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Improvising Inside
The Whole Story

|

by Syd Hielema

When I was a teenager, we played a game called
20 questions. These were the rules: someone told
the ending of a story, and then the group was per-
mitied to ask 20 questions to figure out the whole
story. The most famous one goes like this: “a man
goes into a restaurant in a seaport town in England
and orders a meal of albatross. He takes one bite,

and then goes out into the street and shoots himself.

Dr. Syd Hielema is Assistant Professor of Theology
at Dordt College. His paper was presented to the B.
J. Haan Education Conference held at Dordt
College in March 2001.

Why?” This is the full story: the man, with a group
of others, had been shipwrecked on a tropical island
and captured by a tribe of cannibals. While there, all
his companions died, apparently of tropical diseases,
though he was never quite sure. His captors fed him
strange food that he had never tasted before, and
they told him it was albatross meat. Deep down he
suspected that he was really eating his former com-
panions. Eventually he was rescued and returned to
England. Once there, one bite in the restaurant con-
firmed his suspicions and he was unable to live with
the horror of what he had done.

This game illustrates a profound truth about reali-
ty: isolated events make sense only when we know
the whole story. The whole story with its setting,
characters, plot lines, strange twists and turns, con-
flicts and resolutions, and so on, holds things togeth-
er so that they make sense. The same holds true for
the events of our lives and for our lives as a whole.
If our lives are completely cut off from reality as a
whole, our lives do not make sense. When our lives
are situated within a larger picture, the whole story,
then that larger picture serves to make sense of our
lives. Every aspect of our lives is to be placed inside
the perspective of the whole story. For example,
why do we have children? Fundamentally, we have
children because we trust that God is faithful. The
story of Scripture helps us to see that the God who
made the heavens and the earth and who command-
ed us to be fruitful and multiply is still the same God
today, and the promises recorded in Scripture also
apply to us and our children. And though we are
broken sinners bringing children into an often terri--
fying world, we trust that God’s faithfulness is
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greater than both our brokenness and the terrors of
this world.

In light of this truth, I have two thesis statements
to develop. First, if I had to name one fundamental,
foundational purpose of Christian education it would
be this: to lead each child that we meet to see his or
her life squarely within the whole story of God’s
way with his world. Second, I believe that the entire
Christian life can be described as improvising inside
the whole story. These two thesis statements leave
me with two basic questions to address: (1) How do
we live inside the whole story? (2) What’s involved
in improvising inside that story?

Living inside the whole story
Listen to Paul’s words in Ephesians. 1:3-14:

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly
realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For
he chose us in him before the creation of the world
to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he pre-
destined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus
Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will—to
the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely
given us in the One he loves. In him we have
redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of
sins, in accordance. with the riches of God’s grace
that he lavished on us with all wisdom and under-
standing. And he made known to us the mystery of
his will according to his good plcasurc, which he
purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the
times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring
all things in heaven and on earth together under one
head, even Christ.

In him we were also chosen, having been pre-
destined according to the plan of him who works out
everything in conformity with the purpose of his
will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in
Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. And you
also were included in Christ when you heard the
word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having
believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the
promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing
our inheritance until the redemption of those who
are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.

Through these words, Paul presents a powerful
account of the whole story. His language here is
very lofty and grand, but an everyday example may
serve to bring it down to earth: one of the rules in our
home is that everyone is given 90 minutes of “e-
time” a day. E-time refers to electronic time, and
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this includes watching television, playing electronic
games of any kind, communicating via email or surf-
ing the web. This family rule represents a stumbling
effort on our part to respect the whole story.
According to Ephesians 1, the message of who we
are is a message of wonder and grace. We are human
beings who were chosen in Christ before the cre-
ation, and we are persons destined for the new cre-
ation. Already now we have been given every bless-
ing in the heavenly rcalms, but thosc blessings are
what we might call “now and not yet” blessings,
because everything in heaven and earth has not yet
been brought under Christ as head. We know our
origin and our destination; who we are now and how
we live now reflects those realities. My wife and I
believe that excessive e-time diminishes who we are
as persons, transforming us into passive consumers !
who become self-absorbed and poor reflectors of the -
blessings that have been poured out upon us. The
Holy Spirit is a deposit of the new creation; when we
spend excessive time with the electronic media
depositing its materials within us, we quench the
Holy Spirit. We try to place the little picture of elec-
tronic consumption in our home inside the whole
story of God’s way with his world.

Living inside the whole story involves six charac-
teristics. First, the whole story really means that: the
whole story, everything. Describing everything is
very difficult to do, but the Christian faith gives us
handles for understanding this everything. The
Christian doctrine of the Trinity is a moving testi-
mony to a profound, covenantal relation that
embraces everything: God the Father created and
upholds all reality, he sent his son to redeem it, and
will bring all reality together under his son as head.
Until that day, the Holy Spirit is the down payment
on the way to the new creation, the one who binds us
to the Father and Son as adopted children. It’s all
there in Ephesians 1, and we can’t say it any better
than Paul did in this doxological exclamation.

Second, the whole story, that everything, has a
plotline and we are wrapped inside the plot. Often
we summarize this plotline as the story of creation-
fall-redemption-new creation, a story that describes
history from the beginning to the end of time. The
entire Bible tells us hundreds of little stories of
humanity’s covenantal relation with God; in other
words, it tells us many little stories from the per-
spective of the whole story. God made everything



wonderfully good, overflowing with shalom.
Through the serpent’s invitation and human disobe-
dience the whole universe fell into sin, but God
immediately promised redemption. The Old
Testament records a very convoluted road on the
way to the redeemer, Jesus Christ. God sent his son,
who spread everywhere he went the shalom that the
world originally had, and earned the death penalty
for his efforts. But God raised him from the dead as
the first fruit of the new creation, and the ascended
Lord has sent the Holy Spirit to prepare his bride, the
body of Christ, for the new creation, which will
come in its fullness when he returns. We know the
whole plotline from beginning to end, and we’re
tucked in there in the second last chapter, gifted and
graced with the down payment of the Holy Spirit as
an anticipation of the final chapter, the new creation.

Third, the whole story shapes our understanding
of fundamental questions of meaning. These ques-
tions include the following: What is God like? Who
am 1?7 Who is humankind as a whole? Where did
this universe come from? Where is it headed? What
is right with the universe? What is wrong with the
universe? What is the remedy for what’s wrong?
Why are we here? How do I relate to others? What
is knowable and what is unknowable? When we
come to know the whole story, wrapped inside the
story are answers to such fundamental questions of
meaning.

Fourth, we are told the whole story, but the full
story lies beyond our grasp. Knowing the whole
story is not the same as knowing the full story in
complete detail. Yes, the mystery of the whole story
has been revealed to us in the person of Jesus Christ,
as Paul says, but that revelation enables us to sec
how the whole story hangs together, which is really
all that we need to see. Many, many of the details of
the full story are not available to us, which is why
elsewhere Paul can say that “now we see but a poor
reflection as in a mirror” (I Cor. 13.12). The writer
of Fcclesiastes, who expressed a deep sense of the
mystery of life, acknowledged that the Lord has
placed eternity in our hearts, but that we cannot
fathom what God has done from beginning to end
(Eccl. 3.11). We might summarize this point as fol-
lows: we experience our own lives, and we are given
the broad outlines of the big picture, but in between
those two realities there lies a great deal of haze,
cloud and mystery. The first time that I flew, we

landed in very heavy fog. Inside the plane we could

“see very clearly, but that wasn’t very reassuring. We

had left a definite place, and we knew that there was
a definite place to land somewhere below us. But
we descended for what seemed like an eternity see-
ing nothing but grayness around us, and we had no
choice but to keep on going. Living inside the whole
story of God’s way is often like that.

Fifth, we’re inside that whole story as broken sin-
ners in need of redemption. The most fundamental
result of our sin is that we try mightily to live by a
different story than THE story. Unfortunately, there
are competing accounts of what that whole story is.

Our lives are wrapped in the
plot of the whole story.

This competition all started in Genesis 3; every word
that the serpent said to Eve can be understood as
telling her a different story in order to make sense of
her life in a different way. The serpent wove his web
of deception by taking one character in the story, the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and chang-
ing the role of that tree in the story. Genesis 1 and 2
tell us the story of a sovereign and loving God who
pours out abundant blessing on his newly fashioned
world and places this tree in the garden to mark a
central condition of covenantal living: trust and obe-
dience. The serpent’s opening line, “Did God really
say, ‘you must not eat from any tree in the garden?’”
raises doubts about the truthfulness of the whole
story. Eve, however, is not shaken, and she confi-
dently replies, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the
garden, but God did say, ‘you must not eat fruit from
the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you
must not touch it, or you will die.””

But the serpent is even more confident: “you
will not surely die, for God knows that when you eat
of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be
like God, knowing good and evil.” Through this
devastatingly brief interchange, the serpent transfers
that same tree from the wondrous story of Genesis 1
and 2 into a very different story. That little phrase
“for God knows” transforms God into a nervous dic-
tator who anxiously hopes that his human creatures
will not discover that this tree contains the secret
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potion that will enable them to become like him.
With three little words, the serpent dramatically
changes the answer to the deepest question we can
ask of a story: who is God?  Eve and Adam bot/y
bite into that alternative story, and ever since there
has been an intense competition between the story of
abundant and free grace and the story of fear and
anxiety.

The story of these competing stories is best
described as the struggle between true worship of
God and idolatry, and this struggle impacts all that
we are and do and say. This struggle is personal,
communal, and cultural. That is, every human being
must deal with it individually, every local communi-
ty struggles between true worship and idolatry, and
every culture as a whole wrestles with this dynamic
in its trends and its ways of organizing itself. Do I
buy my 13-year-old son the $80 sneakers or the $35
sneakers? Do we worship in the same way we have
done for years, or do we allow some strains of con-
temporary styles in our services? Does the story of
freedom of speech in this nation require that we
place no limits on campaign funding so that the rich
may have total freedom to support their candidates,
or do we limit campaign contributions so that the
voice of the rich is limited at least a little in a democ-
racy where all are supposedly equal? Buying sneak-
ers, worshiping, reforming campaign finance are all
shaped by the whole story that shapes us, either the
story of God’s way with his world, or the devil’s
alternative. Spiritual warfare kicks in even—or per-
haps especially—at the shoe storc.

This competition between the two stories is $o
deep and so intense that spiritual warfare lies at the
heart of everything that we do and everything that
we are. Paul’s description in Ephesians 6 of the
armor required by the Christian community as it
engages in spiritual warfare begins with having the
belt of truth buckled around our waist (Eph. 6:14),
which is another way of saying that we are to be
wrapped within the true story of God’s way with his
world, the true story that is centered on Jesus Christ.
That story holds on to us and holds us together like
a powerful belt as we continue to deal with the oh-
so-strong residue of the devil’s story that grows only
from fear and anxiety.

Sixth, and finally, this struggle lies so deeply with-
in us as persons, communities and Christian institu-
tions that we must speak of the oxymoron of
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Christian idolatry. In our stumbling efforts to fol-
low Jesus in the now and the not yet, we easily suc-
cumb to worshiping the doctrines of our own
denomination, worshiping our way of interpreting
the Bible, worshiping the unwritten rules that shape
the lives of our Christian communities, and we easi-
ly become blind to the ways in which we combine
our worship of God with trust in the dollar, nuclear
weapons, medical technology, our achievements,
and a host of other pseudo-gods. One way to
describe this Christian idolatry is by means of this
chart:

God’s story Christian Idolatry

faith control

trust anxiety/fear

love success

hope optimism

joy happiness

obedience pragmatic utilitarianism*
peace relaxation

open to everyone “our” community

(* “pragmatic utilitarianism” refers to making decisions on the
basis of “what works” and “what makes sense.”)

It’s easy to distinguish these two realities in two
columns, but in the real world the two are inter-
twined in our own lives and in the lives of our com-
munities. We are the people of the now and the not
yet; until Jesus returns, we wrestle against the sin
that lingers as we seek to follow him.

One word that clearly illustrates the tension
between true worship and idolatry around us is the
word “normal,” because the story that shapes us
defines what normal life looks like. Listen to these
stories of normalcy: one college graduate works with
mentally handicapped adults and is paid $8 an hour,
a wage so low that she cannot afford to live alone in
an apartment. Another college graduate has a posi-
tion with a software company in Silicon valley, and,
after a few years, is worth more than a million
dollars. These are normal salary guidelines in our
world. A group of friends sit together in a room star-
ing at a flickering screen for two hours, watching a
story unfold. Every ten to twelve minutes the story
is interrupted for six to eight 30 second stories that
encourage them to purchase certain things, and then
the main story continues. During these two hours
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these friends hardly speak to one another. This is a
normal social event in our world. A husband and
wife work full time, arriving home in the late after-
noon too tired to relate with others and too tired to
prepare a proper, nourishing meal. The teenagers in
the family are at work or are involved with extra-
curricular events at school, and miss meal time. This
is normal family life in our world. What is consid-
ered to be a normal house size today is twice as large
as what was called normal in the 1950's. The word
“normal” tells us what fits best into the main story
that shapes our lives. In contrast, it’s striking that
very little about Jesus was considered to be normal.
In Mark 3 we find the stunning account of how
Jesus’ mother Mary and his brothers thought that he
was going insane, and they wanted to lock him up
(Mark 3:21). In their eyes, Jesus wasn’t normal; he
didn’t fit into the story that shaped their lives and the
life of their culture.

In summary, everything in our lives makes sense
according to the story that shapes us. Our goal is to
be shaped by the whole story of God’s way with his
world in all that we are and do. Our goal is to help
our students to understand their lives inside the
whole story of God’s way with his world. Inside that
story we seek to deal with the effects of the media
upon us and our children, recognizing that the spiri-
tual warfare that takes place in our own lives is exac-
erbated by the media as well.

Improvising inside this story

The first thesis focused on understanding the whole
picture and how we see ourselves inside that picture.
That discussion didn’t get us very far into reflecting
upon media across the curriculum. Now we move to
a closely related question: how does living inside the
whole story shape the way in which we lead our
lives? And my thesis is simply this: we are called to
follow Jesus by improvising inside the whole story,
and such improvisation has dramatic consequences
for the role of the media in our schools.

Generally improvisation refers to one of two
things: either it refers to a way of performing in the
fine arts of music and drama, or it refers to life situ-
ations in which we were forced to make a sudden
change of plans or, for whatever reason, had to act
without planning as well as we had wished. We
might say, “I had to improvise when I cooked supper
last night because I was out of three ingredients that

Ineeded.” The meanings and connotations that flow
from both of these understandings of improvisation
are appropriate here. In a nutshell, improvising
inside the story means that we know the broad out-
lines of the whole story of God’s way with his world.
We know that we are called to follow Jesus in all that
we do. The spirit shapes us into the body of Christ.
But we are not given a recipe book that clearly lays
out for us every step on the way of obedience.
Rather, most of the time God gives us the freedom
to, as Martin Luther declared, sin boldly. In other
words, the way of obedience is very often the way of
trial and error, the way of wrestling to discern God’s
will in various situations, the way of taking the risks

The way of obedience is often
the way of trial and error.

of faithful living, doing the best we can in confusing
and ambiguous situations. I will proceed by describ-
ing: (1) what improvisation looks like from a bibli-
cal point of view, (2) what role our schools play in
challenging our students to grow into faithful and
courageous improvisers, and (3) describing why
developing an understanding of media across the
curriculum requires us to do such an odd thing as
growing improvisers.

A major shift in the plotline of the story from the
Old Testament to the New Testament is that the Old
contains hundreds of laws that describe the shape of
an obedient life, whereas the New contains very few
laws. The New Testament is much more concerned
about describing what kind of a people we should be
and what the kingdom of God looks like.! These two
categories describe for us our identity as children of
God and our vision for God’s purposes. The
assumption in the New Testament is this: if we know
who we are in Christ and where we’re headed in
terms of the big picture, we find guidance for the
shape of our lives now. The two realities of identity
and vision are closely intertwined: our identity is a
now-and-not-yet identity. In other words, our iden-
tity includes a vision of who we will be when the age
of the now and the not yet is completed.

Listen to these New Testament verses that
describe our identity: “It is for freedom that Christ
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has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let your-
selves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery...The
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kind-
ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-
control” (Gal. 5.1, 22f.). “You are fellow citizens
with God’s people and members of God’s house-
hold, built on the foundation of the apostles and
prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cor-
nerstone...you are being built together to become a
dwelling in which God lives by his spirit” (Eph.
2.19-22). “As God’s chosen people, holy and dear-
ly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kind-
ness, humility, gentleness, and patience. Bear with
each other and forgive whatever grievances you may
have against one another. Forgive as the Lord for-
gave you. And over all these virtues put on love,
which binds them all together in perfect unity” (Col.
3.12-14). “You, like living stones, are being built
into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood...You
are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy
nation, a people belonging to God, that you may
declare the praises of him who called you out of
darkness into his wonderful light” (I Peter 2.5, 9).

As we put on this identity in the now and the not
yet, this identity must be complemented with a
vision of the new creation when this tension will be
resolved (read Rev. 21.1-5). We are called NOW to
become the kind of people that are at home in such a
new creation; therefore, we are not at home in the
story of our culture. We are called to live as sign-
posts of the new creation. Writing to a church that
was filled with what we can call “Christian idola-
tries,” Paul writes memorable words in I Corinthians
13 that pull together our identity and our vision. We
are not shaped by our tongues, our knowledge, our
giving, or our prophecy. At the heart of what defines
us is love. But this love is more than our identity; it
is also our vision. “When perfection comes, the
imperfect disappears,” writes Paul. “Now we see
but a poor reflection in a mirror; then we shall see
face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know
fully, even as I am fully known. And now these three
remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of
these is love” (I Cor. 13.10, 12f.). Love is at the core
of our identity now, and one day that love of God
will fill the entire new creation.

Receiving our identity and a vision of the king-
dom of God is like receiving an incomplete musical
score, and then being told to put on the discipline of
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this score and improvise the parts that are missing,
making sure that your improvisation fits with the
parts that you are given. Or, to put it another way,
we are like actors in a play whose drama began in
Genesis 1 and ends with the return of Jesus and the
new creation. And we are told, “here is the script.
You know the characters and the plotline; you know
what happened before you came on stage and you
know the ending. Improvise your parts in the drama
so that what you do is consistent with everything I
have revealed to you about this drama.” As Paul
says, “whatever you do, whether in word or in deed,
do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks
to God the Father through him” (Col. 3.17).

When we read the New Testament, we see how
this improvisation works: sometimes it was accept-

able to eat meat offered to idols (I Cor. 8: 1-8) and -

sometimes it was not acceptable (Acts 15:29, I Cor.
8: 9-13, Rev. 2:20). In some ways it was right for
women to exercise leadership in the church (Acts 18:
26, Rom. 16:1) and in some ways it was not right (I
Cor. 14:34, I Tim. 2:12). Christians did not need to
be circumcised (Acts 15: 28, Gal. 5:6), but some-
times it was better for them to do it anyway (Acts
16:3). Christians need to get together regularly for
worship (Heb. 10:25), but how they are to worship is
not spelled out. Pray continually, we are command-
ed (I Thess. 5:17), but there are hundreds of different
ways to pray. Some Christians celebrate special
days and some do not, and Paul gives them this very
ambiguous advice: “each one should be fully con-
vinced in his own mind” (Rom. 14.5).

At first this ambiguity sounds surprising: is the
Christian life truly shaped by so much freedom? But
then we remember that we improvise like this all the
time. How do we draw the line between setting rules
for our children and giving them the responsibility to
make right choices? What steps do we take to keep
our marriages growing? When do we confront
someone about a problem, and when do we decide to
tolerate it silently? How do we spend our money,
and what do we really need? All of us are improvis-
ing inside a story all the time. The question is, of the
three fundamental stories available to us—the whole
story of God’s way with his world, the story of
Christian idolatry, and the story of our culture—
which story is disciplining/discipling us so that
we base our improvisation upon it? Teaching
media across the curriculum can only be taught

-



as a means of improvising inside a story, but it

makes a tremendous difference which one of

these three stories we choose to work with.

God’s story

Christian idolatry

Western culture’s idolatry

e ] 2 M

“As God’s chosen people, holy
and dearly loved, clothe your-
selves with compassion, kind-
ness, humility, gentleness, and
patience. Bear with each other
and forgive whatever
grievances you may have
against one another.  Forgive as
the Lord forgave you. And
over all these virtues put on
love, which binds them all
together in perfect unity” (Col.
3.12-14).

Our identity is defined by our
traditions, our institutions, our
denominations, and the “unspo-
ken code” that guides all of
these: children must attend
Christian  schools, worship
twice on Sundays, and keep
family struggles secret; be a
good person; financial success
is a good thing; when people
mess up it’s their own fault.
We try to combine the gospel
with the culture’s idolatries.

I am what I look like; I am
what T own; I am what I
accomplish; I have to make it
on my own; it’s truc if it’s truc
for me; if it feels right I will do
it; no one can hold me account-
able; he who dies with the
most toys wins; second place is
for the first loser.

Z O = W =L

“Then I saw a new heaven and
a new earth...I saw the Holy
City, the New Jerusalem, com-
ing down out of heaven from
God, prepared as a bride beau-
tifully dressed for her hus-
band....There will be no more
death or mourning or crying or
pain, for the old order of things
has passed away.” (Rev. 21.1-5)

A strong, safe and “pure” com-
munity that keeps out the
unwanted and helps us be both
successful in our culture and
strong supporters of our
Christian institutions. As Tom
Sine says, we become good at
explaining why Jesus couldn’t
have really meant what he
said.?

Personal happiness can be
achieved in the short term
through money, self-fulfill-
ment, and relationships.
Because relationships do not
last, these go through many
transitions in one’s lifetime.

<40 TE -~

“Let us keep in step with the
Spirit.”  (Gal. 5.25) Spirit-led
transformation is central.

Rooted in tradition, anticipates
eternity

We must learn the correct
answers and the correct behav-
iors that will help us to fit into
the identity and vision summa-
rized above. Communal
conformity is central.

Rooted in traditionalism,
anticipates the next generation

Do your own thing without
harming anyone else. Personal
performance is central; I will
conform when conformity
helps me meet my personal
goals.

Rooted in myself, anticipates
my own future

Let me expand on this chart describing what
transformational
by making a number of contrasting statements.

improvisation

looks

like
categories.

Because our greatest struggle is against Christian
idolatries, I’ll limit the contrast to these two
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Story of God Improvisation

Christian Idolatry Improvisation

oriented towards eternity and its values

oriented towards our view of success

requires living “outside of the box”

requires fitting into the box

requires a creativity characterized by courage,
confidence, rebellion, risk-taking, and trial
and error

requires a conformity characterized by
compliance, playing it safe, and correctness

set free, because the kingdom has been
established
open to everyone

anxious, because history always seems to be on
a downward spiral, and it’s up to us to reverse
the trend.

The book of Acts gives us the best Biblical picture
of this whole-story improvisation in action because
it is the only narrative writing in Scripture that
matches where we are on the plotline of redemption
history: between Pentecost and Jesus’ return. After
the Spirit is poured out on Pentecost, Peter realizes
that what has occurred is a fulfillment of Old
Testament prophecy, and so he declares, “this is
what was spoken by the prophet Joel, in the last days
I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons
and daughters will prophesy, your young men will
see visions, your old men will dream dreams, even
on my servants, both men and women, I will pour
out my Spirit in those days and they will prophesy”
(Acts 2.16-18). Visions and dreams characterize a
Spirit-led creativity that allows a new-creation com-
munity to imagine possibilities outside of the old-
order crcation box. After Peter received a vision in
which he was commanded to eat unclean animals, he
quickly understood that he was to minister to the
Gentile Cornelius, thereby breaking a taboo so
strong that we can hardly imagine its power (Acts
10). When the Greek-speaking widows in the early
church were not being adequately cared for, the
church order was revised to create an office for those
who would minister to them (Acts 6:1-7). When
Stephen dared to suggest that in the context of the
whole story of God’s way with his world the temple
was not all important, his audience became so
enraged that they dragged him outside the city and
stoned him to death. It was not a practical move on
Stephen’s part, but he was oriented to the perspec-
tive of eternity, and his orientation was rewarded
with a vision of the glory of God and Jesus standing
at the right hand of God (Acts 6:8 - 8:1). The book
of Acts is filled with numerous references to the
whole story of what God was doing, and we find a
community immersed in that story and creatively
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improvising the way of obedience guided by the
leading of the Holy Spirit.

We are here this week to reflect upon media across
the curriculum. We are here as a community that has
been made new in Christ, and that anticipates the day

when all things will be made new, when our identity

and our vision will be one and the same (cf. I John
3:1-3). We are here as participants in a culture in
which the media is the most powerful means of
inculcating the story of our culture so that our cul-
ture’s story too easily shapes and distorts our vision
and our identity. We are here because we do not
want to be shaped by our culture’s story, and we do
not want to put our heads into the sand and pretend
that if we ignore our culture’s idolatrous storics, they
just might go away. We wish to develop a school
that works with media across the curriculum because
we say “yes” to who we are in Christ and to his
vision of the new creation.

The intersection of identity and vision in the
Christian school as it situates itself within the whole
story of God’s way with his world requires us to see
our schools as spirit-shaped guerilla-warfare training
grounds in which we prepare our students for spiri-
tual warfare by challenging them to become creative
rebels. Yes, there is a significant place in teaching
for challenging students to learn the correct answers
to questions and problems, but there is an equally
large place for challenging them to learn by trial and
error, to take risks, to master the skill of creative
problem-solving in which many different possible
solutions are developed and examined and in which
we are forced to make educated guesses concerning
which options are stronger and which options are
weaker. We have the delightful paradox of teaching
students to obey God and respect authority, while
also modeling and teaching for our students first a
spirit-led rebellion against the principalities and



powers of our age in very concrete and specific
ways, and second, a humbly gentle spirit-led rebel-
lion against the Christian idolatries that creep into
our communities, our schools, and our own lives.
The Bible records for us only one account of the
childhood of Jesus. He was twelve years old, and
had accompanied his parents on the annual pilgrim-
age to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover. On the
way home, Mary and Joseph realized that Jesus was
not part of their traveling party, and they rushed back
and spent three anxious days in Jerusalem searching
for him. Finally, they found him in the temple courts
talking with the teachers there. When Mary and
Joseph questioned Jesus about his disappearance, he
calmly replied, “Why were you searching for me?
Didn’t you know that T had to be in my father’s
house?” (Luke 2:49). Jesus knew his identity, he
had a vision for his father’s purposes, and he impro-
vised accordingly, even though his improvisation at
that time made no sense whatsoever to his parents.
Peter began his sermon in Acts 2 by quoting these
words from Joel: “In the last days, God says, I will
pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and
daughters will prophesy, your young men will see
visions, your old men will dream dreams” (Acts
2.17). Peter is also talking about our students here.
Wouldn’t it be a delight if our students would impro-
vise in ways that shocked us? In the first two BJ
Haan conferences on the media, we focused
especially on discerning the spirits in the media,

becoming more aware of their power and the impact
they have upon us and our children. Often the media
worry us, but God is sovereign; though we live in the
now and the not yet, we do have a Christ-centered
identity and vision, and we are set free to engage in
spirit-led creative improvisation, also in our schools.
And here’s the wonder of this grace: the media are
not simply powerful cultural forces to be warned
against.. They also provide kingdom tools for equip-
ping us to follow Jesus today. It’s our hope and
prayer that this conference will inspire each of our
schools to grow in that area, so that by working with
media across the curriculum our students’ identities
as kingdom improvisers will be supported and
strengthened.

END NOTES

1. This shift from the Old Testament to the New
Testament is not a shift in purpose. Rather, the Old
Testament laws collectively point to the identity of
the people of God and the shape of God’s rule. The
New Testament achieves these same purposes
through a different means.

2. Sine quotes John Alexander, who writes, “Christians
spend a lot of time and energy explaining why Jesus
couldn’t have meant what he said. This is under-
standable; Jesus was an extremist and we are all
moderates.” Mustard Seed vs. McWorld, Reinventing
Life and Faith for the Future (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1999), p. 172, quoting Alexander, “Why we must
ignore Jesus,” in The Other Side (October 1977), p. 8.
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