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EurECA Conference 2009

How should Christians Teach?

Vevey, Switzerland

To listen to audio recordings of conference lectures, click on their titles in the report that follows below.

From all over Europe and beyond we came, the 106 participants in this year's EurECA conference. We met
together again at the Emmaus Bible Institute set in its beautiful location on a hillside above Lake Geneva, further
enhanced over the week-end by blue skies and warm sunshine.

Twenty countries were represented: Austria (4), Belgium (1), Bulgaria (5), England (17), Finland (4), France (5),
Germany (13), Hungary (5), Italy (1), Luxembourg (2), Netherlands (4), Norway (6), Portugal (2), Romania (6),
Scotland (3), Spain (1), Switzerland (15) and Ukraine (4) and, from beyond the borders of Europe, 7 from Australia
and 1 from the USA.

We came from a wide range of spheres of involvement in education: from primary and secondary schools (both
state and independent); language schools; colleges and universities. Among our number were representatives
from national Christian teacher associations and from other organizations who support Christians in schools and
in home education.

The focus of the conference was on classroom approaches to teaching and learning across the curriculum. We
looked at how our faith can shape how we teach, rather than what we teach, as we examined our pedagogical
approaches in the light of a Christian view of reality and especially of human nature and development. Far from
being a dry academic study, albeit in a Christian context, we were enthralled by a lively, well illustrated and
engaging series of talks, which challenged pre-conceived ideas and encouraged us to reflect on our practice as
Christians in education.

The keynote speaker was David Smith, who teaches German language and literature at Calvin College in the USA
and is the founding Director of the Kuyers Institute for Christian Teaching and Learning (www.pedagogy.net). He
was brought up in the UK and formerly worked at the Stapleford Centre where he was one of the prime movers
in the Charis Project.

The first plenary session was entitled Faith in Pedagogy: Changing Visions of Learning. David used the concrete
example of the changing approaches to second language classrooms in recent history to show, in practical terms,
how teaching and learning processes reflect varying underlying beliefs about learners, about growth, and about
the nature of human flourishing.

This was followed by workshop groups based on either the subject or the age range we taught. With reference to
the issues raised by David, our task was to consider the range of views of human nature and teaching styles that
have influenced our practice through the years. The majority of the groups had to be coaxed to stop for lunch;
such was the liveliness of the discussion!
David's second plenary session on Learning and Spiritual Growth built on the first and on what we had been
doing in our workshop groups. He looked with us at the reframing of pedagogy in such a way as to combine
subject teaching with a focus on spiritual development. Given what we had seen about the faith-laden nature of
successive visions of teaching and learning, how can the Christian educator respond? How might a belief that the
spiritual and moral aspects of learner identity are of basic importance affect the ways in which we approach
teaching and learning?

After the session we moved into workshop groups of five or six people; this time in mixed nationalities, languages
and educational contexts. We had been asked in advance of the conference to bring along a short description of
moments of teaching and learning in the classroom in which personal transformation (of any kind, not only
'spiritual' in the narrow sense of the word) took place. Each person told their story to the rest of the group. Then
we worked together to write a short commentary on each account that brought out connections with a Christian
view of personal and spiritual development, including, where possible, some of the issues raised in the first two
sessions. (Link: True Stories of Transformation from the Classroom)

David's third and final plenary session on Practising Christian Learning considered the importance of Christian
practice in the classroom. He used the specific example of the reading practices that happen in schools as
compared with the long tradition of Christian reflection on charitable reading and reading for spiritual growth.
This was followed by the final workshop session. In our small mixed-nationality groups, we looked again at our
stories to reflect on how our teaching approaches might change in a practical way in the light of what David had
said.

After a feast of teaching and discussion, Saturday afternoon was a time to digest it all and to relax in the glorious
sunshine. Some enjoyed walking around the lovely grounds of the college, while others took part in a choice of
excursions: a sail on the lake; a visit to a local town, or a train ride and mountain walk. It was an opportunity to
become more acquainted with each other in informal chat, while admiring the breathtaking scenery around Lake
Geneva.

On Saturday evening there was a session of prayer for the nations. A representative from each country had
collated items for prayer about their homeland or about the challenges facing their schools or associations. The
prayer lists were laid out across the dining room. In groups of four we moved around the room to pray in turn for
the nations represented. With interludes of music and scripture readings, many sensed a great spirit of
fellowship and intercession.

Whilst it could be said that the sessions led by David Smith were the "meat" of the weekend, we were also
nourished by the times of worship, when we sang together in different languages and reflected for a short time
each day on Scripture. In the three short sessions we were led by John Muir to consider The Growth of the
Christian, with reference each day to Luke 2:52: Jesus grew in wisdom and in stature and in favour with God and
man.

Traditionally, the teaching and meditations of each EurECA conference are gathered together in the final Sunday
morning worship session, as participants celebrate the Lord's Supper. This conference was no exception.

The Rev. Liviu Caprar, a teacher in the Baptist High School in Timisoara, Romania, chose the title What Matters
Most in Teaching? Looking at Mark 10:17-22, we reflected on the sacrificial life of Christ; our supreme example
of how to live and love as Christian educators. Liviu challenged us to consider the view that what matters most in
teaching is how we express our love for others, by giving of our time, not tomorrow or sometime in the future,
but NOW. His theme was well illustrated by a selection of stories from his own experience, chosen to highlight
the conclusion of the talk that God is calling us to be living examples. He closed with the exhortation:

"The Lord's Supper is a true picture of how Jesus loved us. Jesus was a model of true love. The Apostle Paul, in
Ephesians 5:2 encourages us to: Be full of love for others, following the example of Christ, who loved us and gave
Himself to God as a sacrifice to take away our sins..." Let us follow His example! Our Saviour's love was directed
by and in submission to the will of God. It must be the same for us. Jesus knew how to teach and love. He loved
people for the right reasons, and in the right way! As difficult as it may be, this is also the kind of love we should
be striving to develop as we work with the young people in our charge."

The conclusion of Liviu's sermon took us seamlessly into Communion, which was led by John Shortt, who
engaged us in worship together, through prayer, readings and songs, before we shared the bread and the wine.

With pleasant memories of an enjoyable and spiritually enriching weekend of fellowship (and some good fun!) it
was soon time to get into our cars or to make our way to the mountain railway station as we set off for onward
connections to our homes. Whether we were there for the first time or had experienced the fellowship of a
EurECA conference before, we set off on "the road from Emmaus", not only well nourished by the many
satisfying meals given to us by our hosts, but also with much food for thought to keep us going mentally and
spiritually for a long time to come.

John Muir and John Shortt
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