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1 
Human sacrifices and mad 

orchestras 

The Christian Gospel came to Iceland in the tenth century. It imme-

diately led to tensions between those who accepted the new religion 

and those who resisted it. Stephen Neill, in his history of Christian 

missions, relates a medieval story concerning the Althing, or great 

gathering of local assemblies, of the year 1004: 

The heathen men summoned a great gathering, and there 

they agreed to sacrifice two men out of each quarter and 

call upon the heathen gods that they would not suffer 

Christendom to spread over the land. But Hialte and 

Gizor had another meeting of Christian men, and agreed 

that they too would have human sacrifices as many as 

the heathen. They spoke thus: “The heathen sacrifice the 

worst men and cast them over the rocks or cliffs, but we 
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will choose the best of men and call it a gift of victory to 

our Lord Jesus Christ, and we will bind ourselves to live 

better and more sinlessly than before, and Gizor and I 

will offer ourselves as the gift of victory of our 

Quarter.”1 

Clearly, the Christian leaders portrayed in this story were deter-

mined not to be outdone by their heathen counterparts. “Whatever the 

heathen do, we Christians will do it better,” is the spirit of their 

response. If they offer human sacrifices, then we will offer them too, 

just as many as they offer. If they offer the worst men, then we will 

surpass them and offer our best men. In doing so we will be offering 

a gift of victory to Christ. 

However, this impulse towards excellence is not all that is going 

on. If it were, the results would be grotesque – Christians excelling 

by offering human sacrifices? Hialte and Gizor do not only promise 

to excel; they change the terms on which excellence will be measured. 

The heathen sacrifice by throwing folk off cliffs, but we will sacrifice 

by binding ourselves to live more sinlessly. The heathen offer third-

rate deaths, but we will offer consecrated lives. 

In order to excel in a Christian manner, Hialte and Gizor carry out 

a daring redefinition of the cultural practice concerned. This redefine-

tion is enabled by the language of the New Testament, which offers 

the paradoxical image of living sacrifices, offered continually to 

God.2 This is the kind that the Christians will offer. Without this 

radical change in the meaning of human sacrifice, they would have 

found themselves achieving excellence at the wrong thing. They 

would have been just as good as the heathen at something that should 

not be happening at all. 

Whether or not it is strictly factual, this story reflects in a clear 

and economical manner an often repeated pattern. The Gospel arrives, 

and a cultural practice is redefined in a far-reaching way under the 

influence of the Bible. Such transformations have happened in many 

times and places over the past two millennia.3 Offering sacrifices 

seems a relatively straightforward cultural practice, yet we see it 

                                                             
1 Neill, 1986:91-2. 
2 Cf. Romans 12:1: “… offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing 
to God …”. 
3 See e.g. Wessels, 1994. 
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turned inside out in the light of Christian faith. We might then rea-

sonably expect Christians to look for far-reaching changes in a 

cultural practice as complex and as closely bound up with our basic 

values and aspirations as education. 

 

 

The Bible and Christian education 

 

We would be justified in such an expectation. Believers have repeat-

edly advanced the claim that Christian education should not simply 

be regular education done better, but rather education reworked on a 

Christian basis. Such claims reflect a desire not to be caught up in the 

pursuit of an unexamined excellence. Instead, there is a desire to 

know whether we are pursuing the right project in the first place, to 

know what particular kind of excellence will really channel grace, life 

and peace. 

The Bible has a role to play in this rethinking process, just as it 

did in our Icelandic tale. While they may have varied ideas about the 

precise role of the Bible in the Christian life, Christians of all confess-

ional backgrounds regard the Bible as in some way authoritative. Talk 

of Christian education must therefore mean, among other things, edu-

cation which is in some way influenced or guided by the Bible. If we 

turn to published Christian discussion of education it is not hard to 

find statements such as the following: 

A Christian worldview takes as its starting point that the 

Bible is God’s authoritative Word for life. Scripture is 

God’s inspired self-disclosure that calls for obedience 

and response…If the Bible is relevant for all of life, then 

it is also relevant for education.4 

Christian educators must carefully examine the biblical 

foundations for Christian education. Scripture is the 

essential source for understanding Christian distinctives 

in education.5 

                                                             
4 Van Brummelen, 1994:25. 
5 Pazmiňo, 1997:17. 
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There is, then, nothing new in the claim that Christian education 

should be in some sense biblically informed. Such claims are fairly 

commonplace among Christian educators. In a sense, however, the 

really interesting questions begin once we ask how the claim can be 

translated into practice. There doesn’t seem to be anything too 

problematic or puzzling about the idea that a doctrine could be 

biblical. But the Bible seems to have little directly to say about 

education, and does not even mention schooling. What does it 

actually mean in practice to say that it is a ‘foundation’ or a ‘source’ 

or ‘authoritative’ for education? In what sense could a modern school 

administration or a chemistry lesson or a theory of language learning 

be ‘biblical’? What kind of connection could there be between the 

Bible and the bulk of present-day educational concerns? 

Lack of clarity at this point is a source of bewilderment among 

both Christian and non-Christian educators. Many Christian 

educators would like to believe that the Bible could speak to their 

educational efforts, but find it hard to see what this would mean in 

practice. Others find an outlet for their desire to affirm the Bible’s 

authority in what can sometimes seem highly arbitrary insertions of 

biblical texts into teaching materials. Teachers in Christian schools 

with whom we have discussed these issues have reported (with 

amusement) instances of references to the fire of God being brought 

into work on temperature and Jesus’ reference to Peter as a rock being 

inserted into the study of geology. In neither case does there seem to 

be much real connection between the educational topic and the 

concerns of the biblical text. The process involved is more one of 

vague word association than the transforming power of the Bible. In 

the face of such practices, non-Christian educators have wondered 

aloud whether the idea of Christian education has any genuine 

substance. 

Both the uncertainty of some and the over-enthusiasm of others 

fuel a third attitude, one of scepticism that the Bible can be defensibly 

related to education at all. Appeals to the Bible, some would argue, 

are just a tactic that Christians use to make themselves feel more 

righteous and secure while they actually carry out the business of 

education in much the same way as everyone else. Is such scepticism 

justified? Answering that question is a central concern of this book. 
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How is the Bible authoritative? 

 

In a poem titled the fanatical orchestra, Austrian poet Ernst Jandl 

describes a beleaguered conductor facing an orchestra whose 

performance is bizarre in the extreme.6 

the conductor raises his baton 

the orchestra brandish their instruments 

the conductor opens his lips 

the orchestra strikes up a howl of rage 

the conductor taps with his baton 

the orchestra pound their instruments to pieces 

the conductor spreads out his arms 

the orchestra flutters around the room 

the conductor lowers his head 

the orchestra burrows in the ground 

the conductor sweats 

the orchestra battles with raging torrents of water 

the conductor looks up 

the orchestra races towards heaven 

the conductor stands aflame 

the orchestra collapses in an ardent blaze 

At first glance the musicians’ behavior seems wild, out of control, 

beyond any rhyme or reason. However, as the poem progresses it soon 

becomes clear that their madness is not arbitrary. As the poem’s title 

indicates, they are in fact fanatically trying to obey. Every slight 

gesture from the conductor brings forth actions from the orchestra that 

correspond to it in some way. This is no rebellious anarchy – the 

                                                             
6 ‘das fanatische orchester’ (Jandl, 1981:60). The following translation is 
ours. 
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musicians have the highest regard for the conductor’s authority. What 

they lack is any sense of how to obey appropriately, any discernment 

regarding which of the conductor’s motions are really significant. The 

image of the conductor with outstretched arms and sinking head at the 

heart of the poem recalls the image of Christ on the cross, and 

suggests that the sometimes curious attempts of believers to obey 

their Lord are not far from Jandl’s mind. 

Jandl’s musicians do not need convincing of the conductor’s 

authority, yet their attempts to obey are bizarre; they lack wisdom 

concerning how the conductor’s authority actually operates. This is 

precisely the question at the heart of this book: how is the Bible 

authoritative for education? How does its authority actually operate? 

As Jandl’s poem illustrates, this is different from the commonly 

debated issue of the basis of biblical authority. The underlying 

questions in debates over the inerrancy or infallibility of the Bible are: 

wherein lies the authority of scripture?7 Why should we regard it as 

authoritative? The trouble is, the most conservative believer could in 

principle believe the entire contents of the Bible to be inerrantly true, 

but still have very little idea of how their authority could be applied 

to a particular educational situation. Proclaiming the authority of the 

Bible does not in itself tell us how to obey it. 

A provocative recent attempt to rethink the idea of biblical 

authority in this vein can be found in an article by N. T. Wright, titled 

‘How can the Bible be authoritative?’8 Wright suggests that many 

previous discussions have simply assumed that we already know what 

authority is and have then gone on to look at how the Bible carries 

such authority. This, he argues, has had two undesirable 

consequences. 

First, we end up applying inappropriate models to the Bible. For 

instance, we approach a text that is in large measure made up of narr-

ative and poetry in the light of an idea of authority which is associated 

with the workings of a rule book or a set of instructions. We therefore 

focus our attention too selectively on particular commands or timeless 

truths, failing to ask in what manner a story could be authoritative. As 

                                                             
7 Inerrancy is the view that the Bible contains no errors, infallibility allows 

for more imprecision in incidental details. Both stand at the more 
conservative end of the theological spectrum and contrast with views which 
compare the inspired quality of scripture with that of great literature. 
8 Wright, 1991. 
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Wright puts it, “it is one thing to go to your commanding officer first 

thing in the morning and have a string of commands barked at you. 

But what would you do if, instead, he began ‘Once upon a time…’?”.9 

The Bible is not just made up of commands or instructions – so in 

what other ways is its authority expressed? 

A second consequence, Wright argues, is that the authority of the 

Bible gets misused as a way of dominating people and putting them 

into little boxes. Appeals to the Bible can become a way not of 

injecting new life but rather of silencing further discussion. Claims 

that a particular educational practice is ‘biblical’ can function as a 

way of insulating it from criticism, suggesting that it is uniquely and 

comprehensively approved by God and therefore must be accepted 

without question as the right thing to do. Instead of opening up new 

avenues to explore, this kind of appeal to the Bible can seem to 

suggest that there is really nothing more to discuss.10 

Before wielding the Bible as a form of crowd control, we should, 

Wright suggests, be first asking what God’s authority is like and how 

God exercises authority “to liberate human beings, to judge and 

condemn evil and sin in the world in order to set people free to be 

fully human”.11 On this view, biblical authority should not be used to 

manipulate and control but should rather bring new life, liberating us 

from the fetters of our foolishnesses and idolatries. 

Both of Wright’s concerns are relevant to our question 

concerning how the Bible relates to education. We can phrase his 

concerns as two further questions. Firstly, how should we respond in 

educational terms to an authoritative text which is made up not just 

(or even primarily) of instructions or principles, but also of narratives, 

poems, laments, and the like? What aspects of the Bible should we be 

attending to? Secondly, how can the Bible be brought to bear upon 

education in ways which are life-giving, which open up fruitful 

avenues to explore rather than prematurely nailing everything down 

and ending discussion? 

 

 

                                                             
9 Wright, 1991:10. 
10 For a description of a stark example of this practice, see Smith & Carvill, 
2000:153-154. 
11 Wright, 1991:16. 
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Changing times, changing contexts 

 

The Bible and education go back a long way together, but there 

are good reasons to give fresh attention to their interrelationship at 

this particular point in time. The latter half of the twentieth century 

saw a modest renewal of scholarly interest in the relationship between 

Christian faith and education. This was reflected not only in the 

publication of books and articles, but also in the appearance of new 

journals devoted to discussion of Christian education.12 

At the same time the wider cultural context continues to develop 

and change. The trust in objective reason, scientific investigation and 

technological innovation to light the way ahead which has played 

such a major role in modern Western culture no longer seems as self-

evident or self-assured as it once did. Many have questioned these 

emphases and pointed to the rise of a ‘postmodern’ culture in which 

nothing is certain and life is more complicated that it once seemed.13 

This, together with an increased awareness of the role of diverse 

commitments in educational debate has begun to shift the ground 

under discussions of Christian education. 

Two changes are particularly relevant for present purposes. First, 

the idea that science and reason will deliver a single, impartial, true 

                                                             
12 For instance the Journal of Christian Education in Australia, the 
International Journal of Education and Religion in Britain, the Journal of 
Education and Christian Belief in Britain and the United States, and, also in 
the US the Journal of Research on Christian Education and Research on 
Christian Higher Education. 
13 See e.g. Middleton & Walsh, 1995. In the field of educational philosophy, 
consider, for instance, the influential philosopher of education Paul H. Hirst. 
In the 1970s, his influential writings sought “a form of education knowing 
no limits other than those necessarily imposed by the nature of rational 
knowledge and thereby itself developing in man the final court of appeal in 
all human affairs” (Hirst, 1974:43). More recently, however, Hirst has 
criticised the “hard rationalism” on which his earlier work was based, now 
arguing that reason is “exercised from the very start in inextricable 
involvement in our exerting our other given capacities” (Hirst, 1993:184). 
Might these include faith? We will discuss Hirst’s views concerning Christian 
education in chapter 2. 
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picture of the world has been under sustained pressure. Arrayed 

against it are a variety of particular perspectives jostling for position. 

While this has made claims to truth more problematic, it has also cre-

ated new spaces for exploring ways in which the Bible might inform 

education. If educational inquiry is understood as requiring a neutral 

starting point, a voice speaking from nowhere in particular, any sub-

stantial role for biblically oriented reflection seems excluded in prin-

ciple. Once the role of particular perspectives and commitments is 

recognised as unavoidable, the possibility that the Bible might have 

something to say at least becomes more conceivable.14 

Second, if educational thinking is understood largely in terms of 

logical relationships between propositions, attempts to show how the 

Bible is relevant must work within fairly narrow parameters. The 

focus of attention will be upon whether the Bible provides us with a 

set of basic propositions from which educational consequences can 

be logically deduced. The debate, as we shall see in the next chapter, 

then tends to revolve around whether this can be done. 

Recent developments in both educational and theological discus-

sions point to additional possibilities. Both educators and biblical 

scholars have, for instance, rediscovered and explored the importance 

of narrative for our understanding of ourselves and our world.15 Much 

of our everyday understanding takes the form of stories rather than 

concepts. Which happens if we take the Bible’s character as narrative 

seriously, rather than immediately translating story into doctrine? 

What stories shape our lives and lie embedded, whether explicitly or 

implicitly, in our school curricula? 

Similarly, metaphors are now no longer viewed as a mere poetic 

decoration best replaced by literal speech, but rather as something 

which colours much, if not all, of our thinking and acting.16 We think 

in and through images: the bloom of youth, the ship of state, the path 

of life. Are the metaphors in scripture mere decoration best reworked 

in more prosaic language, or are they important vehicles for truth in 

their own right? And what of educational metaphors? Seeing a school 

as a factory or a garden can lead to very different patterns of practice. 

Could biblical imagery be relevant? 

                                                             
14 For further discussion on this point, see Wolterstorff, 1997, 1999. 
15 See e.g. Egan, 1988; Fackre, 1983. 
16 See e.g. Ortony, 1993; Soskice, 1985. 
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There have also been reactions against the kind of scientific 

dissection of the Bible characteristic of historical criticism, which 

tended to focus on questions of when the text was written, how it was 

composed and what really happened behind the text. One such 

reaction, which has given rise to explicitly educational reflection, can 

be found in the movement known as canonical criticism.17 The 

interest here is in how the biblical text was passed on through the 

generations and on whether its final shape has anything to teach us 

about what we should pass on to the next generation. 

Such developments have broadened the context within which 

questions about the Bible and education must be debated. We are not 

suggesting that they should be uncritically embraced, but rather 

pointing out that they have opened up new avenues for investigation. 

Our reasons for focusing afresh on the relationship between the Bible 

and education do not, therefore, arise only from the sense of existing 

confusion and lack of clarity. We also believe that significant 

resources for understanding the relationship remain under-explored 

by many practising Christian educators, let alone their critics. The 

chapters which follow attempt to chart some of the promises and 

perils of exploring such resources. 

 

 

The road ahead 

 

We will examine in turn a range of possible approaches to relating 

the Bible to education. We will consider the strengths and weaknesses 

of approaches which focus on: 

• the educator’s personal qualities as they are shaped by the 

Bible (chapters 3-4); 

• what the Bible teaches about the world and its relationship 

to education (chapters 4-5); 

• the narratives which can be found in both scripture and 

education (chapters 6-8); 

 

                                                             
17 See e.g. Brueggemann, 1982; Sanders, 1984. 
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• the role of metaphor in the Bible and in education (chapters 

9-11); and 

 

• the educational models presented in both the content and 

shape of the Bible (chapters 12-13). 

 

As we have explored these approaches we have become 

increasingly convinced that they should not be seen as alternatives, or 

even placed in a hierarchy of importance. We see them more as 

different strands of a rope. While we have unpicked the strands 

somewhat in order to look at them more closely, they belong together, 

intertwined. Together they form something more substantial than any 

of them taken individually. We will return to this point at the end of 

the book. 

Before beginning to examine the rope, one more task is essential, 

and this is taking a longer, harder look at the skepticism described 

above. Various cogent objections have been made to the very project 

of relating the Bible to education. These not only deserve to be given 

careful attention as thoughtful responses to the question at issue, they 

can also help us to gain a clearer sense of how the land lies, of where 

the difficulties and possibilities are to be found. Examining these 

objections is the task of chapter 2. 

 

 

 


