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Preface 

Each year at Jesmond Parish Church we have an Education Service in 
our “Spring” session. In 2016 Ian Garrett, a senior assistant minister at 
Jesmond Parish Church, was asked to preach the education sermon and 
he chose to go back to first principles. Particularly in the light of the 
forthcoming Jesmond Conference, Teaching for Commitment, it is 
important that the issues he raised are addressed, however we respond, 
and where necessary action taken.  

Of course, we must thank God for all the sterling work done currently in 
our schools, often against many odds, by Christian teachers, head 
teachers and inspectors. But when there are such divergent views over 
the philosophy of education in the country, let alone the theology of 
education, problems will be inevitable and rethinking required.  

The consultation over the Government’s proposal for inspecting ‘Out of 
School Education’ settings has drawn attention to such divergence of 
views and provoked many Christian parents to review their own 
positions regarding education generally – at primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels. To help in this reviewing Ian Garrett’s sermon is printed in 
full as is my letter to the Secretary of State regarding inspections of “out 
of school education settings”. 

David Holloway 

Vicar of Jesmond 

 

 

 

Note 

All Bible references are from the ESV unless otherwise stated. 
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THE LITMUS TEST FOR A FREE SOCIETY 
A letter by David Holloway to the Secretary of State for Education 

 in response to the Government’s proposal for inspecting 
“out of school education settings” 

 

To: the Department for Education 

11 January 2016 

Dear Secretary of State, 

I wish to register strong opposition to the Government’s Proposals for 
inspecting “out of school education settings” when the Government has 
not specified violence or child abuse as the “extremism” that needs 
opposing.   

As the proposals stand many Church youth groups and holiday clubs 
together with their Scout and Guide groups could be affected. If this is 
intended, such censorship is a serious infringement of religious freedom. 
It is also evidence of “secular extremism” in the Department for 
Education, which, being serious, itself needs opposition.  

The Western Free World’s tradition, with toleration being an essential 
part of that tradition, can only be properly understood in the context of 
religious freedom and the non-enforcement of religion or belief. John 
Locke was greatly responsible for the British tradition of toleration with 
his Letter of Toleration in the late 17th century. For him this meant 
freedom for all parties in the Wars of Religion. But that freedom meant 
that religions and beliefs could only be promoted through argument and 
not through force.  So toleration then was primarily a requirement laid 
on the government in power not to use force to promote beliefs – 
whether Roman Catholic, Anglican, Presbyterian, Independent or 
Anabaptist.  

But not all should be tolerated. Beliefs and ideas were to be free. What 
Locke said should not be tolerated was violence or sexual licence (he 
was worried at one extreme by Roman Catholics being disloyal to the 
Crown and only recognizing a foreign jurisdiction and at the other 
extreme by antinomian anabaptist Protestant cults). Interestingly, Locke 
also said Muslims should be tolerated but not Atheists! He famously 
said, "promises, covenants, and oaths, which are the bonds of human 
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society, can have no hold upon an Atheist.”  

From this history of toleration and from today’s wider world, it is being 
argued that freedom of religion and belief is the most fundamental of 
freedoms in a nation. Therefore, the state of religious liberty, including 
the liberty to win converts from other faiths and none, is the litmus test 
for a truly free society. This was understood at the beginning of the 
modern era, with the desire for the separation of Church and State. 
However, in the Western world that separation was not so that the 
State could be free from religion but free for religion. The USA has 
sought to ensure this freedom and separation through their Constitution 
(with the free-Church non-conformists no longer being enforced to 
conform by Anglicans following the English 1662 Act of Uniformity). But 
this American experiment has not been entirely successful (witness their 
‘culture wars').  

In Britain a constitutional and democratic Monarchical system has 
helped preserve freedom of religion and is significantly different to that 
in the USA. The British system is light of touch and heavy on tradition. 
Peers, MPs, Judges and Church of England Clergy have to swear 
allegiance to the Crown. However, the Crown, in the person of our 
Queen, has to promise to govern “according to the Laws and customs” 
of the UK (thus ensuring, in practice, legislative and judicial freedom for 
the State). She then also has to promise “to maintain the Laws of God 
and the true profession of the Gospel” and has to “preserve inviolably 
the settlement of the Church of England" (thus ensuring, in practice, 
doctrinal freedom for the Church of England, and, with the Church of 
England being proxy for other denominations and faiths, freedom for 
other beliefs).  

Furthermore, this establishment of the Christian religion and religious 
freedom has provided, at a public level, grounding for British Values of 
which the Lockean tradition of toleration is part. Indeed, those British 
Values depend on fundamental Christian assumptions which most men 
and women of good will and common sense want to maintain even 
when not believers themselves.  

All this is why the proposal for a government body censoring Christian 
churches in the form of their youth work is so serious. If followed 
through, it would be another example of the Secular-extremism that 
undoubtedly is provoking the Islamic-extremism that the Department 

The Litmus Test for a Free Society – David Holloway 



   How Should Christians Educate Their Children? - Ian Garrett 

5 
 

 

rightly opposes.  

At an obvious level, to suggest that churches in the UK are radicalizing 
young people in a way that merits expensive (to the tax-payer) 
Governmental action, is both laughable and shocking. Even Richard 
Dawkins, no friend to theism and no friend normally to the Christian 
faith, has said:  

“there are no Christians, as far as I know, blowing up buildings. I am 
not aware of any Christian suicide bombers. I am not aware of any 
major Christian denomination that believes the penalty for 
apostasy is death. I have mixed feelings about the decline of 
Christianity, in so far as Christianity might be a bulwark against 
something worse” (The Times 2 April 2010).   

The extra time pressure on Church volunteers, if the proposals were 
given effect, would mean many Church youth groups would close, 
certainly in smaller churches. This would often be in poorer areas where 
there is no local financial Church support for youth staff. Has the 
Department thought about who, or what, will take the place of such 
closures and who will pay?  

Of course there must not be youth meetings where the young are 
trained to blow up the Houses of Parliament or be suicide bombers on 
underground trains. But this currently is only a particular problem for our 
Islamic friends and has to be dealt with as such - not through a blanket 
proposal that defies the fundamental British Value of freedom of, and 
for, religion and belief.  

Yours sincerely 

David Holloway,  

Vicar of Jesmond, Newcastle upon Tyne 
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HOW SHOULD CHRISTIANS EDUCATE THEIR CHILDREN? 
A sermon preached by Ian Garrett at Jesmond Parish Church on 17.01.2016 

 
How should Christians educate their children? That’s the question this 
morning. And faced with any issue like that, a Christian should ask, 
‘Where does the Bible address this?’ And with education, the answer is 
that, explicitly or implicitly, the Bible addresses it from beginning to end 
– but most explicitly in the book of Proverbs. 
 

So I want to begin by mining some Biblical first principles from Proverbs 
1-9, and then we’ll think about our context today. 
 

Now if you know Proverbs at all, you might think it’s just a hotchpotch 
of advice, and observations on life. Like …  
 

… better to live on a corner of the roof than share a house with a 
quarrelsome wife (Proverbs 21.9 NIV). 

 
Well, from Proverbs 10 onwards, you do get collections of those kinds of 
wise sayings, often switching from subject to subject. But chapters 1-9 
are very different – because they give a sketch of the kind of education 
God wants for the children he’s entrusted to us. So my first and much 
longer heading is: 
 

1. WHAT SHOULD CHRISTIAN EDUCATION LOOK LIKE? 
 

Well, look down to Proverbs 1, verse 1: 
 

1 The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel: 
2 To know wisdom and instruction, 
    to understand words of insight, 
3 to receive instruction in wise dealing, 
    in righteousness, justice, and equity; 
4 to give prudence to the simple, 
    knowledge and discretion to the youth— (Proverbs 1.1-4). 

 

So verse 4 says who the book is primarily for. It’s to all of us, but 
primarily it’s to ‘the simple’ and ‘the youth’ – two words for the same 
person. And ‘simple’ doesn’t mean ‘unintelligent’, as people sometimes 
use the word today. In Proverbs, ‘the simple’ are those who are still 
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trying to learn and work out what life’s all about – which means they’re 
the easily misled, the vulnerable (to use a modern word). 
 

As for the word ‘youth’, elsewhere in the Old Testament it’s used of a 
very young child, a teenager and a young adult. But in Proverbs it 
specifically means those who are moving from adolescence towards 
being young adults – ‘standing on their own two feet’, as we would say – 
when the parental home is no longer the centre of gravity or frame of 
reference it once was. In our context, that would be a child who’s leaving 
home for a first job, or to go to university. 
 

So if that’s you right now – a senior CYFA member, or student – 
especially first year – then Proverbs is especially God’s book for you. But 
it’s also especially God’s book for the parents – along with grandparents, 
godparents, extended family, friends, teachers and school governors – 
who are trying to prepare children for that move. And that’s why, 
throughout Proverbs 1-9, the scene switches between the parental 
home and the world ‘out there’. For example, look down to chapter 1.8: 
 

8 Hear, my son, your father's instruction, 
    and forsake not your mother's teaching (Proverbs 1.8). 

 

So there’s the scene of the parental home. And the Bible assumes that 
the married family is the primary, God-created unit of society, and that 
the father and mother together are the primary educators of their 
children. So the education of your children is not ultimately the school’s 
responsibility, still less the State’s. Under God, it’s yours – whoever you 
share it with, or delegate it to. So we need to oppose the increasing 
attempts of the State to usurp the place of parents – such as the Named 
Person scheme in Scotland. And in doing that, the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights is on our side, because it says: 
 

Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be 
given to their children (Article 26.3). 

 

And the European Convention on Human Rights is also on our side: 
 

The State shall respect the right of parents to ensure [their children’s] 
education… in conformity with their own religious and philosophical 
convictions (Protocol 1, Article 2). 
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So that’s the parental home. And then the scene switches to the world 
‘out there’. Look on to Proverbs 1.20-22: 
 

20 Wisdom cries aloud in the street,  
    in the markets she raises her voice; 
21 at the head of the noisy streets she cries out; 
    at the entrance of the city gates she speaks: 
22 “How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?” 

 

So there’s your child just gone off to university. And you’re not there any 
more, and the question is: has the wisdom of God which you’ve 
modelled and taught them actually got into their own hearts – so that 
they listen to him above all the other voices? 
 

Well now look back to chapter 1 verse 7, because this is the book’s 
foundational word on education: 
 

The fear of the LORD is the beginning [or foundation] of knowledge 
(Proverbs 1.7) … 

 

… ie, if you want to understand any subject in life – from marriage to 
medicine, from love to law, from happiness to history – the foundation 
for a true understanding is ‘the fear of the LORD’, or ‘reverence for the 
LORD’, as some translations say. It’s that fundamental attitude which 
says, ‘God is God, and I’m not. And he has both the right and the wisdom 
to tell me what life is about, how to live it, and how to interpret it.’ Just 
look on to chapter 3 verse 5 to see that attitude spelt out a bit more: 
 

5 Trust in the LORD with all your heart, 
    and do not lean on your own understanding. 
6 In all your ways acknowledge him, 
    and he will make straight your paths. 
7 Be not wise in your own eyes; 
    fear the LORD, and turn away from evil (Proverbs 3.5-7). 
 

And that is the exact opposite of what many educators want to tell our 
children today. Many want to say to our children today, ‘Freedom means 
not letting anyone else tell you how to live. So trust in your own 
judgement. Live by your own wisdom. Define reality and right and wrong 
for yourself.’ And David Bowie epitomised that idea of defining and 
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redefining reality for yourself – which is why those who want to push 
that view have lionised him in the media after his death. 
 

But the Bible says that idea of absolute freedom will actually harm and 
de-humanise us – because we’re not wise enough to define reality and 
right and wrong for ourselves. We need God to define for us what’s real 
– like the nature of marriage – and what’s right and wrong; and then to 
enjoy our freedom within those limits. That’s what’s truly ‘humanising’. 
 

So that’s why my over-riding aim and hope for my children’s education is 
that it helps them come to that fundamental attitude of the ‘fear of the 
LORD’ – in New Testament terms, to come to accept Jesus as Lord. 
 

Now some would say, ‘Isn’t that indoctrination – aren’t you trying to 
impose your beliefs on them?’ To which the answer is, ‘No’ – because I 
can’t make my children believe that Jesus is Lord; still less force them to 
accept his Lordship (and I’d be a fool to try – nothing would be more 
guaranteed to put them off Jesus). Those are things that can only go on 
in the freedom of their own minds and wills. All I can do is to present 
Jesus to them in the way I live and open the Bible to them – alongside 
the way that you, as their church family, do that for them, too. And as 
someone put it, ‘That’s not imposing our beliefs; it’s proposing them.’ 
 

And that’s the model you see in Proverbs. So look back to chapter 2 
verse 1, for example: 
 

1 My son, if you receive my words… (Proverbs 2.1) 
 

And note that ‘if’. Because having Jesus as Lord can’t be forced on our 
children; we can’t make it happen. They have to receive him for 
themselves. So Proverbs models the way to propose the faith to our 
children, while giving them the space and freedom to process it and 
respond for themselves. 
 

Now if you have a child, maybe long grown-up, who doesn’t presently 
accept Jesus as Lord, you may be thinking, ‘What did we do wrong?’ And 
the answer, as for every parent here, is, ‘Quite a lot.’ But is the 
assumption behind the question that if you’d ‘got it right’, they’d have 
responded differently? Because that isn’t a true assumption. Because the 
response our children make to Jesus is outside our control, however 
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‘right’ we get it – which is perhaps the hardest truth a Christian parent 
has to face. 
 

So, Christian parents are the primary educators of their children. And that 
will be through sharing the Bible with them at home – which I think all of 
us need much more help with, through church. But even more, it will be 
through how we model living for Jesus as Lord. So for example, if you 
love your wife as Christ loved the Church, it’ll teach them more about 
how good it is to have Jesus as Lord than a whole CYFA series on 
discipleship. If your children know you get up before them to pray, it’ll 
teach them more about prayer than a whole term on that topic in 
Explorers. 
 

And then, having said that Christian parents are the primary educators of 
their children, if we believe the Bible is the most important book in the 
world, then logically the Bible has to be the primary curriculum. Which is 
a disturbing thought, isn’t it? When you think how almost all our 
schooling options cover hardly any of the Bible, and leave our children 
with a fag-end of time and energy for learning it. 
 

But let’s just think education through from that premise that the Bible 
and its worldview have to be the primary curriculum. 
 

That’s the number one reason I want my children to learn to read – so 
that they can read the Bible for themselves. It’s also the number one 
reason I want them to learn to think critically – so they can ask things 
like, ‘Is that the right interpretation of this passage?’, or, ‘Is there really 
good reason for believing in the resurrection?’, or, ‘Are there other 
beliefs out there which are more credible than the Bible?’ - ie, I want 
them to learn to ask questions about truth, and to pursue truth. It’s also 
the number one reason I want them to learn to think independently. 
Because the most important thing they’ll do is to decide about Jesus for 
themselves.  
 

And, historically, that’s why it’s Christians who’ve pioneered liberal 
education, teaching literacy, and then critical and independent thinking 
based on a core of Biblical knowledge. It’s why the whole modern school 
and university movement came from Christians starting schools and 
universities – most of which have since lost their way and gone secular.  
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And although the Bible was their primary curriculum, it wasn’t their total 
curriculum. Because the Bible itself sets us the agenda of studying much 
more than just the Bible itself. For example, Genesis 1 says that God has 
given us dominion over the physical world. So that opens up all the 
sciences, and the maths underlying them. And it also says we’re to order 
human society and that we reflect God’s creativity, which opens up all 
the humanities. 
 

So here’s the irony: it’s actually Christianity that gave us modern liberal 
education – because it fosters critical and independent thinking based 
on a core of knowledge, and fosters science. And yet many voices today 
are saying Christianity is the enemy of liberal education and that only 
secular education fosters critical and independent thinking. 
 

So Richard Dawkins, for example, has suggested that it’s indoctrination 
bordering on abuse to teach young children that the God of the Bible is 
really there. And, like others, he seems to be saying we should bring up 
children in a neutral atmosphere, and try to avoid them believing 
anything before they can ‘make up their own minds’. 
 

But that’s nonsense. Because for one thing, there’s no such thing as a 
‘neutral atmosphere’. For example, if you try to be ‘neutral’ by saying 
nothing about God in your school curriculum, you’re not saying nothing 
about God, are you? You’re saying, ‘Either he doesn’t exist; or if he does, 
he makes absolutely no difference at all to your understanding of any 
subject – from sex education to socialism, from palliative care to Plato.’ 
Which isn’t exactly being neutral, is it? 
 

So there is no such thing as neutrality anywhere or in anyone. But for 
another thing, we can’t avoid initially imposing beliefs on our children 
before they can think them through for themselves. For example, every 
parent (including Richard Dawkins, I guess) has imposed on their children 
the belief that they shouldn’t touch the fire, or run out into the road, or 
accept sweets or lifts from strangers (and that last one is imposing a very 
strong view of human nature on them, isn’t it?) And that’s because we 
know there are things we need to get into children’s heads before they 
can think them through properly for themselves. 
 

And that principle is actually true of education more widely. Some 
educators say, ‘We don’t want to impose a traditional core of knowledge; 
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we primarily want to teach skills like critical, independent thinking.’ But 
studies of child development say that actually the skills depend on, and 
operate from, that knowledge. So for example there is a classic book on 
Christian education called Teaching For Commitment, by a Canadian 
professor of philosophy, Elmer Thiessen. And he sums up the findings of 
child development studies like this: 
 

Development towards autonomy [which is his word for critical, 
independent thinking] is best achieved if one begins with a relatively 
closed… social, cultural, moral and intellectual environment … In fact, 
nurture within a stable and coherent primary culture… is a prerequisite 
to normal development towards autonomy. [Whereas] exposing the 
young child to a variety of belief systems too soon will in fact prevent 
[that] development. 

 

And that’s just research agreeing with the educational model God gives 
in Proverbs 1-9 – which is that first of all, children take on board the 
Biblical worldview, largely on trust, under their parents. And then they 
grow into thinking critically about it, evaluating it and the alternatives, 
and ultimately coming to an independent mind. 
 

So that’s just a brief sketch from Proverbs on ‘What should Christian 
education look like?’ So much more briefly, my other question is: 
 

2. HOW CAN WE GIVE OUR CHILDREN A CHRISTIAN EDUCATION? 
 

You may be aware that the wife of tennis player Andy Murray is due a 
baby in early February, and that he starts in the Australian Open next 
week. And in the event of the baby coming early he has said (quote), ‘As 
soon as the call comes in, I’ll find a way to get home in time.’ Which 
makes me question his geography (a ‘core knowledge’ problem, maybe?) 
But he also said, ‘In the few weeks beforehand, you think about 
[becoming a parent] quite a lot – it’s a pretty big thing that’s about to 
happen.’ 
 

Well spotted, Andy! And once it has happened, you constantly wish 
you’d thought more about how to do it beforehand, but now you haven’t 
got the time to think, because you’re doing it. And I think that applies 
especially to our children’s education. And I sense that my generation is 
being caught on the hop. Because even compared to when we went 
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through school, things in education have changed drastically and could 
change more drastically, quite rapidly. Which means we need to ask that 
question, ‘How can we give our children a Christian education?’ far more 
deliberately than previous generations, who could maybe assume some 
kind of ‘Christian-ness’ to the schooling on offer. 
 

So here’s some fuel for thought – and, I hope for discussion with one 
another in our peer groups here in church – about our options, taking 
the nurture of the Christian home and the Church as a ‘given’ in all this. 
 

Option no.1 is that we home-school our children. 
 

A number of us do that already. And there are big advantages – above 
all, education within a consistently Christian worldview, but other 
advantages besides. One disadvantage is simply that not everyone is up 
to it. Another is that not everyone is free for it – although maybe we 
need to re-examine the wisdom of two full-time working parents. 
Another is the challenge of providing corporate learning, activities like 
sport, and equipment like microscopes – but the model of home-
schooling co-operatives is strong in America, and growing here (and not 
just among Christians). And depending on how things change for the 
worse, co-operative home schooling may become an increasingly 
attractive and necessary option. 
 

Option no.2 is that we send our children to a Christian school. 
 

And that may be public, or private/fee-paying (if we can afford that). If 
such a school genuinely does have a thought-out Christian philosophy of 
education, that gets you the big advantage of home-schooling, while 
overcoming some of the disadvantages. And that’s why it’s part of our 
vision as a church to establish a Church school. We made an application 
to open a Free School in 2013 – which the Government turned down. 
But finding a way forward towards some kind of Church school is on our 
agenda. 
 

I went to a day conference on education with a remarkable French 
pastor and headmaster called Luc Bussiere. And the most memorable 
line of the day for me was when he said this: ‘I cannot now imagine my 
church without its school’ – so integral is each to the life of the other. 
(And I should add: as with many Christian schools, many of the parents 
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are not Christian but want what a Christian education offers; the 
argument that Christian schools mean ‘withdrawing into a Christian 
bubble’ is simply not fair). 
 

Now there are some Christian schools open to some of us. There are a 
few Christian academies around here. There are a few State schools with 
good Christian heads and a Christian-ish ethos. And there are good 
Catholic schools, which a number of us have chosen to use – because 
although we might have to help our children filter some ‘Catholicisms’, 
the total worldview of Catholic schools is far closer to what we’d want 
than would be true of most secular State schools. 
 

Then option no.3 is that we send our children to a ‘normal’ State school. 
 

And there are such schools where heads are still at least sympathetic to 
Christians and to the place given to Christianity in current education 
legislation. And in all of them there are good teachers doing a good job. 
But let me read you a quote from John Stuart Mill about State 
education. Mill wrote some of the classic stuff on liberal education in the 
19th century, and many State school educators would probably quote 
him as their champion. But listen to what he says: 
 

Diversity of education [is of unspeakable importance]. A general state 
education is a mere contrivance for moulding people to be exactly like 
one another: and as the mould in which it casts them is that which 
pleases the predominant power in the government… in proportion as it 
is… successful, it establishes a despotism over the mind. An education 
established by the State should only exist, if exist at all, as one among 
many competing experiments, carried on for the purpose of example 
and stimulus, to keep the others up to a certain standard (On Liberty, 
John Stuart Mill). 

 

And right now there are at least three huge problems with the 
Department for Education, and ‘the mould in which it is casting state 
schools’, to use Mill’s phrase. 
 

Problem 1 is the way it’s pushing the equality of heterosexual and 
homosexual relationships. It’s sobering to think that one of Nicky 
Morgan’s special advisors is the former Head of Education for the ‘gay 
rights’ campaigning group Stonewall. 
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Problem 2 is, as a senior Christian headmaster recently put it, that the 
DfE is dominated by a worldview, which believes that, if only the 
conditions are got right, all children are equally capable of the same 
achievement - which, isn’t true, because abilities differ, and it leads to a 
‘dumbing down’ of education. 
 

Problem 3 is the counter-extremism agenda. We know the problem is 
Islamic extremism. But the Government is targeting ‘extremism’ more 
broadly, as it chooses to define it. So in the wake of action against the 
‘Trojan horse’ schools in Birmingham, Christian schools seem to have 
been targeted to give the appearance of ‘even-handedness’ against 
‘religious extremism’ in general. And as the Government targets 
Madrassas, it’s also proposing to target Church youth and children’s 
work – again, to appear ‘even-handed’. And unless successfully opposed, 
where will that end? Because, won’t Islamic radicalisation be traced 
further back to the home? In which case, to appear ‘even-handed’, will 
Ofsted be inspecting the way I read the Bible and pray with my children 
at bedtime? How far will the State go? 
 

Like I said, things in education have changed drastically and could 
change more drastically, quite rapidly. Christian education is under 
attack. And we need to realise that the arguments being used against 
Christian schooling can equally be used against Christian nurture in the 
Church and even in the home. Which is one of many reasons why I’m 
convinced we need to contend for our existing Christian schools – and 
to contend for the right to open new ones. Because if we succeed in 
that, we’ll establish rights in the public sphere that will then protect us in 
the private sphere. 
 

I wish I could sound less pessimistic. But enough of you have told me 
your deep anxieties about our educational options that it’s better for us 
to wake up to the situation, face the challenge, go back to Biblical first 
principles, and ask, ‘How are we, as Christians, going to educate our 
children?’ 
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