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The Puritan Narrative

By Dr. Peter Gibbon

“On my arrival in the United States it was the religious aspect of the country that first struck my eye... Among us,

I had seen the spivit of religion and the spirit of freedom almost always move in contrary directions. Here I found them

united intimasely with one another; they reigned rogether on the same soil.” —ALEXIS DETOCQUEVILLE, 1835

Lt the north entrance to a small

5 park called Cambridge Common
4 3 in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
stands a statue of John Bridge, a Puritan
who settled in the area in the early 1630s.
Bridge supervised the region’s first public
school and served as church deacon, select-
man, and representative to the Great and
General Court. Nearly every day, I walk
by this statue of John Bridge. The inscrip-
tion from Isaiah suggests that by waiting
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upon the Lord, we can have our energy
renewed, our spirit lifted, and our confi-
dence restored. We can also perform deeds
undreamed of in uninspired hours. In
my speeches about heroes, I argue that
by studying the lives of great men and
women, we can improve and enlarge
our own lives. I acknowledge that heroes
are molded by parents and inspired by
mentors; that they emerge out of crisis
and are shaped by suffering. I do not
mention religion. Yet, as I read the bio-
graphies of great Americans, I keep
bumping into God.

Our first American hero, George
Washington, believed that God favored
American independence. In his First
Inaugural Address, he referred to Divine
Providence five times. He gave his stepson
a copy of Sir Richard Steeles bestseller
The Christian Hero. John Adams and
his son, John Quincy Adams, devoured
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sermons. In office, each did what was Puritan John Bridge

right rather than what was popular. It
is hard to imagine Theodore Roosevelt

Continued on page 2
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PURITAN MARRATIVE continued

without religion; he taught Sunday school
and adopted “Onward Christian Soldiers”
as his campaign song. Sent to Groton at
age fourteen, Franklin Roosevelt listened to
his headmaster, the Reverend Endicott
Peabody, who extolled bravery, public
service, and self-sacrifice in his sermons.
Can we talk about the idealism of
Woodrow Wilson and ignore his Presby-
terian upbringing? Can we understand
the integrity of Harry Truman without
knowing that one of his favorite books
was The Pilgrim’s Progress?

Many of our most influential presidents
have been molded by religion; so have
some of our greatest reformers. Because
of God, Sojourner Truth took to the road
and fought for emancipation and women's
rights. Harriet Beecher Stowe believed
divine inspiration drove her to write Uncle
Tom’s Cabin. The fervor of Lucretia Mott
came from her faith in the Quaker inner
light. Without God, Clara Barton would
not have tended wounded soldiers in the
Civil War and founded the Red Cross.

The most prominent educators of the
nineteenth century were also devout.
Noah Webster's Blue-Backed Speller and
William McGuffey’s Readers mingled reli-
gious instruction with heroic biographies.
Webster dedicated his dictionary to “That
great and benevolent Being...who has
given me strength and resolution.” Driven
by his Unitarian faith, Horace Mann
worked to make education available to
all Americans.

Many American capitalists were made
more charitable by religion. An earnest
Baptist, John D. Rockefeller accumulated
money and then gave much of it away. In
his essay, “The Gospel of Wealth,” Andrew
Carnegie wrote, “He who dies rich dies
disgraced.”

From the first, Colonial preachers had
subjected their parishioners to a worldview
favorable to heroism. The Puritans believed
that work was a form of prayer: “Whatso-
ever thy hand findeth to do, do 7 with thy
might.” From a God who told Americans

they were inhabitants of a City on a Hill—
an example to the world—came a sense

of destiny and a work ethic that produced
extraordinary effort. Out of a sense of
divine destiny came a belief in progress
and unshakable confidence. From a God
who offered explanation for suffering and
death came resilience. Most powerfully,
Puritanism encouraged heroism by promis-
ing help. Through God, promised the
preacher, we can end indifference, conquer
fatigue, overcome pessimism, and trans-
form our lives.

But Puritanism did more than encour-
age heroic effort. To the chaos of life, it
gave moral order and immediate purpose,
imposing meaning on the mundane and
reminding Americans that life was short
and serious, death certain, and the afterlife
unpredictable. Each person had a calling,
and at the end of life, each person would
be accountable; a watchful, judging God
would reward the faithful, the brave, and
the good.

Puritan fervor had waned by the
middle of the eighteenth century as
Congregationalists and New England
diminished in relative power and Baptists,
Methodists, Quakers, Presbyterians,
Episcopalians, and Unitarians competed
for church members. By the end of the
nineteenth century, America as a whole
had become less Protestant, as Roman
Catholics emigrated from Ireland, Italy,
Germany, and Latin America; the Eastern
Orthodox came from Greece and the
Balkans; Jews arrived from Russia and
Eastern Europe; and Chinese came from
Asia—bringing new traditions and new
heroes to an increasingly diverse nation.
But the spirit of Puritanism had given
America its religious foundation.

When Alexis de Tocqueville visited
America in the 1830s, he noted that
the “spirit of religion” and “the spirit
of freedom” coexisted. The Protestant
preachers that he heard during his visit
were enormously influential throughout

Continued on page 4




By Dr. Bernice Lerner

Timeless Wisdom in an Ancient Text

Y vital part of our human
heritage, religious narra-
tives ought to be part
4 of academic curricula.

‘ 2%, In the words of Justice
Thomas Clark who ruled in the 1963
Abington case involving Pennsylvania
public schools, “[The Bible is] worthy
of study for its literary and historic quali-

ties... such study, when presented objec-
tively as part of a secular program of
education, [is] consistent with the First
Amendment.” In a recent New York Times
editorial, author Bruce Feiler argued that
“finding a way to educate young people
about faith should become a national
imperative,” and that we must rise above
debates about whether an academic
approach “leaves God out”—or “sneaks
God in"—to the classroom.! Religious
texts, with protagonists who face challeng-
ing situations and who exemplify moral
development, afford universal lessons.
Among vivid biblical stories is that
of Joseph and his brothers (Genesis:
chs. 37-50). A brief review will highlight
pivotal moments: The second to youngest
of Jacob’s twelve sons and one of two
born to Jacob’s beloved wife Rachel,
Joseph is his father’s favorite. We are first
introduced to him when he is seventeen
years old. In the opening scene, he brings
“bad reports” of his brothers to his father.
Equally obnoxious, he tells his brothers
his prophetic dreams, in which he rules
over them. That Joseph's brothers are
angry and offended excuses not their
behavior in the next scene: while tending
their flocks in Dothan, they see Joseph
coming toward them and conspire to

kill him. The eldest brother, Reuben,

convinces the others to modify their plan.

They cast Joseph into a pit, retrieve him,
sell him as a slave to Midianites, and
present his bloodied tunic to their father.
Believing that a beast devoured Joseph,
Jacob is distraught.?

Fast forward: Joseph, sold by the
Midianites to Potiphar, a courtier of
Pharoah, has landed on his feet—noting
his talents, Potiphar appoints him head
of his entire household. After some
time, Joseph’s character is put to a test.
Potiphar’s wife tries—repeatedly and
unsuccessfully—to seduce him. One
day, she grabs the handsome young man’s
coart and screams that he has “dallied”
with her? Believing his wife, Potiphar
has Joseph jailed.

Alas, Joseph's competence is once
again recognized—the chief jailer puts
him in charge of the other prisoners.

Joseph interprets the dreams of two
distressed officials, one of whom will be
pardoned by Pharoah. He asks this man,
the king’s cupbeater, to put in a good
word for him once he settles back into
his position. When Pharoah has worri-
some dreams that no wise person can
interpret, the cupbearer finally remembers
the “Hebrew youth” he had met in jail.
It is not long before Joseph appears—
clean-shaven and neatly dressed—Dbefore
the king.

Joseph is able not only to interpret
Pharoah’s dreams and forecast years of
abundance followed by years of famine,
but also—having quickly discerned the
crux of the problem——to present a strate-
gic plan. Outlining practical steps for
dealing with the situation, he demon-
strates ethical judgment. Readers may
contemplate what is not in the text, i.e.,
the extent to which Joseph’s personal
development had been spurred by certain
of his experiences, such as the injustices
that had been visited upon him.

Duly impressed, Pharoah appoints
Joseph vizier, making him—at age
thirty—responsible for all the land of
Egypt. Though he forgets not where he
came from (he never changes his name),
Joseph has, on some level, put his painful
past behind him. Adroit and efficient,
he organizes overseers who gather and
store grain. Owing to his efforts, Egypt
is well prepared for the impending crisis.
Tension in the story rises when, during
the widespread famine, Jacob sends his
sons to Egypt to obtain rations. Upon
entering Joseph’s court, the brothers know
not before whom they bow. Recognizing

Continued on page 4




TIMELESS WISDOM IN AN ANCIENT TEXT continued

his brothers, Joseph is faced with a moral
challenge—that of choosing a course of
action befitting a judicious leader while
containing a groundswell of emotion.

Joseph decides on a harsh stance;
he accuses his brothers of being spies.
After three days he orders them all—
except for Simeon, whom he holds
captive—to return to Canaan and to
bring back their youngest brother. When
he overhears them ruminating remorse-
fully about the heinous crime they had
committed against him, for which they
think they are being punished, he turns
from them and weeps. He generously
fills their bags with grain, and even
returns to them their money.

Fast forward once more: After much
angst, Jacob finally agrees to let his
youngest son, Benjamin, accompany
his brothers back to Egypt. When they
come to see Joseph, they are taken into
his home and treated royally. And when
Joseph sees Benjamin, he is so overcome
with emotion that he leaves the room.

When he reappears, he continues to exer-
cise restraint, choosing to further test
his brothers. Planting a silver goblet in
Benjamin’s sack, he sends his steward out
to “discover” it soon after his brothers
leave the city.* Benjamin, the “thief,” is
now to be kept as his slave. After one of
the brothers, Judah, pleads for the vizier
to take him instead, Joseph reveals—in
a private, magnificent moment—his true
identity. Only after hugs, kisses, and tears
are his stunned brothers able to speak.

The story of Joseph and his brothers
illustrates the human capacity to develop
wisdom and self-regulation. Teachers can
direct students to examine the motivation
for Joseph's decisions at various points in
the story and reflect on what he might
have done differently. Students may also
discuss the story’s lessons on repentance
and forgiveness and how they might prac-
tice such virtues in their own lives.

I presented this narrative for a plenary
session at a CAEC Teachers Academy.
While all the participants found resonance

THE PURITAN NARRATIVE continued

the nineteenth century. Protestantism
could be harsh and authoritarian but
it also had a kinder, democraric side,
insisting that before God all are equal.
Protestant egalitarianism stimulated ideal-
ism, called forth charity, and prompted
humanitarianism. Many heroes of nine-
teenth-century America were motivated
by religious idealism. Behind many of our
reform movements—abolitionism, prison
reform, and the creation of public schools,
for example—lay thousands of Protestant
sermons. By providing a sense of destiny,
an extraordinary work ethic, consolation,
purpose, hope, high-mindedness, and
charity, nineteenth-century Protestantism
encouraged heroism.

As I pull back the curtain on the lives
of hundreds of heroic men and women, I

see no easy victories. I sce much suffering
and many failures. I see courage emerging
out of fear, confidence laced with doubt,
nobility mixed with pettiness. I find
achievement gained after great struggle,
serenity after despair. More and more, I
find heroes fortified by religious belief.
Walking by the statue of John Bridge on
Cambridge Common, I am reminded

of how essential religion has been to our
culture, of how powerfully the Puritan
narrative has molded our past, and I
think about the many heroes of American
history who turned to God to renew
their strength and transform their lives. %
Peter H. Gibbon is Senior Research Fellow and Lecturer
at the Boston University School of Fducation and author
of A Call to Heroism: Renewing America’s Vision of

Greatness (Atlantic Monthy Press, 2002), from which
this article was excerpted.

in elements of the story (everyone was a
child and/or a sibling and/or a parent),
one teacher found the session providential.
She related how she was soon to see her
estranged father, who resides in another
state and to whom she had not spoken

in twenty years. Our analyses of Joseph's
choices offered her insight into her own
emotional state and clarified her desire

for a positive outcome. She spoke of the
enormous burden that she had been carry-
ing that close examination of this story
had lifted. The ancient text taught her
that she is not alone. %

1 Feiler, Bruce. “Teach, Don’t Preach, The Bible.”

The New York Times, December 21, 2005, p. A35.

2 For a graphic interpretation of this scene, view
Diego Velazquez's painting, josephs Bloody Coar
Brought ro Jacob (1630).

3 See Rembrandt’s painting, joseph Accused by

Potiphar’s Wife (1655). Note how Joseph stands
meekly in the background, unable to defend himself.

4 Witness the brothers” anguish in Alexander Ivanov’s
painting, Joseph’s Brothers Find the Silver Goblet in
Benjamin’s Pack (1831-1833).
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By Susie Tanchel

Strategies for Teaching Troubling Texts

" n a troubled, almost confused tone a
student asks, “How could God com-

.4 mand that an entire nation be wiped

out?” Each year in my ninth-grade class,
when we begin to study 1 Samuel 15,
a student asks a similar question. How
could she not? It is a deeply disturbing
text. What is this text teaching us about
God and about human responsibility?
At Gann Academy, text study perme-
ates our culture through our formal and
experiential curricula. In this endeavor,
we see the texts as more than mere infor-
mation; they issue challenges and present
opportunities to confront provocative

ethical and religious issues. Moreover,
we respect our students as thinkers and
urge them to become critical inquirers
of the text in an environment in which
serious discussion is encouraged.

‘When teaching texts that present
cthically complex dilemmas, I use one
of a number of different strategies that
reflect my desire for students to treat
the text seriously and to suspend their
judgment long enough to hear what
the text is saying.

One approach is to suggest that
difficult texts are open to multiple inter-
pretations; it is thus up to each student
to notice, to think, to question, and to
decide for themselves what they will take
away from a particular law or a character’s
action or inaction. Is the text offering
an example that the student would want
to emulate or is it offering an example

of what 7ot to do? By warning against
making the same choices that certain
characters do, the text is issuing a chal-
lenge to students to learn from others’
poor judgment and—when faced with
similar situations—to consider different
options.

Another possible response to problem-
atic texts—for example those dealing
with slaves or equating women with pos-
sessions—is to say that they represent a
reality far different from our own. In this
mode, I note that a given text was com-
posed in a certain historical time period
and as such, offers us insights into ancient

g texts that present ethical dilemmas helps students
ne their own strong moral compasses that will

20 guide them long afier they have left our school.

Israel. Here I make no attempt to defend
the position of the text; I simply explain
it. Since, according to this approach,
the text’s meaning is defined and limited
by its original setting, I suggest that we
should not look to it as a moral guide for
our time. Rather, we can use the text as a
yardstick to judge and to appreciate how
far we have come since that time, or as a
catalyst to undo an injustice in our time.
Limiting a text to its historical mean-
ing is ultimately not sufficient for me as
a Bible teacher in a Jewish high school.
As part of our sacred literature, biblical
texts retain their significance and relevance
to our contemporary community. Thus,
another possible strategy is to show how
rabbinic tradition has overturned certain
problematic laws in response to commu-
nity needs (for example, the stoning of the
rebellious son) by interpreting them in

ways that render such laws moot. This not
only reinforces the idea that Jewish tradi-
tion has continuously evolved but serves
as an invitation to students to join in the
conversation.

Our goal is for students to be both
steeped in tradition and comfortable
speaking out about it. That is, we want
them empowered to make a contribu-
tion to the multigenerational conversation
that has been going on for millennia, and
also to view tradition with a respectful
and critical eye. I choose to keep teaching
troubling texts, like 1 Samuel 15; I see it
as part of my sacred responsibility. Diffi-
cult texts are a part of our tradition and
our students need to see them, engage
with them, and manage the tension they
create.

Wrestling with these texts offers stu-
dents opportunities to consider various
courses of action, to explore the conse-
quences of different types of choices,
and to learn more about themselves in
the process. Studying texts that present
ethical dilemmas helps students develop
and hone their own strong moral com-
passes that will continue to guide them
long after they have left our school.

Susie Tanchel is Associate Head of School for Jewish
Education and Proféssional Development at the
Gann Academy—the New Jewish High School of
Greater Boston.
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cudy of the Gita and the Bible

By Dr. Cristébal Serrdn-Pagdn y Fuentes
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in scope and that speak to contemporary
readers. Both the Bhagavad-Gita and the
Bible are revered. People of faith and also
people who are not born into their respec-
tive ancient religious traditions find
strength in their stories.

I will compare the Hindu story of
Arjuna and Krishna with the Christian
story of Martha and Mary. My intent
here is to explain the proper relationship
between action and contemplation in
these two religious traditions. I hope that
teachers, administrators, and students will
find these ancient stories as illuminating
as I did.

My own interest in the Gita goes back
a decade to when I was a graduate student
at Boston College. I had the great oppor-
tunity to take a course on Hinduism with
Francis X. Clooney, a well-known Hindu
tradition scholar. Reading the Gita was a
great source of inspiration for me because
I found in it very important lessons that
I try to put into practice in my daily life.
The Gita is not just a2 Hindu story. As the
twentieth-century Indian sage Mohandas
K. Gandhi often said, the Gita is the story
of humanity; that is to say, the Gita is the

6

story of each one of us. It reminds us of
the role that each human being is called
upon to play in the unfolding drama of
the universe.

Etymologically, the Gita is translated
as “the Song of the Lord.” The Gita teach-
es the reader how to find ultimate mean-
ing in the midst of daily life. The Gita
is one of the famous epic stories of the
Mababharata, which is told in the context
of an ongoing cosmic battle between good
(the Pandava family) and evil (the Kurava
family). On the eve of a battle, Krishna
(a horse charioteer) instructs Arjuna
(a warrior) on how to control his desires.
Arjuna is troubled by doubts concerning
his duty as a warrior. He must fight
against his own relatives, the Kuravas,
because his Pandava family must regain
their lost kingdom. The Pandavas were
supposed to get their kingdom back after

twelve years of living in exile. Arjuna is
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totally confused because he has been
raised as a warrior and he must fulfill his
own dbarma, or his moral and religious
duty. He must fight back. However, he is
faced with a moral dilemma. The enemy
is his own family and in the Vedic tradi-
tion you are not supposed to kill your
relatives. The spiritual version of this
story implies that we are all relatives.
From a Hindu perspective, we all come
from the same point of origin, and we
return to the same ultimate destination,
Brahman, which is the Source of all
sources.

Krishna reveals to Arjuna his divine
consciousness and suggests to him that
total renunciation or withdrawal from
worldly affairs (in this case, from battle) is
not a path to salvation. Rather, Arjuna
needs to act responsibly and courageously
by confronting his own relatives. Arjuna is




free to choose a course of action that will
lead to slavery or to true liberation from
all egotistical desires; however, he may also
choose to remain passive. Thus, human
beings cannot avoid being active partici-
pants in the process of reaching salvation.
The ethical and moral dimension of this
Indian story is that Arjuna must confront

his own demons, meaning that he must
win the spiritual battle that is taking place
within himself.

| The significance of going to war
against one’s family should be understood
as a myth or an allegory. The cosmic bat-
tlefield is a symbol representing Arjuna’s
spiritual battle with himself. In other

words, Arjuna symbolizes our humanity,

or the active life, and Krishna represents
the divinity within us, or the contem-
plative life. The Gita is the eternal dia-
logue between Arjuna and Krishna,
which is none other than the dia-
logue that takes place within each
one of us.
In the Hindu tradition there
are three major paths (margas)
that seekers should master if
they want to achieve union with
the divine in this life. These three spiritual
paths are karma mirga, or the path of
work, service, and action which teaches
the seeker how to be detached from the
fruits of our good actions; jAidna mairga,
or the path of intuitive knowledge which
teaches the seeker how to acquire wisdom

by becoming one with the divine; and

bhakti mérga, or the path of love and

devotion, which teaches the seeker how
to worship and please the divine. In short,
the Gita represents a unique synthesis of
action, knowledge, and devotion, and
spiritual seekers ought to integrate these
three paths in their lives.

Mahatma Gandhi understood the
central message of the Gita as an allegory
of the human journey. In this spiritual
journey there are many paths leading to
ultimate reality, to the divine in this life.

In the Christian mystical tradition,
the active life and the contemplative
life are represented in the paradigmatic
model of Martha-Mary. Martha represents
the active mystic, while Mary of Bethany
symbolizes the contemplative mystic.
Martha and Mary are sisters. They are
seen today as Christian prototypes of
contemplatives in action.

The biblical passage that highlights
the apparent dichotomy between action
and contemplation in Christian circles
comes from the Gospel of Luke. Jesus,
answering Martha’s inquiry as to why
her sister Mary has left her to serve alone,
says: “Martha, Martha, you are anxious
and troubled about many things; but one
thing is needed, and Mary has chosen
that good part, which shall not be taken
away from her” (Luke 10:41-42). Some
Christians have interpreted this passage
to mean that Mary has chosen for herself
the best life, listening to Jesus’s teachings,
in contrast to Martha’s life of action. But
Jesus never rejected the life of action. On
the contrary, Jesus lived a very active life.

The exegetical problem that Luke’s
biblical passage poses to the Christian
tradition is whether or not Jesus intended
to reject the active life. Jesus saw the
unfair treatment of women and let them
sit among his disciples and followers. It

The Christian story of Martha and Mary, like the story of Arjuna
and Krishna in the Gita, stresses the importance of holding together
the life of action and the life of contemplation in oneself.

could be inferred from a careful reading of

the Gospel of Luke that Jesus encouraged

women to participate in meetings if they

so wished. Otherwise, why did Jesus allow

Mary to sit at his feet and hear his word

when her duty as 2 woman was to take
care of the household? (Luke 10:39.)

In my opinion, the Christian story
of Martha and Mary—like the story of
Arjuna and Krishna in the Gita—stresses
the importance of holding together the
life of action and the life of contemplation
in oneself. These two sacred stories are
similar in that both Arjuna and Martha
are anxious about performing their daily
activities while Krishna and Mary have
chosen a ‘best’ path, one that is more in
tune with ultimate reality. Again, why
should these ancient stories matter today?
At this point I will let you wrestle with
the power of these ancient narrative stories
on your own.

By bringing the study of myths into
our classrooms we can learn more about
our role in the universe. We might end up
knowing more about who we are, where
we come from, and where we are going.
After all, being a Hindu, a Christian, or
a member of another faith does not mean
much if we are not willing to see what
unites us as human beings rather than
what separates us. %

Cristbbal Serrdn-Pagdn y Fuentes is a Visiting Assistant
Professor in the Department of Religion at lllinois
Wesleyan University in Bloomington, lllinois. He has
spoken and presented at the International Thomas
Merton Society, the American Academy of Religion, and
CAEC Teachers Academies at Coker College, among

other venues.




By Roger Claff

The Reclamation of a Covetous

OId Sinner

n mid-December every year, I reread
Chatles Dickens' A Christmas Carol
.. to vicariously experience Scrooge’s
redemption; to feel his joy at simple acts
of kindness; to renew a personal vow to

expunge sourness, cynicism, and selfish-
ness from my life; and to again perceive
people “as if they really were fellow pas-
sengers to the grave, and not another race
of creatures bound on other journeys.”
As a parent and a scout leader, I enjoy
this story because of its straightforward,
teachable message about the connection
between happiness and virtue and the
consequences of failing to recognize that
connection.

“Oh! But he was a tightfisted hand
at the grindstone, Scrooge! A squeezing,
wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching,
covetous old sinner!” Scrooge makes us
uncomfortable because Scrooge’s selfish-
ness is in every one of us. Who has not

felt at times—at least in his heart—that
“I’s enough for a man to understand his
own business, and not to interfere with
other people’s,” or that “T help to support
the establishments I have mentioned—
they cost enough; and those who are
badly off must go there”? Selfishness is

reflexive and rooted in our survival
instinct; we are “wired” to see to our
own welfare, even at the expense of the
welfare of others. It is all too easy to
become like Scrooge, driven by greed
and blind to the moral depravity of
the pursuit of wealth for its own sake.
Scrooge becomes a miser, “solitary as an
oyster,” shunning warmth, congeniality,
and generosity. He also becomes “hard
and sharp as flin€” by his own design
and intent.

As a resident of the career-driven
Washington, D.C., metropolitan area,
I find that Scrooge’s isolated, cynical,
me-first character saturates the culture
around me; unfortunately, all too often
I see Scrooge reflected in my own words
and actions. As a parent, I must ask
myself this question, fairly and honestly:
Would my family be best served if I
adopted Scrooge’s personal ambition at

If this question, fairly and honestly: Would my family be best served if
nal arhbifionf}tt’ t/)é*exp(ghsf’(;; of all other conisiderations? There are mzmy who-
diyet, is this the disposition I am seeking to instill in my son?

the expense of all other considerations?
There are many who pursue this path,
and yet, is this the disposition I am seek-
ing to instill in my son? Whenever I

use my career or personal interests as

an excuse to evade my son’s request to
spend time with me, there is the voice

of Scrooge saying to my son, “It’s enough
for a man to understand his own business,
and not to interfere with other peoples.”
Such a disposition not only serves to make
me “hard and sharp as flint” and “solitary
as an oyster,” but passes those same traits
on to my son, who himself will be a father
one day.

At the time their children are born I
think few parents would willingly choose
a me-first approach to parenting or wish
to pass on this kind of legacy. Careers and
personal goals are seductive and demand-
ing, however, and as the years go by many
display personal ambition over commit-
ment to family—to the detriment of
their children’s happiness and well-being.

If selfishness comes naturally, then
what motivates acts of selflessness or
charity? The Ghost of Jacob Marley’s
pointed and emphatic rebuke of Scrooge

asserts that we have an obligation as a

matter of will to overcome our intrinsic
selfishness and accept our responsibility to
be compassionate if we are to be members
of the family of man: “Business/ Mankind

was my business. The common welfare was
my business; charity, mercy, forbearance,
and benevolence, were, all, my business.”




|
|
|

Scrooge could not see that his happiness
depends upon this “comprehensive
ocean” of personal charity. True poverty—
poverty of the soul—comes not from
lack of material wealth but from a failure
to serve others for the common good.
Scrooge observes about the wandering
Spirits, “The misery with them all was,
clearly, that they sought to interfere,

for good, in human matters, and had
lost the power forever.”

Happiness is not a2 commodity that
can be procured through the acquisition
or expenditure of wealth alone, nor can
happiness be readily secured in isolation.
Happiness, joy, personal satisfaction, and
contentment are rather to be found in our
interactions with others, particularly in
our ability to be helpful, to serve others,
and to make people’s lives better. To be
happy, and—just as importantly as
parents—to teach our children
from whence true happi-
ness derives, we need

R
o)
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to roll up our sleeves, screw up our
courage, wade out into the real world,
and seek, without expectation of compen-
sation, to make life better for our fellow
man. Scrooge recalls how O Fezziwig
“has the power to render us happy or
unhappy; to make our service light or
burdensome; a pleasure or a toil.” The
effect is reciprocal and catalytic: when
others are made happier by the service
we render, their disposition is reflected
back to us as approval or reinforcement
of our actions, giving us a sense of
self-satisfaction and in turn mak-
ing us happier. OF Fezziwig
and his wife are all the merrier
for the high spirits of their
guests.
The good news for
Scrooge—and for us as
parents—is that the choices
we make, whether to be
miserable or to be happy;
to live in isolation or to share
our lives with our children
and our neighbors; to live in

passion and caring;
are entirely reversible.

implores, “Men’s

courses will fore-

shadow certain
ends, to which,
if persevered in,

selfishness or to show com-

As Scrooge plaintively

Through scbdting I have the rare privilege of shaping a positive
vironment fbrmy son and his peers, encouraging their sense
ind discovery, developing in them—and in myself— |

wice and commitment to helping others, and building
into their character.

they must lead. But if the courses be
departed from, the ends will change.”
‘We must all find for ourselves the
“...chance and hope of escaping
[Scrooge’s] fate.” This is why I made the
conscious decision to become actively
involved in my son’s life—and in the
lives of the boys in our community—as
a Boy Scout leader. Through scouting
I have the rare privilege of shaping a
positive environment for my son and his
peers, encouraging their sense of wonder
and discovery, developing in them—and
in myself—a sense of service and commit-
ment to helping others, and building
leadership qualities into their character.
Today my son is an Eagle Scout and a
National Honor Society student and is
applying to colleges to study civil engi-
neering, But of all his accomplishments,
I am proudest of the fact that he is a
young man of character and virtue, with
a sense of pride in himself and a genuine
sense of commitment to serve others.
Such joy, happiness, and contentment
as | have derived from my involvement
with scouting I could never find in any
personal ambition, confined, as it were,
to “the narrow limits of [my] money-
changing hole.” %
Roger Claff is an Assistant Scoutmaster in Boy Scout
Troop 1570 in Herndon, VA, and a Den Chief Training
Chair for his scout district. In these capacities and as a
parent, Roger is interested in developing character in

bays. Roger and his wife Ellen are very proud of their
Eagle Scout son, Daniel.




By D Adelheld Eubanks

Dlrector L:beral Arts Studies Pfogram and Assoc:até Professor
Department of Communication, Language, and therature at Coker College

hen I was asked to write
about religious narratives and
began thinking of my topic,
I remembered a particular group of stu-
dents from several years ago. My adult
learners were discussing an excerpt of the
Bible in the context of a World Literature
course and could not understand my con-
tinuous insistence on paying attention to
the exact wording of the passage. They
objected that this is how it has always
been written and that those are the words
of God. Most members of the group were
astounded, and some even shocked, when
they learned that their Bible was a transla-
tion and that God did not deliver the Ten
Commandments to Moses in English.
There is an explanation for my stu-
dents’ never having thought of the Bible
in Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, Latin, or
a host of modern languages. As Karen
Armstrong writes, “Christians do not have
a sacred language, as Sanskrit, Hebrew
and Arabic are sacred to Hindus, Jews
and Muslims” (50). This is an important
observation, because it helps us under-
stand that Christians, while heeding
words, tend to attach more significance
to individual people. Armstrong notes
that “[i]t is Jesus himself, not the scrip-
tural texts, who constitutes the Christian
revelation and there is nothing holy about
the New Testament Greek” (50). In my
experience, this seems to be true for many
American believers. For a number of
European Christians, the central figure is
Mary, who is revered under the name
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“Mary, Mother of God.” If Christians
venerate biblical individuals and their
actions, where does this leave language?

I do not mean to suggest that
Christians have a ‘special purchase’ on the
Bible. It is my intention, rather, to show
that the absence of a sacred language and
the importance given to individual people
of the Bible can lead to a certain inatten-
tiveness regarding language. In the follow-
ing sections I explore the importance of
language in the biblical narrative and what
it teaches us about helping young people
become well-rounded individuals and
responsible citizens.

I do not mean to imply that Christians
are indifferent to or unaffected by the lan-
guage of the Bible. Indeed, the prohibi-
tion to blaspheme makes many a parent
and teacher discourage children from
using exclamations such as “my God,”
“for the love of God,” and other expres-
sions I need not quote. In addition, the
religious narrative has inspired a vast
number of sayings which we seem to use
constantly. Take, for example “my broth-
er's keeper” (Genesis 4:9), “the powers
that be” (Romans 13:1), “the salt of the
earth” (Matthew 5:13), and “fight the
good fight” (1 Timothy 6:12), to name
but a few. Such phrases serve as conven-
ient ‘shortcuts,” invoking larger narratives
that we think we do not have to elaborate
on. Finally, the task of translating the
Bible to English has led to the coinage of
words that had not been part of the
English dictionary before. The Bible and

Its Influence cites “ambitious,” “beautiful,?
“liberty,” “puberty,” and “scapegoat,”
among others, as examples (12). We
clearly have abundant evidence that

the language of the Bible has had and
continues to have enormous influence

on culture.

My concern here, however, is with the
general nature, not the specific content,
of the Bible as religious narrative. If you
think of the “Song of Solomon” or the
“Psalms,” for example, you will under-
stand what I mean when I say that the
language of the Bible is figurative. Put
differently, readers of the Bible are encour-
aged not to simply accept, absorb, or
memorize words at face value, but to
interpret them. The Bible is full of alle-
gories, parables, and metaphors, all of
which elude precise and literal meaning,
In addition, consider the array of genres,
ranging from lists, to songs, to letters, to
sermons, to philosophical ruminations,
and more. One of the lessons to be
gleaned from the figurative nature of
the Bible’s language and the diversity of
genres within this text is that “[there is
no meaning resident 7 a word itself,”
as linguist Karol Janicki writes (61). The
absence of exact meaning invites the read-
er to engage constructively with the text.
It forces the reader to become an active
participant in the construction of mean-
ing by becoming engaged with the mate-
rial and by thoughtfully developing an

interpretation.




1 explore the importance of language in the biblical narrative and

what it teaches us about helping young people become well-rounded

individuals and responsible citizens.

This is an empowering situation. We
are all involved and have equal rights in
the meaning-making process. My stu-
dents—who were parents, caregivers,
and professionals—already knew this, of
course. They applied themselves to the
texts we studied with enthusiasm and
success but thought of the Bible in a cate-
gory of its own. Looked at in terms of
narrative, the Bible—as all narratives do—
teaches us that meaning, understanding,
and the best course of action to take are
not givens, but are arrived at through
interpretive work.

This is an important reminder to
teachers in today’s world for two reasons.
First, the nature of the widely used and
required standardized, multiple-choice
tests does not lend itself to creative

engagement with language; the task is

narrower in that the objective is to get
the right answer. Second, an important
implication of meaning being subject to
interpretation is that this leaves much
room for misunderstanding and contlict.
In Janicki’s words, “the meaning assigned
to a word by the sender [speaker] may be
entirely different from the meaning
assigned to the same word by the receiver
[listener]” (61). It is quite possible for any
speaker to be misunderstood some, or
even much, of the time. Remembering
that our communication can fail and give
rise to conflict can help us become more
tolerant of other people’s (language)
behavior.

Importantly, we have an obligation to
teach our students about this imprecise
and elusive tool we use every day. As
Donna Jo Napoli—a linguist from whom

I borrowed part of the title of this
article—writes: language “is a way to

give legitimacy to the spirit” (181). It

is crucial to find and use ‘teachable
moments’ to ask students what they mean
by a particular word or phrase or to ask
what they interpret the meaning of some-
one’s words to be. It is important to foster
a sense of self-worth that comes with
being heard and listened to. In addition,
learning about making wise choices and
developing the habits of good character
comes with the practice of interpretation.
Toward this end, we need to use
narratives—be they religious or secular. %
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By Harry Lynch

Headmaster, The Newman School in Boston, Massachusetts

The Bravery of Job

7 e all know the story of Job,
/' don’t we? But high school

vV V  students come to it with
fresh eyes and ears. In my World Religions
class at The Newman School in Boston,
I always look forward to discussing this
particular ‘disaster story.” The students
are alert t every nuance, every injustice,
and every outrage perpetrated against
innocent Job.

“Job was an upright and just man,”
they learn—yet, amazingly, a man who
becomes the subject of a wager between
God and the devil. “Consider my servant
Job,” God tells his debate partner, “is
there anyone like him on all the earth?

A man blameless and upright, who fears
God and sets his face against wrongdo-
ing.” So, Job’s existential circumstance is
put into play by God himself—who,
being God, must have been able to antici-
pate the Devil’s reply. “Why would he not
be God-fearing? You've given him every-
thing. Remove your protection, and he
will curse you to your face.”

The idea that a man’s health and the
well-being of his family could be treated
so cavalierly in a Bible story is both
appalling and—on another level—thrill-
ing to my students. For many of them,
this is their first encounter with a biblical
story that does not put a high polish on
God’s character, and their interest is
piqued by an account of a man so clearly
wronged, so unjustly treated. For perhaps
the first time, they realize that the prob-
lem of injustice in God’s world is not
one that the ancients treated lightly and
not something that they glossed over
with a rationalization; e.g., Job’s great-
grandfather stole from the equivalent of
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the corner store, so God had to punish
Job. Indeed, no such claim is made. Job
is, quite simply, the victim of cosmic
injustice, and there must be reason for
this.

When I previously presented the story
of Job, I found the calm of God’s answer
to Job’s interrogation to be the whole
point of the story. Job rails against God,
demanding his creator’s reply—on what
basis, for what reason, on what pretext,
have I been subjected to every disaster
that has befallen me? Catl Jung wrote
that God’s answer avoided the question.
However, over years of considering this
story and counseling students who have
had a few of their own “Job experiences,”
I must conclude that the most dramatic,
meaningful, constructive, and redemp-
tive part of Job’s exchange with God
comes before God’s recitations: “Where
were you when [ set the stars in their
courses? When I built up the mountains?
Have you an arm like God’s arm; can
you thunder with a voice like his? Deck
yourself out, if you can, in pride and
dignity. .. throw down the wicked where
they stand... Then I, in my turn, will
acknowledge that your own right hand
can save you.”

What answer can a man give to these
questions? At the conclusion of God’s
long recitation, Job replies, “I have spoken
of great things which I have not under-
stood...I melt away...] repent in dust

lives depend upon it.

and ashes.” But in these words we do not
find the true dignity of Job’s response,
and in God’s words, we do not find evi-
dence of the dignity of man. The key to
the story comes before all this, and when
they see it, my students “get it.” As the
dialogue with his friends begins, Job sits
amidst the ashes of his possessions. His
flocks are gone, his children are gone, his
servants are gone, and his wife ridicules
him for his refusal to curse God. Job is
covered with sores (courtesy of the devil’s
last challenge to God), and he uses the
shard of a broken pot to scratch his infect-
ed wounds. God is silent and removed
from him, and Job demands to know
why—given his adherence to God’s word
and his steady faith—he is doomed to
suffer.

Gods very first statement in reply
takes the form of a simple fatherly com-
mand: “Stand up like a man, so I can
talk to you.” What must it have taken,

Job’s story is ours, and despite whatever adversity life chooses to
“hurl at us, we must, at the critical moment, stand up. Our very




at that moment, for Job to stand up?
Having weighed me down with all of this,
you now have the audacity to demand
that I stand in your presence? | ask my
students, can we identify with Job at this
moment? Each of us, in the course of
our lives, experiences injustice or tragedy
that seems too much to bear, that is
inflicted upon us for no reason, and that
is a source of abiding sorrow. These inci-
dents in our lives and in the lives of our
students may involve untimely death,

the loss of a friendship, or difficulties

at school or work. Whether taken together
or alone, each incident and its attendant
sorrow attaches itself to our being, weigh-
ing us down with remorse, anguish, anger,
resentment, or all of these emotions. And
our natural human disposition—our pre-
ferred position—is usually fetal, as we
mourn our losses, curse our fate, and are
dragged down by a leaden burden of
depression and hopelessness.

‘What did it take, then, for Job to
stand up at that moment? Certainly, as
he brought himself to his feet before God,
he had to carry all of his burdens up with
him. His health, his possessions, his chil-
dren, his social position, all of that was
lost, and there was no hint that it would
be restored. He must have been like any
of us, struggling to get up from a sickbed,
or to rise to our feet at the wake of a loved
one, or simply to get up off the bench
after losing a close basketball game.

Stand up, God tells us, and face your
adulthood. Stand up, so I can speak to
you in the fullness of your human dignity.
Stand up; you are created in my image
and likeness, and it will not do for you to
wallow in this adversity. Stand up, find
your own heroism, face me, and we can
talk—creator to creature—about what
I am, and what you are, and what your
place in this glorious cosmos of mine is.
Stand up. And at that moment, we are
all reminded that the story of Job is
not old and outdated. Job’s story is ours,
and despite whatever adversity life chooses
to hutl at us, we must, at the critical
moment, stand up. Our very lives
depend upon it. ¥

UPCOMING EVENTS in CHARACTER EDUCATION

APRIL 1-3, 2006

Chicago, IL

ASCD 61st Annual Conference
Contact: Association for Supervision
and Curriculum Development
Telephone: 800-933-2723

Website: www.ascd.org

On Monday, April 3, 10:30~11:30 a.m.,
Dr. Bernice Lerner will give a presen-
tation on The Teaching of Biography.
From 1:00- 2:30 p.m. that same day,
Dr. Lerner will co-present with Karen
Newman, Dean of Studies, Pre-K-12,
Montclair Kimberley Academy, on
Building Character in Schools.

APRIL6-17,2006

. Boston, MA

CAEC Two-day Academy
Contact: Lauren Terry, CAEC

. Telephone: 617-353-3262

Website: .
www.bu.edu/education/caec

JUNE 12 - 16, 2006

Coker College; University of

South Carolina at Salkehatchie;
South Carolina State University
CAEC Teachers Academies in partner-
ship with the South Carolina DOE
Contact: Joan Dickinson,

Education Associate

Telephone: 803-734-4807

E-mail: jdickins@sde.state.sc.us

In collaboration with the Office of
Safe Schools and Youth Services, the
CAEC will provide professional devel-
opment to teachers through three

Teachers Academies. These week-long
programs will guide educators in
their efforts to integrate character
education into their respective aca-
demic curricula and school cultures.

JULY 13 - 15, 2006

st. Louis, MO

12th Annual Character
Education Conference

Contact: Cooperating School
Districts (CSD)

Telephone: 314-692-1250
Website: www.characterplus.org

AUGUST 2 -4, 2006

salt Lake City, UT

Summer Institute:

Educating Heart and Mind
Contact: Kristin Fink, Community
of Caring National Office
Telephone: 801-587-8990

E-mail: Kristin.fink@ed.utah.edu
Website:
www.communityofcaring.org

All educators and administrators are
invited to attend this exceptional
three-day institute featuring presen-
tations on ethics and character
from scholars (including CAEC
Associates) and practitioners. Guided
by the teaching of great philoso-
phers, participants will gain a deeper
appreciation of our schools’ most
important mission—to help students
develop the habits and dispositions
that lead to wise and responsible
choices.

CAEC

AT BOSTON UNIVERSITY

CENTER FOR THE ADVANCEMENT
OF ETHICS AND CHARACTER
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EDUCATING HEART AND MIND:
THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF CHARACTER EDUCATION

TWO-DAY ACADEMY

The CAEC’s Two-day Academy is a stimulating retreat that inspires educators to embrace a renewed sense of responsibility
and dedication to the art of teaching, cultivates their intellectual lives, and instills in them a deeper understanding of how
to educate for character. Plenary presentations by Boston University scholars explain relevant philosophical principles and
demonstrate how sources of wisdom can be mined for enduring lessons.

Educating Heart and Mind: The Theory and Practice of Moral Character and Moral Behavior: Perspectives from
Character Education Philosophy and Social Psychology

Dr. Bernice Lerner, Director of the Center for the Advancement of Dr. Simon Keller, Assistant Professor of Philosophy,

Ethics and Character, School of Education College of Arts and Sciences

Plato’s Meno: The World’s Worst Student Hello, Dolly (the Sheep): Educating for a New Millennium
Dr. David Roochnik, Professor of Philosophy, College of Arts Dr. James Tracy, Headmaster, Boston University Academy

and Sciences

Luncheon Speaker

Luncheon Speaker Dr. Stephan Ellenwood, Associate Dean, School of Education

Dr. Douglas Sears, Dean, School of Education . . . .
8 4 Affirmations of Identity and Experience: The Western

Character, Caritas, and Critical Thinking: Canon and Today’s Diversified Student Body
An Ethical Love Potion

Dr. Joellen Masters, Assistant Professor of Humanities,
Dr. Natalie McKnight, Chair of the Humanities and Rhetoric Division ~ College of General Studies
and Associate Professor of Literature, College of General Studies

For more information, please contact us at 617-353-3262 or
Why Heroes? caec@bu.edu. Directions to Boston University facilities, a list of area

Dr. Peter Gibbon, Senior Research Fellow, School of Education hotels, and parking information will be mailed to all registrants.

Fee: $390; $350 for three or more teachers from one school or Participants who attend the entire program will receive a Certificate
organization. of Completion. Participants who additionally submit a two- to three-
A continental breakfast, lunch, and materials are provided. Fee includes a page reflection paper (as described at the outset of the program) to
$40 nonrefundable processing charge. the CAEC by Friday, April 21, will earn 12 Professional Development
Name(s) and position(s) of participant(s) (indicate contact person Points (PDPs) from Boston University’s School of Education.
with an asterisk) Two-day Academy fee ($390 each; $350 for three or more teachers):
1. 2. X Number of attendees:
3 a TOTAL:

[_J Check/s is/are enclosed {make payable to CAEC at Boston University)
School/District Payment type (check one) [} Visa [_] MasterCard [_] Discover

Address card #:[_J LI AN

City

State Zip Exp. Date Name as it appears on the card

- I hereby authorize Boston University to charge my credit card the amount spedi-
Phone Fax fied above. | agree to pay the total credit card amount listed above according to
E-mail the card issuer agreement.
Please return this form to: - - L :

Authorized signature Date

The Center for the Advancement of Ethics and Character L .
621 Commonwealth Avenue, Boston, MA 02215 Registration deadline: March 30, 2006

Fax: 617-353-4351.




We want to hear from you!

The strength of this newsletter depends on the active contribution of its readers. Our readers want to learn
what is happening in your school or community—that’s what our “From the Trenches” section is all about.

We welcome submissions of any kind, including letters, articles, and anecdotes. What has worked in your
classroom, home, or school? What has inspired your dedication to character education? We also encourage
recommendations for our Selected Bibliography, Movies, and Character Quotes.

Our next issue will spotlight “ETHICS LESSONS IN ART AND FILM.” The deadline for submissions is May 26,
2006. Please address all correspondence to: Newsletter Managing Editor, Center for the Advancement of
Ethics and Character, 621 Commonwealth Avenue, Boston, MA 02215.

Please use this form to initiate, renew, or update your membership.

Friend of the CAEC {$60): Biannual newsletter, occasional mailings. Name

[ New membership

(] Renewal Occupation, Title, or Position

ASCD Character Education Network ($20): Biannual newsletter, Mailing Address [ Work [ Home
occasional mailings.

[ New membership

[ Renewal Telephone [ work [ Home
(1 Additional contributions $

Please make checks payable to CAEC. E-mail Address:

NOTE: $40 of each Friend of the CAEC membership is tax deductible. We are a nonprofit organization and rely on grants and the
generosity of our members. Any additional tax-deductible contribution you make to the CAEC is both needed and greatly appreciated.

3 ; Rt
Visit our website! www.bu.edu/education/caec
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