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Blessing of the Backpacks.

Today, with the blessing of the backpacks, we do far more than just merely send our kids back to school.  We affirm our support for education, both Christian education and secular education.

Education is firmly rooted in our scripture.  In the Old Testament, families had responsibility.  Mothers taught their daughters domestic skills.  Fathers taught their sons agriculture and animal husbandry, and some basic skills in hunting, fighting, carpentry and masonry.  Boys were also taught the rudiments of the law that governed society.

Both boys and girls received religious education.  

In the time of Israel, Judah and the kings, there are stories of educated people and there is great literature being produced.  But surprisingly, there is no mention of formal education outside the home.  Some scholars speculate the skills of literacy were maintained in guilds, much as you would have guilds for carpenters, leatherworkers and other skilled trades.  But that is nothing more than a guess.

But we do know that as Hebrew society developed, schools were developed in the synagogues.  By the time of Jesus, many historians were using the words “synagogue” and “school” interchangeably.

Also during this period, Greek influences had an impact.  As Rome conquered nations in the middle east, they came to accept the Greek approach to education.  Children were instructed by a tutor at home or, if the family had means, in a private school.  Childhood education consisted of physical education in the morning and learning to read in the afternoon.  Paul makes note of this system in his letter to the Galatians.  These tutors of young children will called disciplinarians.

At age 15, young men of socially prominent families could enroll in gymnasium.  Most of the day was spent doing sports  (again, Paul makes note of sports in 

I Cor 9.)  The remainder of the day was spent reading and discussing the classics, they were exposed to music and taught some mathematics.  Only a handful pursued education beyond the gymnasium and that tended to be in the fields of philosophy and rhetoric.

Jewish education in this period leading up to the time of Jesus and following was different.  Paul, a Jew, was from a Greek city and while it seems evident he had a Jewish education, he was surely exposed to the Greek system as his references indicate.

Jewish fathers were to begin teaching their sons biblical stories when the sons reached the age of 5.  Soon, this task was taken over by the synagogue schools.  Young boys were taught to read by studying the book of Leviticus.  By age ten, they were studying the Mishna and the Talmud by 15.  Unlike the Greeks, there was no music or sports at synagogue school.

The teachers in the synagogue schools were known as scribes.  It was a paid position, but by New Testament times, many scribes were taking money to perform other tasks, primarily to serve as judges in disputes.  

Scribes also educated adults.  Materials unearthed with the Dead Sea scrolls indicate that adult education was popular and many Pharisees and scribes lectured on theology to laymen in the synagogue.

It is very likely the Jesus attended such a school at the local synagogue.  So advanced was his studies that by age 12 he was able to engage the scholars at the temple in Jerusalem.  

Education was and is important.  In the great commandment we read:  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” (Matt 22:37)

John Wesley took that commandment seriously.  If we are to love God with heart, soul and mind, each must be cultivated and developed.  John Wesley greatly valued education and preached that we must, as Christians, engage our minds.  Indeed, the four guideposts for developing faith according to Wesley are (1) scripture; (2) reason; (3) tradition; and (4) experience.

There are times when secular education appears to counter religious belief.  But as followers of Wesley, United Methodist believe that is just superficial and that ultimately, the two will end up together.  Just as we believe that sincere Christians can hold different views on faith issues but still be united in Christ, so are we willing to accept tension between secular education and faith as merely superficial.  Allow me to quote from our Book of Discipline about science and theology:

We recognize science as a legitimate interpretation of God’s natural world.  We affirm the validity of the claims of science in describing the natural world and in determining what is scientific. … We find that science’s descriptions of cosmological, geological, and biological evolution are not in conflict with theology.  We recognize medical, technical, and scientific technologies as legitimate uses of God’s natural world when such use enhances human life…without violating our ethical convictions….We find that as science expands human understanding of the natural world, our understanding of the mysteries of God’s creation and word are enhanced.

In acknowledging the important roles of science and technology, however, we also believe that theological understandings of human experience are crucial to a full understanding of the place of humanity in the universe.  Science and theology are complementary rather than mutually incompatible.  (Book of Discipline 2008, para 160F, page 100f)

So followers of John Wesley, in England and here, were supporters of education for all people.  In our country, over the past 250 years, it is estimated that Methodists were involved in the creation of more than 1200 schools.  Today, the number of accredited schools in the United States that are United Methodist stands at 122.  That number includes prep schools, colleges, 10 research universities, 13 seminaries and one medical school.

So today, we celebrate education.  We deeply appreciate the gifts of our volunteers in Sunday School.  We deeply appreciate the gifts of those who work in the field of education in our local schools, in home schooling, and in the pre-schools that prepare our youngest children.  And we challenge our students today:  take this blessing and make the most of your God-given talents to learn and grow.  Then match those blessings with the development of your faith.  Have heart and do your best.

For that is the great commandment:  to love God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  Amen.


