Educating Kids for Life

In a house which becomes a home,
one hands down and another takes up
the heritage of mind and heart,
laughter and tears, musings and deeds.

Love, like a carefully loaded ship

crosses the gulf between the generations.

--Antoine de Saint-Exupery

When we started home schooling, we wanted our kids to experience wonder and learn good habits and form godly relationships.  As we made our choices, we tried to keep in mind that learning ought to be intrinsically rewarding and draw the student toward virtue and truth.  We have traveled this home schooling path for over a decade.  As college looms, we are tempted to exchange vital education for measuring-sticks.  Competitions.  Tests. Scholarships.  After all, we have to live in the world, and that is the way the world works.  But no standardized test measures a student’s generosity of spirit.

My husband and I have a list of tests for our kids to take before college.  We want their transcripts to ‘speak the language’ of university officials.  We need them to get scholarships.  But how much time should we allow for these pursuits?  Time is finite, a truth I rediscover with startling frequency.  The more we spend measuring their progress, the less we have to delve into books and nature and poetry.  I do not mean analyzing and classifying.  I mean reading, looking, absorbing. We have to make time to feed our souls.  

Students need experiences that both instruct and inspire.  They need to think about what makes a person noble and how to sense things that are bigger than we can comprehend.  They need time to discuss ideas, taking in the good and discarding the bad.  This becomes more important as a student gets older, not less.  A young adult ventures into the world ill-equipped if he has not been thoughtfully educated.  Is there a measuring stick for the enlarging of souls?  

Competition and testing may be necessary, but they expand to take up as much time as we allow.  Important things do not intrude on us like urgent things do.  A student must solve chemistry equations in order to graduate, but concealed within those equations are the elements themselves, which have existed since the beginning of time.  Have we pondered the eternity of matter?  Poetry does not carry as much ‘have-to’ as grammar or vocabulary, but a poem is a glimpse into another person’s heart. Christian ideas—charity, grace, mercy, redemption—do not fall over themselves demanding a share of our time.  By their nature, they await our notice, patient as we strive to stand out in the eyes of the world.

Slowing down to take in bits of glory
 ought to cause us to fall behind, but, oddly enough, these ideas nourish us, providing courage to overcome the tests of the world.  As our ability to recognize truth and virtue grows, our perspective expands to include things beyond our comprehension.  We realize there is more in heaven and earth than is contained in the philosophies of this world.  We begin to recognize the importance of small things. The tortoise was correct-- the race is not to the swift or strong, but to the serenely faithful.  Chesterton said what is right with the world is rooted in original realities, not in progress.  “In his long fight to get a slave a half-holiday [the typical modern man] may angrily deny those ancient and natural things, the zest of being, the divinity of man, the sacredness of simple things, the health and humour of the earth, which alone make a half-holiday even half a holiday or a slave even half a man.”  We do not want to deny our children these things, but it takes faith to step out of the comfort of quantifiable learning and trust the Incomprehensible.  

By night when others soundly slept,

And hath at once both ease and Rest,

My waking eyes were open kept

And so to lie I found it best.

I sought him whom my Soul did Love,

With tears I sought him earnestly,

He bow’d his ear down from Above,

In vain I did not seek or cry.

My hungry Soul he fill’d with Good;

He in his Bottle put my tears,

My smarting wounds washt in his blood,

And banisht thence my Doubts and fears.

What to my Saviour shall I give

Who freely hath done this for me?

I’ll serve him here whilst I shall live

And Love him to Eternity.

Anne Bradstreet, a 17th Century Puritan, wrote those words almost four hundred years ago.  Anne’s parents provided her with an education rich in literature, languages and history.  At the age of eighteen, she followed her husband in the Pilgrim migration to New England, and spent her adult life in the wilderness of America.  She found strength to carry on, and even thrive, through faith and imagination.  Her poetry reveals the hidden treasure of her soul—pain, but also glory, joy, and constant faith in God.  

Regardless of scores, awards or college placement, our children will face uncertainty.  This 21st century world is often a spiritual wilderness, if not a physical one.  Anne Bradstreet’s poem is a witness to the goodness and mercy of God, “for they that say such things declare plainly that they seek a country.”  This witness is found in the greatest of artistic and literary works, as well as in God’s Word and in nature.  Last year, we read Oliver Twist.  I remember the moment we saw in Fagin the condition of the unrepentant, unregenerate sinner, justly condemned in the court of law.  We were in that depraved condition when Christ rescued us.  Fagin’s fate was ours until Christ.  We did not learn that from SAT prep.

The list goes on:  light shining through shade in the art of Rembrandt; a powerful Chopin polonaise sustaining the courage of an entire occupied people; dark, deep shadows in Frost’s wintry wood; age and youth reconciled by Shuffle-shoon and Amber-locks; the Wart gleefully leaping through a mysterious sea of ideas.  

Are we educating our children for life?  As I face this question, I realize that more than worldly success, I want my kids to have a generous fund of food for their souls.  When dark days come, their science fair awards, SATs, or National Honor Society memberships will not comfort and sustain them, but love for the Lord and clarity of vision will.  We will continue to enter contests and take tests and figure up grades as a tribute to Caesar, but our true focus must be broader, more generous— to partake of our inheritance as children of Man and God.     

�	 “Weight of Glory” by C.S. Lewis


�	 “By Night While Others Soundly Slept” by Anne Bradstreet





