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C.S. Lewis said, in an essay entitled “Learning in War-Time,” that war has the effect of making us confront our mortality and question why we’re doing whatever it is we’re doing.  I’m afraid that giving a banquet speech has much the same effect on me.  So I’m going to tell you why we’re doing what we’re doing, but first I’m going to level with you.  Caritas needs your help to pay our teachers, and it is worthy of your help because God is using it to advance His kingdom.  “Thy kingdom come,” we pray, and we try to help it come by training young Christian warriors.  Really, our seniors are our best testimony.  Get to know them and you will see that kids can do much better than simply survive high school with their faith intact; that respect for elders is not a lost cause; that teenagers don’t have to be an alienated (or alien) species; and that they can know that truth is not just a relative term.

But why does Caritas exist?  Let’s step back for a moment and consider what, after all, is the value of any education?  I know that many people consider education ennobling in itself, and it can be.  It can deepen our interests, extend our sympathies, and enlarge our understanding of nature, human nature, and the patterns of history.  It can also make us more interesting at dinner parties.  I know some people, however, who consider education dangerous.  And it can be.  Some of the biggest fatheads I can think of—I name no names—are extremely well educated.  Education can make someone fatuous, condescending, sardonic, and self-satisfied.  (Of course, on the positive side, at least such a person will know what fatuous and sardonic mean.)  Education by itself is not necessarily a virtue.  Think of the Islamist madrassahs that educate children to hate.

All of us get an education.  Even if you dropped out of school in kindergarten and were raised by wolves (I’m thinking of our emcee Norm Nielsen here), you’ve been educated.  You can’t avoid it.  Woodrow Wilson is said to have remarked, when he was president of Princeton University, that the purpose of a liberal arts education is “to make a person as unlike his father as possible.”  I imagine Wilson wouldn’t have liked Caritas, because we value the old, classical tradition and we try to partner with our students’ parents.  Not only that, we want our students to become as much like their Father (with a capital F) as possible.  For us, education means teaching everything within a context of our love for and relationship with Christ, for “in Him we live and move and have our being.”  Our mission statement, as you can see on the back of your program, begins with the line, “We teach from a clear, consistent, Christ-centered worldview.”  We build our education on the classical tradition because the classical approach teaches logic, clear thinking, and elegant expression.  Professor Cuneo will be talking more about the classical approach, so I’ll focus on the second of the two great foundation stones that underlie Caritas: a Christian worldview.  We teach with a Christ-centered worldview because we believe that God has revealed truth in Christ, and because we believe that truth brings more than just knowledge—it brings wisdom.

Now, for all those who came tonight more because you’re wonderful friends than because you’re committed to the power of Christian education, please don’t think that I’m saying everyone should be in a Christian school or be home schooled.  I don’t claim to know any such thing.  What I do claim is that for many Christian kids (and adults), life is, unfortunately, lived in two spheres—the spiritual sphere and the sphere encompassing education and most of everyday life.  Consider for a moment Baylor University, where a new president is trying to restore the school’s Christian identity.  The former president, Herbert Reynolds, who is not happy about this, says that he believes in what he calls “a ‘two-spheres’ approach, in which faith has nothing to do with the pursuit of objective knowledge” (from an article in World, Feb. 14 2004, p.29).  This approach turns Christian faith into a set of emotional, subjective preferences that have no effect on the supposedly solid, factual matter of education, politics, social policy, and all the other areas that shape our lives together.  I need hardly say that public schools must, by law and almost by definition, exclude the so-called private sphere of faith.  

Some parents have the time and breadth of knowledge and influence with their children to help them place what they learn in school within the context of God’s truth.  Some don’t.  Caritas isn’t for everyone, but I am more convinced than ever that many high school and junior high school Christians need help integrating the pieces of their lives into one all-encompassing sphere.  They also need the security and strength that comes from learning in a Christian community.  A good Christian education gives young Christians the weapons they need to exercise their faith, to engage in and change the culture rather than being overcome by it or retreating to a safe little sub-culture.  Our students are at the age when they are ready to work on understanding what they believe and on expressing it clearly.

Maybe you can see how invaluable learning with the mind of Christ is, but you’re wondering, ”Isn’t Caritas just one of many Christian schools? What makes it special and worth supporting?”  Why have we been struggling for three years against harsh economic realities to nurture this little school?  Perhaps the best place to start in explaining what we stand for is our name.  It comes from the Latin version of Ephesians 4:15: “. . . speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into Him who is the Head, that is, Christ.”  The word for love in that verse is caritas.  We went with the Latin version because Latin is cool and classical, and because “Love Academy” just didn’t evoke the same responses from our focus groups.  

At Caritas we seek truth, we are devoted to truth, and we want our students to be open-minded about the truth.  But we know that truth without love is cold and dead.  That’s why we are just as concerned about building a Christian community as we are about inspiring excellence.  Our approach to education is inseparable from relationships.  With an average academic class size of 5.5 students, each teacher knows the students well and loves and prays for them.  As we say in our mission statement, “We work to create a Christian environment of mutual respect, trust, and caring.”  Caritas’s eight teachers and two staff members teach much more than just academics by their examples.  I wish you could get to know each of them and see them in action; it’s the most talented, enthusiastic, and caring group I’ve ever worked with.

Our students are also a special group.  They put aside class consciousness (in the scholastic sense) and try to reach out to each other in the way that families are supposed to.  Because, really, despite the range of ages and the eight or so different denominations represented, Caritas sometimes seems more like a family than a school.  I’m grateful to many of our students, too, for helping to set a Christian tone each day.  We have 5 students graduating this year, all going to good colleges: Celeste, Eugene, Zachary, Patrick, and Lars.  The last three—Zachary, Patrick, and Lars—have been at Caritas since the beginning, helping to create a true Christian community. 

Beside our students, our teachers, our mission statement, and our school verse, there’s one more, small way that you can know what we stand for.  This year, with ideas contributed by two of our students, Megan Oulighan and Eliza Spencer, we designed the school seal that you see on the front of your program.  Those who’ve had me in English know that I can find symbolism on a refried beans can, but the symbolism of our seal is a bit more obvious and much more significant.  “Speaking the truth in love” is there, of course, in Latin, then in the upper left of the shield is a Celtic cross.  The reason for the cross is obvious; we chose a Celtic one both because the Celtic monks helped preserve much classical learning in the Middle Ages and because I like how it looks.  To the right are seven stars and the moon.  The stars refer to our theme last year, “Shining Like Stars in the Universe,” which suggested that we are to shine in the midst of a crooked and depraved generation as we hold out the word of life.  The moon reminds us that our light is merely a reflection of the one true light.  On the lower left, the alternating stripes represent how Caritas is a mixture of both full-time and part-time, home-schooled students.  Finally, the book symbolizes learning in general and the Bible in particular, a fitting reminder of how learning must work together with faith.

Thanks to those of you who have supported us before, Caritas has not only survived but also stabilized and grown.  We’re very happy in our home at the First Federated Church in Hudson and hope to stay there until someday we outgrow it.  And we have grown: we have 40% more students this year than last.  Thank you for coming tonight, and thank you for supporting the work of Caritas.  You are the ones who keep us going and who make it possible to reach the minds and hearts of our students, and through them to reach the world.

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, in this school and in these students, just as it is in heaven.  Amen.

