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The fundamental problem of so called postmodern thought is that it is essentially nihilistic 
and skeptical (Ogletree).  Postmodern thought has abandoned the pretence of modernist 
thinking that meaning and sense can be determined by reason but then having cast itself 
adrift it ends up as little more than a rationalization of arbitrary preferences or more likely 
in some form of politically correct spin for which, in fact, there is little or no logic.  Yet 
postmodern thinking has a much more powerful influence on most people, me included, 
than they realise. Every film that they watch, any modern novel that is read, or modern 
play that is viewed and nearly every article that is printed in a newspaper or popular 
magazine is one more reinforcement of postmodern thought. 

If you are inclined to dispute this ask yourself some questions like, 

 Why is the divorce rate among Christian families not very dissimilar to that of non-
Christians when the bible clearly states that marriage is for life and the “God hates 
divorce”? 

 Why do so many Christian young men think it normal; to get drunk at a party, to go to 
a pub the moment they turn 18 or to have sex with a girl they go out with? 

 Why do most Christians choose a church that suits their preferences, their life style 
or their age group without seriously considering if that is what God wants them to 
do? 

There are many more such questions that could be asked the answers to which seem to 
indicate that the thinking of Christians is not so much different to that of non-Christians. 
Possible the most worrying of all is the observation that there is such a low level of biblical 
knowledge among Church-going Christians.  

Now when I got involved in 1975 in starting a Christian school I thought that doing that 
would address these problems which were already beginning to show in what we now 
think of as the beginning of the postmodern era.  So what went wrong- why have Christian 
schools not impacted significantly on the thinking of young people and why do Christians 
today, living in an era where these influences are more powerful than ever before seem so 
much less aware of them? 

The answer to that question is found perhaps in the statement I started with, “postmodern 
thinking has a much more powerful influence on most people, me included, than they 
realise”. But of course that does not provide an answer it just gives a diagnosis. 
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The Christian school movement has, I believe had a powerful impact, but it certainly is not 
as powerful as it should be. There are at least two main reasons for this.  

Firstly despite being based on good theology and even a biblical philosophy the practice of 
most schools is still dualistic and most aspects of education are not open to the scrutiny of 
the Scripture but rather are governed by the priorities of the public exam, influenced by the 
prevailing educational paradigm and directed by the need to pass scrutiny by school 
inspection authorities.  

But secondly and much more importantly schools have failed to be the covenant 
communities they were called by God to be. Instead they have followed the educational 
paradigms of the world while avoiding their worst excesses.  Quite simply schools have 
failed to follow the instruction of the Apostle Paul,  

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your 
bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God--this is your 
spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of 
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, 
pleasing and perfect will. (Romans 12:1-2 NIV)   

They do this, not because they think Paul is wrong or irrelevant, though some people 
influenced by postmodern thinking will follow this line, but because they think he is writing 
about a narrow area of religious life related to Church meetings and fellowship that has 
little or no relevance to daily life.  What they view on television or at the movies or on the 
Internet or in computer games are governed more by personal preferences and desires 
than by being worried if by doing that they are conformed to the pattern of this world. Most 
Christians seem to completely ignore what the Apostle Paul says in Ephesians 5:6-12 

Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things 
God's wrath comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not 
be partners with them. For you were once darkness, but now you are 
light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light 
consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what 
pleases the Lord. Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of 
darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to 
mention what the disobedient do in secret. 

Most Christians not only find no shame in mentioning these things but many of them feast 
their eyes daily on adultery, violence, nudity, homosexuality and a range of other things 
including some too terrible to mention just because they are part of the daily fare on TV or 
easily available on the Internet. 

One of the most serious impacts of postmodern thought is caused by its affects on 
relationship. Once relationships were supported by a sense of covenant and by the 
acceptance of social responsibility but these things make little sense to the person whose 
thinking is deeply impacted by postmodernism. The result is family breakdown, divorce, 
blended families, single-parent families and same-sex families all of which are 
undermining the welfare and the mental health of our young people. The connections that 
children start to form at birth are undermined and confused by family and social 
breakdown and by the mixed messages and values of postmodern thinking. Children grow 
up uncertain of who they are and where they belong and increasingly of what their gender 
is or what it means to be male or female. Add to this volatile mix the easy availability of 
brain altering drugs and you can see why it is not surprising there is a crisis among our 
young people?  
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In 2002 the Institute for American Values published a study called” Hardwired to Connect, 
The New Scientific Case for Authoritative Communities” which asserted  

As part of our literature review, we have also paid special attention to 
recent research findings from the field of neuroscience and in the 
behavioral sciences. We are impressed by mounting scientific 
evidence suggesting that, in two basic ways, the human child is 
hardwired to connect. 

First, we are hardwired to connect to other people. 

Second, we are hardwired to connect to moral meaning and to the 
possibility of the transcendent. 

Meeting these basic needs for connectedness is essential to health 
and to human flourishing.”  

Based on these findings they go on to assert a core proposition: 
 Authoritative communities are groups that live out the types of connectedness that 

our children increasingly lack. 

And a core rationale: 
 If children are hardwired to connect, and if the current ecology of childhood is leading 

to a weakening of connectedness and therefore to growing numbers of suffering 
children, building and renewing authoritative communities is arguably the greatest 
imperative that we face as a society. 

What they mean by an Authoritative Community we might equally well call a Covenant 
Community. When I started the first Christian Community School God showed me the 
importance of community. Today in a society strongly influenced by postmodern though it 
is not cool to talk about a Christian Community school so the word community and 
sometimes Christian is dropped out. Personally I do not worry too much about leaving out 
the word Christian as it is such a meaningless cliché today. But I am deeply concerned 
that schools no longer understand the importance of a covenant community.  

The Authoritative Communities suggested in the study Hardwired to Connect has the 
following characteristics: 

1. It is a social institution that includes children and youth. 

2. It treats children as ends in themselves. 

3. It is warm and nurturing. 

4. It establishes clear limits and expectations. 

5. The core of its work is performed largely by non-specialists. 

6. It is multi-generational. 

7. It has a long-term focus. 

8. It reflects and transmits a shared understanding of what it means to be a good 
person. 

9. It encourages spiritual and religious development. 

10. It is philosophically oriented to the equal dignity of all persons and to the 
principle of love of neighbor. 

If our Christian schools and colleges shared all these characteristics they would, I believe 
be much closer to being Covenant communities than most of them are now.  
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Now it is important to note that it is not enough to have the word covenant or covenant 
community in the name of the school, nor it is sufficient to have what could be described 
as a covenantal statement of beliefs or a stated philosophy based on covenantal doctrine.  
What is needed is a covenantal relationship between members of the community that is 
based on a biblical view of covenant and a practice of community among the members of 
the school.  

St Paul expressed this better than any when he said (my translation from the Greek of 
Ephesians 4:15 

Putting the truth into practice in love we grow up into Christ the Head 
in all things”  

Parker Palmer (P. xii. 1993) came close to the same idea in his definition of 
teaching 

To teach is to create a space in which the community of truth is 
practiced. 

We are to be a community of truth and as Palmer points out that is also a community of 
troth (Page 32 1993) an old fashioned word that speaks of a covenant between two or 
more people.  We are bound together by covenant. Primarily our covenant relationship is 
to God but flowing out of that is our covenant relationship with each other. We put truth 
into practice in love. Love is the thing that must be both characteristic of Christ’s disciples 
(John 13:35) and which binds them together. Doing the truth in love we grow into him who 
is the head. (Ephesians 4:15). 

What we have mostly failed to do in Christian schools is to put the truth into practice in a 
relationship of love, we have failed to make space for obedience tot eh community of truth 
and in that sense we failed to really teach.  We have become good at teaching about and 
speaking out the truth but the deep relationships have not been there and the truth is not 
put into practice in these communities. If our schools and colleges are to be really effective 
they must become learning communities, covenant communities bound together by love, 
faith and hope, (! Corinthians 13:13). 

What is involved in a Covenant?  
A covenant is best understood as a relationship that once formed cannot be broken; it 
assumes certain responsibilities and affords certain benefits.  For example Biblically 
Marriage is a covenant not a contract. The idea of prenuptial agreement that sets the 
conditions for the breakdown of the marriage stands in strong contrast to the idea of a 
marriage covenant.  

Covenants are freely entered into but once entered into form relationships that are not 
intended to be broken. 

In the case of a Covenant between God and people God freely offers the blessings 
associated with a covenant and in return expects that the people will maintain relationship 
with him and will seek to follow his covenantal conditions.  

Covenant in a postmodern era 
Postmodernism is a somewhat chaotic set of ideas. Instead of a picture that tells a story 
postmodernism gives us have a collection of images or shapes, a collage. Authentic belief 
or faith in a set of ideas has been replaced by relativism and radical individualism. The 
computer hacker is as admired as the creative genius was in the modern period. No longer 
are there agreed standards of ethics or morality. So postmodern people will draw their 
religion from a wide range of religious ideas that appeal to them and their belief will be a 
complex mix of ideas.  For people who think this way the idea of covenant seems strange. 
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Marriage itself is no longer viewed that way. If people do give into convention and get 
married it is usually with the understanding that it will last as long as the attraction of living 
together lasts but not much longer, and the event is of much more importance than the 
commitment to each other. 

It can be seen that covenant does not fit well into such an age. Now many will say 
postmodernism is “over” but it is not at all clear if it is what is replacing it but even if it is 
over its effects will live long on society and our children will continue reflect its confusion, 
its lack of meaning and above all the lack of connection until we do something about 
establish true community whether we call it authoritative community or as I prefer a 
covenant community. 

What is a covenant Community 
When Jesus was about to be arrested and then crucified he held his final Passover feast 
with his disciples in which he announced the new covenant  

In the same way, after the supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup 
is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you. (Luke 
22.20).  

The meaning of this is further explained in Hebrews Chapter 9 where the writer shows that 
Christ carried out eternally the function of the high priest on the day of Atonement and thus 
all of us are in a new covenant which depends not on our obedience to rules but on a new 
relationship by which we are sons and daughters of God.  

For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those 
who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance--now 
that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins 
committed under the first covenant. (Hebrews 9:15 NIV)   

So if the new covenant is not based on the observance of laws and ritual what is the basis 
of a new covenant community? It is clear from the teachings of Jesus that the basis of this 
new relationship is love, unity, forgiveness to be shared by all those who are part of the 
new community. This reminds us again of Paul’s statement in Ephesians 4:15 

Putting the truth into practice in love we grow up into Christ the Head 
in all things”  

A covenant community is a group of people committed to each other not because of their 
own deeds but on account of what Christ has done for them in his atoning death (Romans 
5:8-10 and 1 John 2:2). 

Community is God’s work but we need to receive it as a gift. This is the true basis for 
Christian education and the only way in which God has ordained for us to live. In 
Ephesians 2 Paul teaches that outside of Christ we are “foreigners to the covenants of the 
promise, without hope and without God in the world. … But now in Christ Jesus you who 
once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ.” (Eph 2:12 -13)   

This means in Christ we are part of the new covenant community. Paul explains this 
further. When he says (Ephesians 2:19-22) 

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow 
citizens with God's people and members of God's household, built on 
the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus 
himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined 
together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him 
you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God 
lives by his Spirit. 
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Since this is true we should live as if it is true. In Ephesians 4 Paul’s teaches that because 
God has brought us into his covenant community we should live lives worthy of that calling 
(Ephesians 4:1-6). We do this by being a covenant community and so are being built 
together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. (Ephesians 2:22) 

By now you are perhaps asking yourself, “What has this to do with our school?” If that 
question is troubling you it is possibly because your thinking has been unduly influenced 
by modern and postmodern thinking.  If Parker Palmer is any where near right and I 
believe he accurately paraphrases Ephesians 4:15 we teach not by passing on information 
and skills, or enabling students to do well in exams no matter how well we do it but by 
“creating a space in which the community of truth is practiced.” If we just do what schools 
have always done but from a Biblical worldview understanding and with a bit of religious 
teaching and a few prayers added without  changes being made (creating a space) and 
without there being a community of truth (Troth)  where such truth is practiced there is no 
true Christian teaching.  

If Christian schools have not been as effective as they should have been it is probably 
because they have not properly understood what it means to be a God-fearing, Christ-
centred, Spirit-led and Bible- based learning community. Most Christian schools were 
formed by committed Christians who often  without realizing it based their thinking on the 
modernist idea that if they get doctrine correct then all else will fall into place but if doctrine 
is not expressed in practice it is powerless. They failed to take into account  the 
postmodernist idea that people are free to decide on their own ethics and values and 
determine what is right and wrong and that one person’s ideas are as good as others. But 
this thinking leads to fragmentation of community since there are no commonly held beliefs 
of what I should or should not do. If a person does not have a community in which values 
are set finally they cannot even enjoy the freedom to rebel since they have no 
understanding of what they are rebelling against.  

In a post modern era can we still develop a covenant community? I believe we can but to 
do so it is important to take into account prevailing postmodern thought. One way of doing 
this is to use the post modern concept of the importance of “Story” which is thoroughly 
biblical in the sense that the Bible is mostly story- though from a modernist viewpoint 
perhaps thought of more as doctrine.  

A Story-formed Community 
In another paper, (Frisken 2004) I have developed this idea more fully. In this paper I want 
to explore some ideas of Fernhout (1997) who suggest there are four key areas where 
story can be used in developing a community.  
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These are Memory, Ethos, Symbols and Vision. 

The Community’s memory of its story, includes, according to Fernhout “a culture’s 
cumulative response, through time, to the worldview questions (who are we, where we are, 
what is wrong and what the solution is?)  In memory the response to these questions is 
orientated towards where the story has been in the past”. He also notes that “A living 
memory is essential; … if a story is to remain vibrant and formative, there must be a 
community of people capable of remembering and reinterpreting that story.  In a living 
story people draw strength by remembering” (Fernhout 1997, 86). This story also includes 
the vibrant and up to date conversation of the members of the community as they share 
with each other of their experience with the Lord and their understanding of how the Word 
of God is applied to today’s living, This is what the Apostle’ Paul calls “unity in the faith and 
in the knowledge of the Son of God” (Ephesians 4:13), which according to him, leads to 
true maturity. A practical example of this is where a teacher allows and encourages 
discussion of ideas and experiences in the classroom setting thus building up the memory 
of the school. Memorisation itself has little part in this process.  

Vision (or critical imagination) is, according to Fernhout deeply rooted in memory and also 
addresses the worldview questions.  The story points the way forward to what might be 
done.  Thus the emphasis is on the last two worldview questions (what is wrong and what 
is the solution?) These questions emphasise not what is but what ought to be.  As 
Christians, while we know the problem of existence is due to the sinfulness of a fallen 
world, we also know that as a community of God’s people we have a responsibility towards 
meeting the needs of a suffering world.  (See Matthew 25:32-40).  The solution to the 
world’s problems cannot be left solely to preaching.  We also need to be involved in action.  
James emphasises this when he says in relation to those who claim faith but are unmoved 
by human suffering and deprivation, In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not 
accompanied by action, is dead. (James 2:17). Where the school simply tells stories of the 
past there is no vision however vision must be rooted in the past. Thus there is a tension 
between Memory and Vision. One of the practical ways that schools can promote a vision 
is to have their students involved in service for the Lord outside the school what is often 
called mission activity. In some schools this focus is so strong that from the time a child 
enters kindergarten they start talking about what might be their involvement in mission 
activity. Such as school has a strong vision. 

 

Worldview stories are according to Fernhout “also embodied in key cultural symbols” 
which can be events, rites or things.  All communities have key activities that are important 
signs of their story.  And these symbols have powerful connections to the values of the 
community since they operate at an emotional or affective level.  Sport is for most 
Australians a powerful symbol - almost a rite.  It forms part of our story telling who we are.  
It serves as a potent part of the vision that binds our community together. For most people, 
particularly teenagers, dress is a key symbol- it identifies them with their community. Here 
is often tension between Vision and Symbol. Many students who get involved serving 
Christ in poorer community come back and feel challenged by the symbols of their culture. 
However they do need to be relevant to their culture and so need to manage this. 
Unfortunately too often the symbols finally overpower the vision.  

 

Finally a story formed worldview incorporates what Fernhout calls ethos which he claims 
includes “key life aims in service of which people are prepared to invest their energies and 
talents.  These basic life aims serve to define a sense of character, i.e. a sense of the kind 
of life practice the story calls forth”.  A student’s values are mostly determined by his 
community.  But these values need to be told not taught. By this I mean that the story by 
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which a community lives must encapsulate the values it proclaims.  Once again there is a 
tension between Ethos and Symbols. There are things we say are our values but often 
these are overpowered by symbols. As a young man I had a high value on missionary 
service but finally my eagerness to buy a motorbike that would see me accepted in my 
group was more important to me than my desire to support mission. Our young people are 
involved in such a tension. It is only as the community shares a deep commitment to its 
ethos and has symbols that are consistent with that ethos that this tension can be 
resolved.  There is also a tension between ethos and memory. Far too often ethos is 
grounded in past cultural norms held in the Memory of the Community. But ethos does not 
exist in isolation from the community it is the values that community action is based. 
Consider the answers to the three questions raised at the beginning of the paper. Memory 
or historical values) would indicate one answer but the real values of a community may be 
more influenced by the contemporary postmodern thinking than an up-to-date application 
of the Scripture to current events.  

 

Fernhout’s model thus provides a realistic and useful understanding of worldview and how 
it is formed.  The story, which forms the worldview, must be a plausible story. A plausible 
story is one that is believed and trusted, that shapes our expectations and hopes (vision) 
that has key symbolic representations, that has great significance to its members and is 
one that influences the attitudes and actions of people in the community.  In Acts we read 
the account of the commencement of the earliest Christian community, which is an 
example of this model in action.  The first Christians devoted themselves to the apostles' 
teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  (Acts 2:42) The 
Apostle’s teaching was the story of Jesus, told for us now in the four Gospels.  This story 
(Memory in our model) which the Apostles of Jesus had experienced themselves was told 
and retold so that it became a shaping force in the community.  It was their story and they 
lived in it.  It was the “good news” that had to be shared wherever they went.  They 
devoted themselves to the fellowship () literally to participating in each other’s 
lives, sharing their concerns and looking after the needy.  This fellowship was the hallmark 
(or in our model the ethos) of their community.  It attracted others to it.  It was the love in 
action that distinguished them as his disciples. By this all men will know that you are my 
disciples, if you love one another.  (John 13:35).  The breaking of bread was obviously a 
key symbol of this community.  We are not sure whether this act was identical with what 
we call the Lord’s Supper today or referred to a common meal that had cultic significance.  
Whatever its form, the love feast as it became known, was a symbol of great importance 
that characterised this new community.  Their devotion to the prayers, times of community 
praying which expressed their hope and their aspirations was to some extent a logical out 
flowing of their vision of spreading the good news across the whole world.  Prayer 
continues in this prophetic visionary sense to be important in all Christian communities.  
Where prayers become formalised and repetitive and only a list of “gimmes” (requests), it 
is a sure sign that the community has lost its vision. 
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