We know, for example, that as 
you study each of these facets of the developing person, you get something of an insight as to what 
must be going on in the shadow of it, or in the parallel of it, down in the spiritual core.  

Three different writers in the New Testament—depending on your view of the authorship 
of the Hebrews—three different writers, Paul, Peter, and the author of the Hebrews use a metaphor 
out of the physical development pattern to talk about a spiritual reality. Do you know what that 
metaphor is? It’s a four-letter word. Milk. Three different places in the New Testament milk is used 
as a metaphor of the spiritual. People understand how appropriate nourishment relates to physical 
development. And, in effect, those three writers are, in the inspiration of God, caused to use this 
metaphor from the knowledgeable portion of what we deal with empirically in life to represent 
something that we can only see mystically, and, therefore, the reference to the spiritual nourishment 
of the Word as a picture from the metaphor of the milk in reference to the nourishment in spiritual 
life. Do you realize how much there is drawn in Scripture the proposition of rest, the proposition of 
nourishment, the proposition of hygiene, the proposition of exercise? All of these things that people, 
even in Bible times, in non-scientific terms from their cosmology could grasp from experience, from 
knowing, and metaphors then available to use to illustrate what is not seeable in the spiritual essence. 
The more we understand today about the development of people in other realms, as well; the more 
we are able to grasp of what must be going on as God is bringing spirituality to development within 
persons.  

Our concern today is that religious education be seen as a whole church task, not simply as a 
delegated function of a few people; that the task is not simply institutional within the church but 
involves the whole people of God in their whole function of ministry in family, in community, and 
in relationship to society. The emphasis therein must be on holistic development. It cannot be on 
particularistic development without doing violence to the Word of God. Holism may be a 
troublesome word for many today, especially those who are aware that it also can refer to California 
hot tubs. But holism is a much older and much more established word than the current cliché uses 
that justify strange and wonderful lifestyle in that marvelous State. Holism is the way the Good Lord 
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created us. He created us physical beings, intellectual beings, emotional beings, social beings, and 
moral beings, but at the heart of it all is the in-breathing which establishes spirituality. 

And third, what we do in the name of religious education, if it is to be done seriously and 
accountably, must avail itself of procedures that fit what people are really like. We dare not guess. 
We dare not simply do, by a kind of intuition, what we do in the name of spiritual development. It 
should be knowledgeable. We need the skills of handling rightly the Word of God, and with that we 
need the skills of handling effectively and respectfully the nature of the human being. Our concern, 
then, in religious education is not simply for religious knowledge as categories of specific facts. 
Worthy though information from the Word is, and important as it is, our educational efforts must 
add up to far more. It must add up beyond knowledge to wisdom and understanding.  

I close, then, with the passage again from the 3rd chapter of James beginning in the 13th 
verse: “Who is wise and understanding among you? Let them show it by their good life, by deeds 
done in the humility that comes from wisdom. But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in 
your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such ‘wisdom’ does not come down from 
heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you 
find disorder and evil practice. But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then 
peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 
Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness.” [Transcripted from the New 
International Version.] 


