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Overview
Educating for Life is a collection of essays by the Christian philosopher Nicholas P. Wolterstorff,
edited by Gloria Goris Stronks and Clarence W. Joldersma. The book addresses the fundamental
question of what Christian education should aim to achieve. Wolterstorff argues that the primary
purpose of education is not merely to transmit knowledge or prepare students for careers, but to
shape persons who live justly, love God and neighbor, and are committed to shalom—a vision of
holistic flourishing and right relationships. He critiques the dominant educational paradigms of
his time, including both secular progressivism and narrow vocationalism, and offers a distinctly
Christian alternative rooted in a Reformed theological tradition.

Throughout the essays, Wolterstorff develops a philosophy of education that integrates faith,
learning, and practice. He emphasizes the importance of teaching students to be agents of
justice in a broken world, and he insists that Christian schools must be communities of
hospitality and reconciliation. The book also explores practical implications for curriculum,
teaching methods, and school culture, drawing on examples from Christian schools and colleges.
Wolterstorff engages with thinkers such as John Dewey and Paulo Freire, but he always grounds
his educational theory in a biblical vision of human flourishing.

The book matters because it challenges both secular and Christian educators to reconsider the
ultimate aims of schooling. Wolterstorff’s call to educate for shalom and justice remains relevant
today, as schools grapple with questions of purpose, equity, and the integration of faith and
learning. His work offers a robust theological and philosophical framework that can guide
educators, administrators, and parents in forming students who are not only knowledgeable but
also compassionate and courageous.

Key Takeaways
• The ultimate goal of Christian education should be shalom, a vision of holistic flourishing
and right relationships with God, others, and creation.

• Educators must move beyond mere knowledge transmission and vocational preparation to
form students who are committed to justice and compassion.

• Christian schools should be communities of hospitality where all students are welcomed and
valued, regardless of their background or abilities.

• Teaching for justice requires addressing systemic injustices and empowering students to
become agents of change in society.
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• The integration of faith and learning is not a matter of adding religious content but of
shaping the entire educational enterprise around a Christian worldview.

• Educators should be aware of the hidden curriculum—the implicit values and assumptions
communicated through school structures and practices.

• Christian education should prepare students to live as faithful disciples in a pluralistic world,
engaging culture critically and constructively.

• The role of the teacher is not just to impart information but to model a life of faith, hope,
and love.

Chapter Summaries
Part One: The Purpose of Education

Wolterstorff sets the stage by critiquing the dominant aims of education in modern society,
which he identifies as economic productivity and individual self-fulfillment. He argues that these
goals are insufficient and often harmful, as they neglect the common good and the development
of moral character. He introduces the biblical concept of shalom as the proper telos of education,
defining it as a state of flourishing where all creatures live in right relationship with God and each
other. This part lays the foundation for the rest of the book, establishing that education must be
oriented toward justice and love.

Part Two: Teaching for Justice

In this section, Wolterstorff explores what it means to educate for justice. He draws on the
prophetic tradition of the Old Testament, particularly the call to defend the widow, the orphan,
and the stranger. He argues that Christian educators must teach students to recognize and resist
injustice in all its forms, including economic exploitation, racism, and sexism. He also discusses
the importance of developing empathy and a sense of solidarity with the marginalized.
Wolterstorff offers practical examples of how teachers can incorporate justice themes into their
curriculum and classroom practices.

Part Three: The Nature of the Learner

Wolterstorff examines the nature of the human person as created in the image of God,
emphasizing that each student is a unique, valuable being with a calling to live in relationship
with God and others. He critiques deterministic views of human nature that reduce students to
products of their environment or biology. He also discusses the role of the Holy Spirit in the
learning process, arguing that true education involves the formation of the whole
person—intellectual, moral, and spiritual. This part underscores the need for a holistic approach
to teaching that respects the dignity of every learner.

Part Four: The Role of the Teacher
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This section focuses on the vocation of the Christian teacher. Wolterstorff argues that teachers
are not merely technicians who deliver content but are called to be witnesses to the gospel
through their lives and relationships with students. He emphasizes the importance of modeling
humility, integrity, and love. He also discusses the challenges teachers face in maintaining their
own spiritual vitality and in navigating the tensions between academic freedom and faithfulness
to the Christian tradition. The teacher’s role is to create a learning environment that fosters
curiosity, critical thinking, and a passion for justice.

Part Five: The School as Community

Wolterstorff explores the school as a community that embodies the values of the kingdom of
God. He argues that Christian schools should be places of hospitality, where students from
diverse backgrounds are welcomed and included. He discusses the importance of shared rituals,
traditions, and narratives in forming a cohesive community. He also addresses the relationship
between the school and the family, and the school and the church, emphasizing the need for
partnership and mutual support. This part challenges schools to examine their own practices and
structures to ensure they align with their stated mission.

Part Six: Curriculum and Pedagogy

In this final part, Wolterstorff applies his philosophy to the concrete realities of curriculum and
teaching methods. He argues that the curriculum should be integrated around a Christian
worldview, rather than fragmented into disconnected subjects. He advocates for a pedagogy
that is dialogical and participatory, encouraging students to ask questions and engage critically
with the material. He also discusses the importance of the arts and the humanities in cultivating
imagination and empathy. Wolterstorff concludes by reiterating that the ultimate aim of
education is to form students who will live lives of shalom, contributing to the healing of the
world.

Themes
• Shalom and justice

• Christian worldview

• Holistic formation

• Community and hospitality

• Faith and learning integration

Notable Quotes
• "The goal of education is shalom." — Wolterstorff introduces the central thesis of the book,
arguing that education should aim at holistic flourishing.
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• "To educate for justice is to educate for shalom." — He connects the pursuit of justice with
the broader vision of shalom.

• "The teacher is a witness to the gospel." — He describes the role of the Christian teacher as
one who embodies and communicates the good news through their life and work.

• "We must not think of the child as a blank slate on which we write, but as a creature made in
the image of God." — He critiques deterministic views of education and emphasizes the
inherent dignity of the learner.

• "The school is a community of hospitality." — He argues that Christian schools must
welcome all students, especially the marginalized.

• "Education is not the transmission of information but the formation of persons." — He
contrasts his view with the common emphasis on content delivery.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Educating for Life about?

Educating for Life is a collection of essays by philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff on the purpose of
Christian education. He argues that the goal of education should be shalom—a vision of holistic
flourishing and justice—rather than mere knowledge or career preparation. The book offers a
theological framework for integrating faith and learning and practical guidance for teachers and
schools.

Is Educating for Life worth reading?

Yes, for anyone interested in Christian education or educational philosophy. Wolterstorff
provides a rigorous and thought-provoking argument that challenges conventional assumptions
about schooling. His emphasis on justice and shalom is both inspiring and practically relevant.
The essays are accessible to educators, parents, and students, making it a valuable resource for
discussion and reflection.

How does Educating for Life end?

Spoiler: The book concludes with a reaffirmation of the vision of shalom as the ultimate goal of
education. Wolterstorff calls on educators to embrace their vocation as witnesses to the gospel
and to create schools that are communities of hospitality and justice. He leaves readers with a
challenge to reimagine their own educational practices in light of this vision.

Who should read Educating for Life?

This book is ideal for Christian educators, school administrators, pastors, and parents who are
involved in Christian schooling. It is also valuable for anyone interested in the philosophy of
education, particularly those who want to explore how faith can shape educational aims and
practices. Students in teacher training programs may also find it insightful.
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How long does it take to read Educating for Life?

The book is about 200 pages long, so at a typical reading speed of 250 words per minute, it
would take roughly 4-5 hours to read. However, because it is a collection of essays with dense
philosophical content, readers may want to take more time to reflect on each chapter.


