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Every school has its emphases. Classical schools emphasize Latin and logic, Catholic schools strong discipline,
Baptist schools child evangelism, Fundamentalist schools patriotism and nationalism.

What do Mennonite Schools emphasize? Mennonites may easily offer negative reasons for having our own schools
rather than sending our children to public schools or other Christian schools. We don’t want the exposure to drugs or a
sexually-charged atmosphere that is so prevalent in public education, nor do we want the focus on child evangelism or
Christian patriotism found in many Christian schools.

But are there any positive emphases of Mennonite Education that can excite us, that allow us to say with energy and
conviction — “That’s worth having our own schools,” that define what we are about rather than merely what we are against,
or that give churches and parents and board members and principals and teachers compelling reasons to have Mennonite
Schools? There are! I suggest three Christ-centered emphases of Mennonite Education that we can and should continue to
cultivate in our schools.

Some may ask whether the emphases suggested here are descriptive or prescriptive. That is, are these things we
should be emphasizing or are they things that we are emphasizing? The answer is they are both. Not all of these emphases
are present in every Mennonite school. Not all are present in appropriate degrees. Some of these emphases are almost lost
as we follow patterns of education prescribed by worldviews that differ from our own. However, we will quickly recognize
these emphases as consistent with our history and that they are often present in our schools in many ways. By identifying
these emphases we can increase their presence and impact in our communities.

Again, someone may ask, Why all this attention to Mennonite emphases? Shouldn’t we be concerned about being
Christian — and having Christian emphases? Of course! However, we are not the only ones to be concerned about being
truly Christian. It is preferable to acknowledge the general perspective that we bring to the pursuit of truth and that
perspective is probably best described with the words Mennonite or Anabaptist. To claim to be merely Christian without
an acknowledgement of our overarching vantage point runs the risk of arrogance.

God has been gracious to us as a people. Because of our heritage, we are uniquely shaped to understand and live
with clarity some of what it means to follow Christ. For this we must be grateful and faithful. We must also acknowledge
that we do not understand everything with clarity and that some of what we think we understand is probably not as certain
as we think. This calls for a deep-seated humility about the contributions we make to education and about our need to
learn from others who can help us see our blind spots. Being grateful for and faithful to the grace of God as experienced in
the Mennonite tradition calls us to speak confidently of the distinctive emphases of Mennonite Education while humility
calls us to listen well to other traditions.

Finally, a word about the approach we plan to take. For each of the three emphases we will first, state the emphasis;
second, define, illustrate and give biblical justification for the emphasis; then describe two ways which this emphasis is
observed in Mennonite schools; and finally, suggest some dangers to which the emphasis is susceptible.

First, Mennonite Education emphasizes living over thinking.

It was my first test during my first year of college. The class — Old Testament Survey. The teacher - Hap Struthers
—an old, godly man — the Hap stood for Happy. As he returned our graded tests, Dr. Struthers said, “Some of you made
A’s and some of you made F’s. I have those grades recorded in my grade book. But there is another gradebook — God’s.
And in His grade book some of you who have an A in mine got an F in his, and some of you who got an F in mine has an A
in his. His grade book is a whole lot more important than mine.” Dr. Struthers’ comment illustrates so well what we mean
when we say Mennonite education emphasizes living over thinking,

Schools are responsible to teach the 3 R’s — Reading, Writing and Arithmetic — all having more to do with thinking
than living. For this reason, schools can easily make the mind and thought the focus of education. Additionally we live in a
time when the dominant cultural mold believes that the problems of society can be solved through the education of the
mind. Poverty, crime, abuse, and disease will cease when we learn to think properly. Mennonites disagree. In the words of
Paul Zehr, “The Anabaptists discovered the total life is to be brought literally under the lordship of Christ. Instead of
educating the mind or training the body, the Anabaptists educated the will so that the total person began to live in
obedience to Christ.” Richard Hughes quotes a Mennonite as indicating that “Protestants learn to live by thinking;
Mennonites learn to think by living.” Mennonite education emphasizes living over thinking,

The Apostle James asks the question, “Who is wise and understanding among you?” Then he answers, “Let him
show it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom” (James 3:13). A wise person, a truly
educated person can be recognized by two qualities: his acts of service and his humility. Mennonites agree that you can tell
if a person has been properly educated, not by how much he knows but by how humble he is and how much good he does.
If our students graduate with attitudes of disdain for people who know fewer facts than they do (perhaps even their parents),
we have failed as Christian educators. If we merely graduate students who live self-centered, materialistic lives we have
failed. Our goal is not to make smarter people but to make better people. Making them smarter may help, but it is only a
means, never the goal. Thus, Mennonite education emphasizes living well over thinking,

How, then, does this emphasis bear fruit in our schools? We consider godly character as the primary qualification
for teachers. Godly character, much more than great learning, is the basis for choosing who teaches in our classrooms.

Probably the best known Mennonite educator of all time is Christopher Dock. Whenever his name is mentioned, I
think of two images. The first is the title often used to describe him, “pious schoolmaster of the Skippack.” The second
vivid image is the picture of him kneeling in prayer as he died. Piety. Prayer. Is Christopher Dock remembered for his



intellect? No — for his godliness. Mennonites value godly teachers because they represent the vision of a whole life rather
than a disproportionately large brain.

Over the years, I have looked at a number of teacher applications from Mennonite schools. Some of them have
asked absolutely nothing about the applicant’s qualifications as a teacher. Instead they have only asked about the applicant’s
relationship with the church, relationship with God and the conduct of his life. This approach would be absolutely
incomprehensible to many schools outside the Mennonite Church. It does illustrate very effectively the value we place on
godly character. Inquiring about and making aptitude to teach a part of the teacher evaluating process can be done in ways
that do not violate the emphasis on living over thinking. In fact, it is imperative that we find not only good “livers” to teach
in our schools but also capable and called “teachers.”

Mennonites value godly teachers because that is how students’ lives are shaped. The mind may be shaped with
other methods. There is no other way to shape godly lives.

Another way that the emphasis on living over thinking influences the classroom is in our approach to grading. We
tend to reward life qualities like diligence, effort, cooperation, and attention to instructions with good grades as much as we
do superior intellect. We make it possible for the student with these characteristics to do well in school even if their natural
intelligence is not outstanding.

With every emphasis comes the real possibility of overemphasis. And the Mennonite emphasis on living over
thinking sometimes results in neglecting and devaluing the mind. We sometimes view mind development as a necessary
evil. From this viewpoint, we should only develop the mind enough to read the Bible and make a living; more than that
will take us away from God. We have struggled as a people to see the mind as a necessary, even essential part of what it
means to live well. This tendency should not deter us, however, from making a life focus the basis for developing the mind.

Secondly, Mennonite Education emphasizes the community over the individual.

We live in a society that has elevated the status of the individual. This emphasis has greatly affected Christianity.
James Sire comments on this by saying, “Whether Catholic, evangelical, mainline, liberal or conservative, Christians see
themselves as individuals first and communities second.” He observes that “Our faith tends



