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Editorial: Persistence in Changing Times
Michael Pasquale
The academic calendar follows predictable patterns of beginning, middle, and end. We
recently ended a year that was like no other. Educators faced new obstacles such as changes in
teaching modality, new policies regarding social distancing and quarantines, and for some a lack
of normal breaks in the schedule. Persistence is the act of continuing to do something or refusing
to quit when facing difficult circumstances. Psychologist Angela Duckworth (2016) elaborates
with the idea of grit, which is sustained persistence with passion that is applied toward long-term
achievement of goals no matter the obstacles we face along the way. The past year has seen the
use of terms such as “unprecedented” and “change” brought to the forefront. While the turning of
time brings inevitable change, it seems like the world of education has seen a massive paradigm
shift that brought terms like “synchronous,” “asynchronous,” “hybrid,” and “hyflex” into
common use. While some change is expected to be difficult, we can also see change as an
opportunity to grow and develop. Let us embrace this opportunity and seek ways to flourish in
our contexts. This is best done in community with the support of our peers and colleagues. It is
our desire to see this journal be a space to be inspired, to explore new ideas, and to seek ways to
integrate a Christian worldview into these contexts. Being persistent is a difficult task, but we
can strengthen our community if we do so.
In This Issue
There are two feature articles in this issue. First, David Catterick, in his article, “Catalytic
teaching and ideologized content,” argues that the ELT classroom as the ideal space to support
ideological change. In this way, classes can be designed in which ideas can be shared, discussed,
and debated, all the while meeting language content benchmarks.
Next, William T. Haselton’s article, “The gift of language,” is a theological reflection on
language. He suggests that language is more than just a tool for human communication, but
represents a divine gift from God.
Additionally, several books are reviewed in this issue:
• Language Learning in Ministry: Preparing for Cross-Cultural Language Acquisition,
by Jan Edwards Dormer (Reviewed by Mariane Quirino Batista Gimenez)
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• Charitable Writing: Cultivating Virtue though Our Words, by Richard Hughes Gibson
and James Edward Beitler III (Reviewed by Gregory L. Bock)
• To Think Christianly, by Charles E. Cotheman (Reviewed by Peter Worrall)
• What Christians Believe: The Story of God and People in Minimal English, by Anna
Wierzbicka (Reviewed by Michael Lessard-Clouston)
• The Learning Cycle: Insights for Faithful Teaching from Neuroscience and the Social
Sciences, by Muriel I. Elmer and Duane H. Elmer (Reviewed by Bradley Baurain)
It again has been a pleasure working with my co-editor, Bradley Baurain, in producing
this issue. We are also thankful for the work done by Michael Lessard-Clouston with his
excellent work in formatting this volume for publication. We also thank each of the readers and
reviewers for their time and energy as they worked to contribute to this edition. We welcome
input from our readers and encourage submissions for future volumes of the journal.
Soli Deo Gloria.
Reference
Duckworth, A. (2016). Grit: The power of passion and perseverance. Scribner/Simon &
Schuster.
Michael Pasquale (michael.pasquale@cornerstone.edu) is Professor of Linguistics and
Director of the M.A. TESOL Program at Cornerstone University in Grand Rapids,
Michigan, U.S.A. He is author of An ESL Ministry Handbook (Credo House, 2011) and
co-author (with Nathan Bierma) of Every Tribe and Tongue: A Biblical Vision for
Language in Society (Pickwick, 2011).
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Catalytic Teaching and Ideologized Content
David Catterick
Briercrest College and Seminary
Caronport, Saskatchewan, Canada
Abstract
This article has as its starting point the growing acceptance over the past decade of
intentional ideological influence in both English language teaching materials and
approaches. It explores some current examples of ideologized content before examining
catalytic teaching, the intentioned use of ideologized content by a Christian English
language teacher (CELT). The article provides some examples of classroom content that
may be considered catalytic and then suggests five guiding principles based in part on the
findings of Johnston’s extensive study of the work of CELTs at a language school in
Poland. It is hoped that these principles might be helpful as CELTs consider catalytic
teaching and that the content of this article might encourage the creation of more catalytic
content both by and for CELTs.
Key words: ideologized content, critical pedagogy, catalytic teaching, pedagogical
principles

Introduction
The turn of the 21st century proved to be a time of particular foment in ELT. Scholars
such as Edge and Pennycook were applying Freire-esque, critical pedagogy logic to suggest that
ELT was in danger of becoming little more than a tool for the transmission of Western cultural
values and a vehicle for the promotion of a capitalist and imperialist worldview. Christian
English language teachers (CELTs) quickly became the critical pedagogists’ archetype of choice,
and their work was described by them using copious amounts of thinly veiled derision. Edge
(2003), for example, in his colorfully titled article suggested that the work of CELTs amounted
to little more than covert proselytizing, while Pennycook and Coutand-Marin (2003) expressed
their disdain using language such as “lure,” “bait,” “covert,” and “prey” in reference to the
“vulnerable” learners CELTs work with.
Fast forward fifteen years and ideology no longer seems to be regarded with the same
suspicion in the ELT profession. One possible reason for the change is that ideological
transmission is now largely viewed as inevitable, or as Johnston (2003) puts it at the start of his
book, “language teaching is a profoundly value-laded activity” (p. 1), and “all teaching aims to
change people” (Pennycook & Coutand-Marin, 2003, p. 337). Another possibility is that the
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broader profession has come to recognize that in their headlong rush to vilify the work of
CELTs, critical pedagogists painted a picture of adult language learners that was both
patronizing and paternalistic. This unfortunately made learners collateral damage in their war on
ideology. In one of the most comprehensive responses to Edge and Pennycook, Baurain (2007)
addresses this issue by painting a much more positive and real-world picture of learners:
teachers possess priorities, beliefs, and passions, and in living these out they call their
students to the same priorities, beliefs, and passions—not as automatons whom they can
brainwash, but as human beings who will choose what to believe and how to find their
own way in the world. (Baurain, 2007, p. 209)
Whatever the reason for the new normal, I hope to show in this article that the
profession’s new relationship with ideology is not so much characterized by the absence of
suspicion but more about the ELT profession embracing and promoting ideology in a way that
would have seemed unconscionable a little over a decade ago. As evidence, I will begin by
presenting some examples of the types of ideology that are now being enthusiastically promoted
via curriculum, content, and methodological approach. I will then use the findings of a recent
ethnographic study by a prominent critical pedagogist to identify the strengths and weaknesses of
what I term ideologized content, defined as language learning curricula and teaching materials
that are designed with a distinctly ideological goal. I will then present an approach known as
catalytic teaching which I hope will prove to be of particular relevance to CELTs who, like
Smith, see their students as
images of God and therefore . . . beings whose spiritual and moral dimensions cannot be
split away and left at the door, [teachers who] try to find ways of integrating cognitive
growth with spiritual or moral challenge. (Smith, 2004, cited in Baurain, 2007, p. 209)
The article will end with examples and a list of pedagogical principles to show how CELTs can
bring the “spiritual and moral challenge” that Smith refers to.

Survey of Ideologized Content
In the early 2000s, Gray (2002) suggested that the major ELT publishers were strongly
discouraging textbook writers from including content that might offend the reader. Gray used the
acronym PARSNIP (Politics, Alcohol, Religion, Sex, Narcotics, -Isms, and Pork) to describe the
sort of ideological issues that textbook writers were expected to avoid. Although I have failed to
identify any evidence of such a prohibition by a publisher, Gray’s contemporaries felt they
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already had plenty of evidence for the impact of PARSNIP in the textbooks of the time which
Rinvolucri (1999) rather famously described as “the soft, fudgy, sub-journalistic, women’s
magaziney world of EFLese course materials” (p. 14). While there now exist numerous examples
of ideologized content, for reasons of space I will focus on just four.

1) Political Stance as Ideologized Content
Surprisingly, perhaps, a number of critical pedagogists of the early 2000s promoted their
own ideologized content. Edge (2004) argued in an opinion piece for The Guardian newspaper
that “a stand must be taken” (para. 8) on some ideological issues. The ideology that Edge (2004)
chose to take his stand on resulted in the creation of a group which he called English for
Palestinian Purposes, whose goal was to offer “experience and expertise in the teaching of
English . . . in the support of Palestinian purposes” (para. 8). Edge argues that instead of English
language professionals teaching what he calls the “language of compliance,” they instead need to
teach the “language of protest about the way things are” (Edge, 2004, para. 11). Edge (2004)
concludes the article with the provocative yet compelling challenge for all English language
educators to have an answer to the question, “What contribution are you making to a better
world?” (para. 11).

2) Development as Ideologized Content
More recently, a book by the British Council (which like almost all their publications is
distributed for free on the internet) focuses on development goals (Maley & Peachey, 2017).
Their book incorporates the seventeen United Nations Sustainable Development Goals into a
collection of English language teaching activities. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
include taking action against climate change, ending poverty and hunger, promoting health and
gender equality, and reducing inequality and consumption and the book contains lesson plans by
different authors each focusing on a different development goal. The rationale for creating
ideologized content of this sort is described by the editors in the book’s introduction:
Human impact has increased dramatically, yet human nature has not made comparable
progress. Many of our present woes are directly attributable to greed, pride, self-interest,
prejudice, aggression, indifference to the plight of others, and the long list of the more
negative characteristics of humanity. There are no quick-fix solutions to these problems.
But many would argue that teachers have a major role to play in helping to change
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unhelpful mindsets, and in raising awareness of the problems and issues, rather than
continuing to turn a blind eye to them. (Maley & Peachey, 2017, p. 8)
Although this makes the rationale for the book abundantly clear, it is much more creatively and
poignantly expressed in Maley’s poem which appears directly before the Contents page:
Figure 1. Teacher (Maley & Peachey, 2017, p. iii)

Maley’s phrase – “that too” – captures, I feel, the essence of ideologized content. Creators of
ideologized content are essentially arguing that it is not enough for the teacher to simply meet the
language learning needs of their learners; teachers should feel compelled to create a space in
which they and their learners can together explore the issues that the world faces and, in the
process, hope for change.

3) Social Justice as Ideologized Content
In their self-published book, Clandfield and Meddings (2012) promote the cause of social
justice. The book takes the form of “a year’s worth of critical, subversive and unconventional
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activity for language teachers” (para. 4) to take learners out of their “their comfortable little
bubble, divorced from reality” (para. 2). In the Introduction, Clandfield and Meddings (2012)
explain the origins of the book and its rationale:
Austerity measures, economic crises, cutbacks in education and other public services,
joblessness, continuing environmental damage, and at least two disastrous wars were just
some of the things we were witnessing every day on the news and in the streets. Yet we
both felt that much of what was going on in the language classroom was happening in a
comfortable little bubble, divorced from reality. (para. 2)
The result is fifty-two ready-made tasks that encourage the learner to look deeper into what can
be broadly thought of as issues of social justice. Tasks include a reading followed by a
discussion about a schoolchild being bullied because of sexual orientation (Task #5), a
discussion about the Occupy movement (#6), an activity in which learners imagine ads that
depict people of different races and disabilities (#10), and a roleplay in which students
demonstrate their awareness of their rights when stopped by the police (#23). Teachers who use
this book are effectively guiding learners into consideration of issues that Clandfield and
Meddings (2012) consider to be of global importance. There is something of an evangelistic zeal
in the book resulting from the authors’ strong conviction that the issues it places in front of
learners are important not just for the individual and for society, but for the planet as a whole.

4) Gender Issues as Ideologized Content
My final example of ideologized content is gender issues. In his article for the TESOL L2
Writing special interest group, Paiz (2016) presents the case for what he terms “purposeful
queering” of the L2 writing classroom (para. 3). Paiz (2016) points to opportunities for students
in their writing to “begin to explore their own identities” and goes on to argue that “because their
writing is often seen by a smaller group of people, students may feel more at ease with a
controlled ‘outing’ of themselves” (para. 4). To promote queer ideology in the English language
classroom, he recommends a three-fold approach including a stronger connection between
mainstream queer research and ELT, more intentional pre-service training focusing on how to
queer one’s teaching practice, and teachers making more of a concerted effort to queer the
materials they use in their classes.
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Challenges of Ideologized Content
While there is some value in being aware of the existence of ideologized content in ELT,
it is much more helpful to know what shape it takes in actual classroom use. A recent book by
Johnston (2017) details the work of a group of mostly Canadian CELTs at a language school
they founded in Poland. The author is a critical pedagogist who describes himself as an atheist
and “unreconstructed humanist” (Johnston, 2017, p. 38) and what makes his book so impressive
is that it is the most extensive study so far of the work of North American CELTs. The author’s
approach contrasts sharply with that taken by the critical pedagogists in the early 2000s whose
studies were frequently based on very scant evidence. In referring to the methodological
deficiencies of those earlier studies, Johnston (2017) points to his own embarrassment: “As a
scientist, I was discomfited that as a field we were making generalizations with no empirical data
to back them up” (p. 5).
Johnston’s study results in the sort of thick description we tend to associate with an
ethnographic study. The author spent an entire academic year in Poland recording and personally
attending weekly teacher meetings, attending almost all of the English classes over the span of a
semester as a participant observer, and conducting multiple interviews with each of the English
teachers (Johnston, 2017, p. 33). The result is a collection of robust insights not only into the
lives of the CELTs at the school but also into the use of ideologized content in that educational
context. It is Johnston’s status as an outsider to the CELT co-culture and someone therefore not
committed to the school’s ideological goals that makes his insights so valuable and I will use
those insights later in the article to inform the pedagogical principles of catalytic teaching.
Johnston (2017) indicates that he was first attracted to Lighthouse School because it has
“a Bible-based curriculum” (p. 29). The teaching materials used in the school were specially
created by the two directors and “incorporated many activities that drew on communicative and
interactive approaches to language teaching” (Johnston, 2017, p. 61). The content is derived
from two major sources, well-known stories from the Bible (e.g., Daniel in the lion’s den) and
classics of English literature (e.g., Robinson Crusoe) rewritten in modern English prose. The
classics were included to exploit the elements of novels that are often skimmed over by the
modern reader, such as Defoe’s extensive descriptions of Crusoe’s faith. Each unit includes a
Digging Deeper section which uses questions related to the texts designed to foster dialogue on
personal and spiritual issues (e.g., “Have you ever been so sick that you thought you might die?”
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and “Do you believe that God speaks to people in dreams?”, Johnston, 2017, p. 60). Johnston
makes four observations on the teaching of the ideologized content that are particularly
insightful.

1. Professional Preparedness
Johnston argues that the overall effectiveness of the CELTs in their language teaching
was limited by the fact that though the teachers had what he calls a “general psychological
empathy” with the learners in their classes,
this was not matched by an in-depth understanding of the language learning processes the
latter were going through, except at a general level. And a lack of detailed knowledge of
the workings of language itself meant that [the teacher] felt perpetually out of her depth
in explaining, for example, verb tense and aspect to her learners. (Johnston, 2017, pp. 86–
87)
This is an observation that Johnston makes more than once in his book.

2. Teacher-student Relationship
From his interviews Johnston becomes aware that students were initially wary about the
intentions of the teachers. In one of the interviews a student describes how when she first met her
teacher, she wondered whether there was what she calls a “false bottom” in the relationship,
alluding to a suitcase used for smuggling objects across borders. Johnston (2017) is suggesting
that the desire of the teachers to see their students saved risks calling into question the nature of
their relationship with their students (p. 101). It is important to note, though, that in further
interviews the student’s concerns begin to fade as she recognizes the transparency with which the
teacher interacts with her students (Johnston, 2017, p. 105).

3. Content Quality
As part of his study, Johnston conducted a thorough analysis of the content used in the
classes, content which was published and made available for purchase by the school. His
conclusion was that the materials showed
little attempt to create meaningful sequences from receptive to active knowledge or to
utilize common concepts such as schema theory and the accompanying preference for
thematically or conceptually linked items. Many of the activities such as unscrambling
words, filling in missing letters and so on, were rather repetitive and of dubious
usefulness. (Johnston, 2017, p. 62)
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While there is no suggestion that the relatively poor quality of the materials was in any way
connected to the ideological elements, the fact that the materials were poor compromised the
ability of the teachers to deliver quality language teaching.

4. Classroom Discourse
The most interesting observation that Johnston makes (at least in regard to this article) is
related to the classroom discourse he observed. He indicates that one of the most “striking”
features of the classes he observed was the “numerous occasions when the class engaged in
searching, often deeply personal discussions about moral and spiritual matters” (Johnston, 2017,
p. 71). He points out that “the extreme demands that the interactions placed on the linguistic
resources of the learners” was clear evidence of “the degree of motivation they must have felt to
repeatedly make such efforts” (Johnston, 2017, p. 71). He describes how one teacher, in
particular, created the necessary periods of silence which in turn led to a “level of self-revelation
and vulnerability [that] was remarkable” (Johnston, 2017, p. 76). This was not true of all the
classes he observed, however. Another teacher he observes does “virtually all of the talking”
during the Digging Deeper time and it is clear to Johnston that “proselytizing is the only goal”
(p. 90) of that teacher. Johnston (2017) concludes that there is “inherent pedagogical value in
creating a space for learners to address deeply personal matters” (p. 97).

Introducing Catalytic Teaching
Before I use Johnston’s observations to formulate the pedagogical principles for
ideologized content, I would like to introduce the ideologized content approach named in the
title, catalytic teaching. The term alludes to the process in chemistry by which a chemical
substance known as a catalytic agent is introduced into a chemical mix to alter the speed of the
reaction. Usually only a small amount of catalyst is needed to speed up the rate of a reaction and
if the catalyst is absent, a chemical reaction can still occur but happens at a much slower rate. I
was not able to find any reference to the term catalytic teaching in the ELT literature but because
I did not coin the term myself, I suspect it must have some form of verbal currency among
CELTs. The term does exist in the general education literature but there it tends to be used to
describe different ideas. For some general education scholars, the term is used to indicate the role
played by teachers in shaping the potential of a student (Rogerson & Chomicz, 2014; Cebeci &
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Yildiz, 2017) essentially making the teacher the catalyst in the learning process supporting and
motivating their learners. Other scholars use the term to refer to teachers who seek to foster
curricular change in their teaching contexts (Silcox & MacNeill, 2006), while still others use the
term to describe the learners rather than the teacher as the catalyst for curricular innovation
(Burk-Rafel, Harris, Heath, Milliron, Savage, & Skochelak, 2020).
The term catalytic teaching as I use it in this article refers to the intentioned use of
ideologized content introduced by the teacher into the lesson. While this may technically allow
for the inclusion of any of the ideologies mentioned earlier in the article, I use the term here to
describe the inclusion of ideologized content designed to raise learners’ awareness of the
spiritual rather than the social, political, or material world. Unlike the Bible and classics
approach adopted by Lighthouse School, the catalytic teaching approach I present in this article
focuses on life issues. Though the term is used in populist mental health literature to indicate
common problems that people experience in their daily lives, I use the term life issues here to
mean any major life experience common to each person regardless of their age, gender,
language, or cultural background. Life issues are connected with what makes us human and
perhaps the best examples of these can be found in the multi-disciplinary Quality of Life (QoL)
literature. The following is a list of life issues derived from a study by Malkinah-Pykh and Pykh
(2008) which consolidated the most frequently-referred-to QoL indices:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Education
Happiness and mental health
Job satisfaction
Life purpose
Material possessions
Morality
Mortality
Perception of justice
Personal health
Relationship with family and friends
Satisfaction with life
Sense of safety

It is not difficult to see how these life issues would give learners reason to pause, reflect, and ask
bigger questions, questions that extend beyond the temporal, physical realities of their present
world and pointing to the eternal, spiritual realms of life. The expectation is that in much the
same way as the Digging Deeper sections of the Lighthouse School materials, these provide
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opportunities for the sort of dialogue that stretches the linguistic capacities of the learners and
serves to create “a space for learners to address deeply personal matters” (Johnston, 2017, p. 97).

Examples of Life Issues in the Classroom
Even with a list of life issues, it may be challenging to imagine what this would look like
in a classroom. In order to help situate catalytic teaching in practice, I have therefore provided
the following summaries of three different units of a notional, standalone, upper-intermediate,
catalytic teaching textbook entitled Life Issues. This imaginary textbook is designed for use by
CELTs teaching adult and older teen English language learners around the world. It is hoped that
the descriptions below will serve to not only give a taste of catalytic teaching but also inspire the
reader to create their own content.
Figure 2. Three Catalytic Teaching Examples
(Source: A yet-to-be-written upper-intermediate textbook called Life Issues)
Life Issue

Content

Procedure Summary

Ideology
Focus

Education

A 500-word newspaper
article about Summer
Hill School in southern
England. Summer Hill
is a private school
founded in the 1920s
where school rules are
made by the children,
not the teachers, and
class attendance is
optional. As the article
indicates, the school
“was designed to prove
the theory that a child
is not evil but good.”

Learners read the text then take part in
a role play in which they are panel and
audience members in a BBC radio
show called Education Now. Learners
take on the role of characters
mentioned in the text (principal and
student) and educational experts from
the University of Oxford and the
University of Cambridge as well as
members of the public in the studio
audience to talk about their opinions
of the sorts of things that happen in
Summer Hill. Note: A more detailed
text and procedure are available in
Catterick (1994).

Are humans
essentially
good? If so,
why are
there not
more schools
like Summer
Hill giving
children and
teenagers the
opportunity
to
demonstrate
their good
choices?

Satisfaction “The Logical Song”
with Life
(Hodgson, 1979) by
the 1970s rock band
Supertramp. The song
is an exploration by the
lead singer of what
really matters in life.
The haunting refrain

The teacher writes the song title on the
board and asks learners what they
think the song is about. The teacher
tells the learners they are going to
listen to the song only once as part of
a collaborative dictation and their task
is to write down as many words and
phrases from the song that they hear.

How
satisfied are
you with
your life?
Have you,
like the
singer, ever
asked who
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Life Issue

Mortality

Content

Procedure Summary

Ideology
Focus

contains the question
“Please tell me who I
am”.

The teacher helps the class piece
together as much of the song as
possible before handing out the lyrics
and dictating comprehension
questions needed for the pair work
discussion. Questions include: “Is the
question Please tell me who I am an
absurd one as the singer says?” and
“Have you laid on your bed late at
night like the singer and asked
yourself who you are?”

you are and
have you
found an
answer to
that
question?

A 500-word text about
Alcor Life Extension
Foundation in Arizona.
Alcor cryogenically
freezes people after
they die with the hope
that future advances in
science will be able to
bring them back to life.

Learners are told they are going to
read about a company which is
involved in an unusual business.
Learners take it in turns to read aloud
before the teacher asks them “If
someone said they would pay the cost
of your cryogenic suspension, would
you agree to be frozen after you die?”
The question is used to separate the
learners into two groups, one of
learners who are willing to be frozen
and the other of those who are not.
The two sides present then prepare for
a classic debate with the title “This
House believes that cryogenic
suspension is an effective way to
extend the length of one’s life.”

Are a
person’s
days
numbered?
What
happens after
death?

Pedagogical Principles of Catalytic Teaching
Johnston’s (2017) account of his experiences at Lighthouse School makes it very clear
that for ideologized content to result in the sort of rich classroom dialogue he observed, a number
of conditions need to be met. What follows, then, are the foundational pedagogical principles of
the catalytic teaching approach. These principles are informed both by the observations from
Johnston’s study of Lighthouse School and the insights from the principles of the chemical
process of catalysis.
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Principle 1: Catalytic Teaching Requires a
Foundation of Professional Preparation
Johnston (2017) makes it clear that the teacher needs to be well trained in order to meet
the language learning needs of their students. Professional preparation needs to focus on the
theoretical (e.g., second language acquisition theory), the linguistic (e.g., grammar and
phonology), the methodological (e.g., classroom management and skills teaching), the cultural,
and the professional (e.g., ethical standards and continuing professional development). As
Johnston (2017) points out, it is not enough that CELTs rely upon natural talent or the “general
psychological empathy” (p. 86) they have for their learners.

Principle 2: Catalytic Teaching Requires a Foundation of Relationship
Johnston’s (2017) account of a Lighthouse School student who wonders whether her
relationship with her teacher is like a suitcase with a “false bottom” (p. 101) demonstrates the
need for catalytic teaching to have as its foundation a relationship of trust and respect. In the first
week of the LING 105 Introduction to TESOL class I have my trainees work through the
Pyramid of Influence (Catterick, 2011). I created the Pyramid to explain the requirement for
CELTs to have established foundations of servanthood, truthfulness, and their own willingness to
learn before they can expect the sort of influence that comes towards the top end of the pyramid.
Figure 3. Pyramid of Influence (Catterick, 2011)
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Principle 3: Catalytic Teaching Should Not
Detract from Language Learning Objectives
In a chemical reaction, the catalyst is not connected in any way with the product of the
reaction but remains separate. In much the same way, the CELT’s focus needs to be on the
language learning objectives of the class rather than letting the ideologized content obscure – or
worse, replace – the language learning focus. As Johnston (2017) points out, CELTs must avoid
the very real danger of believing that “proselytizing is the only goal” (p. 90). The learning
objectives of the lesson, the specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and timebound (SMART)
outcomes, must be linguistic for the very simple reason that meeting the identified language
needs of the learners needs to be the primary task of every language teacher.

Principle 4: Catalytic Teaching is Designed to Expose Rather Than Convince
In chemistry, the chemical reaction can still happen without the presence of the catalyst.
In much the same way, the goal of catalytic teaching is to expose learners to an idea while at the
same time recognizing that they themselves might consider the idea outside of class months or
years later. As Johnston (2017) points out, the teacher requires skills to manage the “searching,
often deeply personal discussions about moral and spiritual matters” (p. 71) that catalytic
teaching is designed to foster, but the flip side is that the teacher also needs to be patient when
such dialogue fails to materialize. The CELT’s role in catalytic teaching is to create a space in
which learners can explore a “marketplace of ideas” (Stevick, 1996, p. 6) and in so doing
consider their own stance on the issue. However, it is the learner who decides to enter that space
and their decision may depend on a number of variables including their level of trust, their
willingness to be vulnerable, and, of course, the agency of the Holy Spirit in their lives at that
point in time (John 16:8).

Principle 5: Catalytic Content Needs to be Introduced with Neutrality
In a chemical reaction, the outcome is determined by the nature of the reactants rather
than the catalyst. In much the same way it is important that in catalytic teaching the teacher does
not insert their own personal opinion into the dialogue. The ideologized content should be
viewed by the CELT as if it were data that the learners are being invited to analyze. The teacher
needs to maintain their neutrality in the lesson even though they themselves have at some point
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in the past come to their own conclusions and developed their own convictions. This is an
important pedagogical principle, and Johnston’s (2017) observations show us that when teachers
choose to make their own lives transparent these become the “moments in which relationships
[are] nurtured and grown” (p. 102). So, while it is important for teachers to adopt a position of
neutrality, they should not be afraid to reveal their stance if learners ask them to do so. When that
happens, the teacher is advised to delay giving their view until the end of the discussion so that
learners’ own processing of the issue is not short circuited. My own teaching experience has
shown that catalytic teaching leads to just as many outside-of-class conversations with learners
as in-class ones.

Conclusion
Having worked as a CELT through the early 2000s, I still recall the sting of the
accusations laid against us and the annoyance I felt when it was clear how little the work of
CELTs was understood. While I am pleased that CELTs no longer need to defend the role of
ideology, I realize that the new reality brings with it a new challenge. As we saw with the
examples of ideologized content earlier, as CELTs we do not have this brave new world of
ideology to ourselves. There are now many competing ideological voices, some with which we
might sympathize and others possibly not. My hope is that CELTs will embrace the opportunity
to make their teaching catalytic. The fact that catalytic teaching does not directly promote a
spiritual worldview (or any other worldview for that matter), that it makes no direct reference to
God, and does not invoke the authority of scripture should mean that it can be used in a broad
cross-section of teaching contexts. Of course, while discerning onlookers like Johnston have
applauded certain aspects of catalytic teaching, CELTs need to realize that catalytic teaching is
not a universally accepted practice. One does not need to look far in this new decade of the 21st
century to find institutions and Ministries of Education who are wary of any such “marketplace
of ideas” approach. My hope is that for the CELTs who adopt a catalytic teaching approach, a
quality textbook to support their work will not be too long in arriving.
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The Gift of Language
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Abstract
What is the significance of language? As language teachers, we use it as a medium of
communication and as the basis for every lesson we prepare. Could it be more than just a
tool of communication or a target for students to strive for? Language actually serves as
primary evidence of God’s creation of humankind in His image. Even secular thinkers
marvel at the “language instinct” of human beings and regard it as the distinguishing
mark of humanity, setting us apart from all other creatures. Considering the amazing
wonder of language, any explanation of its origin requires a step of faith. For the theist,
the most reasonable explanation for language is divine creation. From the first chapter of
Genesis, language plays a pivotal role in revealing God’s character. The God who spoke
the universe into existence created humankind in His image, and human language ability
reflects God’s personality and reveals His Trinitarian nature. Our gift of communication
shows our intense longing for communion with God and with other image-bearers. As
language teachers, carefully stewarding this precious treasure, we follow His pattern of
“speaking beauty into the chaos” of this world.
Key words: origin of language, divine creation, evolutionary theories, language instinct,
image of God, revelation, communication, communion, language teaching

Introduction
It goes without saying that language teachers are enamored with language. That is why
we do what we do. We typically love the intricacies of grammar and syntax (at least, most of us
do), and the beauty (and frustration) of communication regularly captures our imagination.
Christian teachers have even more reason to celebrate the beauty of language: It is a gift from
our Creator. Language is more than a medium of communication, or the target that language
learners are striving to achieve. Language is a treasure that we have been entrusted with. It serves
as one of the greatest evidences for God’s creation (Holloway, 2020; Johnson & Potter, 2005;
Oller & Omdahl, 1994). In fact, the communication ability of human beings confirms our
identity as creatures made in the image of a Triune God with whom we may have communion
(Hibbs, 2015; Webber, 1980). Language teaching is a stewardship: We are merely “creatures
handling a Creator’s gift” (Hibbs, 2015, p. 38). This precious gift represents God’s creation and
communicates His character to people made in His image. When we see language through a
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biblical lens, we gain an enhanced appreciation for the sacred task we are engaged in as ESL
teachers.

The Wonder of Communication
Language teachers in general do not always agree about everything in their craft. They
have differing views on the role of grammar, how to give feedback, learning strategies, and the
best way to build community in the classroom. One thing we all agree on, however, is that
language is a marvelous tool of communication. And we sometimes marvel that anyone can
possibly learn it. Dewey (1929) once remarked, “Of all affairs, communication is the most
wonderful” (p. 166). And what is the basis for human communication? Language. Ironically,
most people conduct their daily affairs not consciously aware of this wonderful gift, although
they use it constantly. Like the proverbial fish which is unaware of the water that serves as the
medium for its existence, many human beings go through life utilizing language as a tool of
communication (and even teaching it!) without reflecting on what an amazing gift it is. In fact,
even more ironic for language teachers, we cannot even define language without using language.
Language is so integral to our existence that we have to use it to understand it (Hibbs, 2018, p.
3). Those of us who have lived in a foreign country where we were illiterate and ignorant with
respect to the local language have come face to face with our own dependency on
communication to express our ideas and meet our daily needs. But what is the significance of
this thing called language that makes Homo sapiens uniquely human? Where did it come from?
And what is its ultimate purpose? Only a biblical worldview provides a satisfactory framework
to address these questions.

The Distinguishing Mark of Humanity
Language has long been recognized as the distinguishing mark that sets humankind apart
from the animals. The assertion that language is unique to human beings has widespread support
(Adler, 1967; Anderson, 2004; Chomsky, 2006; Fitch, 2010; Harrub, Thompson, & Miller, 2003;
Hurford, 2014; Pinker, 1994). Even Aristotle recognized that “Man is the only animal whom
[nature] has endowed with the gift of speech” (Adler, 1967, p. 114). Pinker (1994) considers
language “a magnificent ability unique to Homo sapiens among living species” (p. 5), which is
“as different from other animals’ communication systems as the elephant’s trunk is different
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from other animals’ nostrils” (p. 342). Chomsky (2006) goes so far as to call language “the
human essence,” recognizing the creative use of language as “one fundamental factor that
distinguishes human language from any known system of animal communication” (p. 88). Adler
(1967) provides numerous examples to show that human communication ability differs from that
of animals not just in degree, but in kind. His bold pronouncement from decades ago has endured
the test of time: “Let me repeat: among scientists who consider the matter, there is unanimous
agreement that man and man alone uses verbal symbols and has a propositional language and
syntactically structured speech” (Adler, 1967, p. 112). The obvious verdict is in: Only human
beings communicate through language.

The Origin of Language: The Secular View
If language is a uniquely human trait, the question naturally arises, what is the origin of
language? In contrast to other biological species, why do humans alone have the gift of
language? From an evolutionary viewpoint, the language ability of Homo sapiens is merely a
“feature” that distinguishes humans from other species (Pinker, 1994; Hurford, 2014). As Pinker
(1994) puts it, bats have sonar, migratory birds navigate over incredibly long distances, and
human beings are merely “a species of primate with our own act, a knack for communicating
information about who did what to whom by modulating the sounds we make when we exhale”
(p. 5). Taking a page from Pinker’s book, Hurford (2014) rhetorically asks, “Why did very long
prehensile noses only evolve in elephants? Why did very long necks only evolve in giraffes?
Many species have unique traits. One of ours is language” (p. 15). Still, to use Pinker’s (1994)
own terminology, how can we explain the origin of this “magnificent ability unique to Homo
sapiens among living species” (p. 5)?
The fundamental approach taken by evolutionists in discussing the origin of language
seems reminiscent of Rudyard Kipling’s (1902) Just So Stories. Since language is so complex
and it happens naturally, it must have occurred through natural selection. Johnson and Potter
(2005) explain that “every account offered for the adaptive mechanisms for the evolution of a
‘language instinct’ has a bit of the ‘just so’ structure” (p. 87). In other words, the evolutionary
viewpoint is inherently based on a step of faith. Without a clear picture of how the complex
system of language evolved, the choice is “either to speculate beyond credible empirical and
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theoretical support or simply to proclaim a faith that where there is complexity and purpose,
there will be natural selection at work” (Johnson & Potter, 2005, p. 87).
While accepting by faith that language arose by natural selection, evolutionists have also
come up with some very creative explanations for the origin of language. Darwin suggested that
language arose from imitating and modifying “various natural sounds, the voices of other
animals, and man’s own instinctive cries” (Oller & Omdahl, 1994, pp. 235–236). Since Darwin’s
time, numerous other evolutionary theories of the origin of language have been proposed,
criticized, and even mocked (Nordquist, 2020). With names like the Bow-Wow Theory, the DingDong Theory, the La-La Theory, the Pooh-Pooh Theory, and the Yo-He-Ho Theory, is it any
wonder? Each of these theories has a major flaw, which Lévi-Strauss (1987) highlights by his
observation that “language can only have arisen all at once. Things cannot have begun to signify
gradually” (p. 59). In other words, there could be no such thing as a semi-language. If there were
“intermediate stages of a universal grammar” (Johnson & Potter, 2005, p. 88), of what adaptive
value would they be? Such a protolanguage would not get an emerging human being very far.
Besides the teleological arguments against the evolutionary origin of language based on
the complexity of its design (Johnson & Potter, 2005), other arguments have been proposed
addressing the weakness of naturalism. Holloway (2020) argues that a nativist view of language
(as proposed by Chomsky) is incompatible with a naturalistic explanation of the origin of
language. In other words, if the human mind is innately equipped with a Universal Grammar
(Chomsky, 2006), this would lend more weight to special creation. In fact, some have accused
Chomsky of holding to a creationist viewpoint (Oller & Omdahl, 1994, p. 256). Holloway
contends that while naturalism is quite compatible with empiricism, based on a view of linguistic
input in the environment being processed by a general learning mechanism, a nativist view of
language acquisition (including a Language Acquisition Device) is more in alignment with
theism. If Chomsky is right about language acquisition, then an evolutionary view of language
origin based on naturalism falls flat.
Nevertheless, despite evolutionists’ inability to formulate a comprehensive theory of
language origins, they do agree on one thing: Language had to have arisen through an
evolutionary process, not through divine creation. End of discussion. In 1866 the Linguistic
Society of Paris even prohibited dialogue on the subject (Dediu & de Boer, 2016, p. 1;
Kenneally, 2018, p. 7). Johnson and Potter (2005) observe that a completely secular explanation
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for the origin of language has been “maddeningly difficult to produce” (p. 84). Kenneally (2008)
agrees: “Piecing together several million years of linguistic evolution without a single language
fossil is not just a cross-discipline, multidimensional treasure hunt; it’s the hardest problem in
science today” (p. 6). However, there is no shortage of researchers who are still trying to unravel
this conundrum. The Journal of Language Evolution, founded in 2016, is one publication that is
seeking to find answers to this age-old question, but no definitive conclusions have yet been
forthcoming.

The Origin of Language: A Biblical Perspective
As we have seen, the evolutionary view of the origin of language requires as much faith
as the biblical view. Any explanation of the infinite complexity of language (which ironically
requires the use of language), involves a certain amount of faith in one’s presuppositions. From a
biblical perspective, the origin of language is intrinsically connected with the origin of
everything: God. In dealing with the question of the origin of language, theists postulate that
“both a uniquely human ability to acquire and use a natural language as well as mental syntax
that structures human thought in a quasi-linguistic manner (a language of thought) are the
products of an infinitely wise and beneficent creator” (Johnson & Potter, 2005, p. 84). Moreover,
the secular view and the biblical view stand in opposition to each other by their very nature. Van
Til (1954) summarizes this impasse well:
In every discussion about every fact, therefore, it is the two principles, that of the believer
in Scripture and that of the non-Christian that stand over against one another. Both
principles are totalitarian. Both claim all the facts. It is in the light of this point that the
relation of the Bible as the infallible Word of God to the “facts” of science and history
must finally be understood. (p. 22)
No matter which theory of language origins people adopt, they must begin with certain
presuppositions. The claim that one may find “certain knowledge” by being totally objective and
free from what Polanyi calls personal knowledge is a fallacy (Newbigin, 1995). One must be
aware of one’s starting point when it comes to addressing the origin of language.
Since all theories begin with a set of assumptions—unproven claims—the assumptions or
starting point for explaining the phenomenon of communication would necessarily differ
in these two instances, one assuming communication is merely the result of evolutionary
or naturalistic development and the other that communication is the result of God’s
design. . . . Theory informed by Christianity would begin with the assumption that God
provided the ability to communicate to humankind in the act of creation; theory otherwise
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informed would ignore or deny this possibility. Every theory of communication is thus a
theology of communication since every theory either starts with God or leaves him out of
the equation. (Fortner, 2007, pp. 27–28)
As Christian ESL teachers, we are very much aware of our starting point. We believe that the
origin of language can most reasonably be explained with reference to God. From a theistic
perspective, then, here is the key question: How can we be good stewards of this gift of
language? How can we fully appreciate this treasure that God has entrusted to us?

Reflecting the Image of God
Human language clearly reflects the fact that humankind is created in the image of God.
From the first verses in Genesis, God is revealed as a God who communicates through language.
God speaks the heavens and the earth into existence. God says, “Let there be . . .,” and all
creation comes into existence (Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14–15, 20, 24, 26). When God says in Genesis
1:26, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness,” He then creates human beings with the
ability to communicate. K. Whitfield comments, “Speech (‘word’) is an attribute of God. God is
a speaking God, by his very nature, as over against all of the ‘dumb idols.’ . . . It is necessary to
God’s being that He communicate. Without His speech, He would not be God” (personal
communication, September 4, 2012). Thus, for human beings to be created in the image of God,
they would need to possess the gift of language.
In contrast to all of the other creatures, human beings are those with whom God interacts
verbally. God does command other living creatures to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:22), but
with human beings, who are created in His image, God communicates more deeply. With them,
He speaks “not only words of blessing and fruitfulness but also of instruction, permission and
prohibition, followed later by questions, judgments, and promises. The human is the creature
who is aware of God through rational communication and address” (Wright, 2006, p. 422). The
capacity to communicate is integral to our nature as human beings. Wright (2006) adds, “To be
human is to be addressable by one’s Creator” (p. 422).
But in what sense is our language ability connected with the imago dei? In what way does
our language ability make us like God? Poythress (2009) explains that as God is personal, we are
personal. Our language ability is an expression of personality. Our ability to use language points
to God’s own ability to communicate. “God is the ‘archetype,’ the original. Man is an ‘ectype,’
derivative, creaturely, but still imaging God” (Poythress, 2009, p. 29). Another aspect of
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language that reflects God is in its exercise of authority. Not only does God create by speaking,
but He uses language to name things (day and night, 1:5; heaven, 1:8; earth and seas, 1:10).
Likewise, when Adam names the animals (Gen. 2:20), he is following God’s instructions to rule
over the earth (Silva, 1990). Thus, Adam’s naming of the animals is an expression of his role as
image-bearer and a reflection of God’s own use of language as an exercise of authority. “The
point is that Adam cannot rule the earth unless he understands it, that his understanding is bound
to the need for ordering what he sees, and that such ordering takes place through language”
(Silva, 1990, pp. 25–26). As language teachers, our teaching and research (and even grading
assignments) are part of the way we fulfill God’s mandate to rule over the world through
language.

Revealing the Triune Nature of God
Having established that human beings are made in the image of God, we must now
recognize that they are made in the image of a triune God, whose very nature is communicative.
Language is shared within the Trinity as part of God’s eternal existence. “The eternal interTrinitarian communication is necessary to the divine being, as are all other aspects of the
ontological inter-Trinitarian life” (K. Whitfield, personal communication, September 4, 2012).
This eternal communication within the nature of God is the basis for all language. In fact, the
very idea of communication is inherently limited unless one considers the triune God.
Not only is God a member of a language community that includes human beings, but the
persons of the Trinity function as members of a language community among themselves.
Language does not have as its sole purpose human-human communication, or even
divine-human communication, but also divine-divine communication. Approaches that
conceive of language only with reference to human beings are accordingly reductionistic.
(Poythress, 2009, p. 18)
The biblical view of humans is essentially theocentric, with an emphasis on God’s triune nature.
Without this understanding, humanity’s place in the biblical record is incomprehensible.
The question “Why does man communicate?” cannot be answered apart from a
recognition of man’s theocentric character. God communicates love within Himself
among His three Persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. His creatures are not an extension
of Himself, but they bear His stamp. They reflect the personality of the Creator. (Webber,
1980, p. 112)
Hibbs (2015) argues that the very act of speech is an evidence for the triune God. Because we are
creatures who are inherently finite and separated from God, we would have no knowledge of
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God unless He revealed Himself to us. The method by which He has revealed Himself to us is
through speech (and the written word).
A triune being who has spoken with himself for eternity past and will do so for eternity
future would naturally use language to reveal himself; and creatures whose first behavior
was to listen (Gen 1:28) to their Creator would naturally need spoken and (given the fall)
written revelation. (Hibbs, 2015, pp. 36–37)
Since speech is part of God’s divine nature, our speech is an analog of His. Here is an even
simpler, yet equally profound, formulation: “Language is a product of thought, and thought is a
product of being” (Hibbs, 2015, p. 37). God has revealed His triune nature through language, and
every time we speak, we are a reflection of the Trinity. In what sense? By the very nature of
communication. “God the Father is speaker, God the Son is the speech, and God the Spirit is the
breath carrying the speech to its destination” (Poythress, 2009, p. 21). Thus, if we are creatures
made in God’s image, it should be no wonder that our very language bears the imprint of the
Trinity. “Language is not just something we use; it is an essential part of who we are as creatures
crafted by the speech of the tri-personal God” (Hibbs, 2018, p. 6). Once again we return to a
common theme: As speakers (and teachers) of language, we are creatures handling a Creator’s
gift. This linguistic package is carefully wrapped and marked “Handle with Care.” Since
language is imprinted with the very triune nature of God, teaching language is an expression of
our worship.

Communication: Communion Behavior
Language is obviously a tool of communication, but communication is essentially a
longing for communion (Hibbs, 2015). We naturally seek out others to connect with. Even
secularists like Pinker (1994) express this sentiment: “Language is so tightly woven into human
experience that it is scarcely possible to imagine life without it. Chances are that if you find two
or more people together anywhere on earth, they will soon be exchanging words” (p. 3).
Sometimes we forget how much language implies relationship. We often get caught up in the
“transactional use of words” (Hibbs, 2019, para. 7) and neglect the communal aspect. Here is a
helpful reminder:
Language is the key that unlocks the doors of our minds so that we can relate to other
beings. It is not, first and foremost, a tool for information acquisition. It is not a selfserving social faculty. It is a behavior that allows interaction, which of course then leads

Haselton (2021) The Gift of Language

26

International Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching, Volume 8 (2021)

to other uses such as the gathering of information and caring for one’s physical and social
needs. (Hibbs, 2015, p. 38)
The “key” metaphor is just one of the images that allow us to reflect on the communal aspect of
language. We could view language as a bridge that connects people, or as a barrier that divides
people: If you don’t know my language, or if I don’t know your language, then there’s a barrier
between us. But if you learn my language, or if I learn your language, then there is a bridge that
allows us to connect. (Of course, even with people who speak the same language, there can be
barriers that divide them for other reasons.) Each of these metaphors points to the concept of
language as “communion behavior,” which implies that the purpose of communication is to grow
closer to God and to others, and not just “completing an information transaction” (Hibbs, 2019,
para. 2). Viewing language through a biblical lens, we can see that communion is what we are
made for. Thus, language plays a very significant role in God’s eternal plan:
From the Word came a worded world and word-giving creatures. Through the Word,
also, comes a new world in which we shepherd our words to commune with persons (both
divine and human). This is what we’ll be doing for all of eternity. That’s why language is
everything. (Hibbs, 2019, para. 10)
Language is so much more than just a transfer of information or a communication of
ideas. Language has a very spiritual dimension. At every moment, as we use language (and teach
it), we are making a choice that has eternal implications. “When we use language for God’s
glory, we are a breath-taking light to the world; when we use it for self-serving purposes, we
descend into the darkness of depravity” (Hibbs, 2018, p. xvii). From another angle, language is
also covenantal, in that every linguistic interaction occurs in a sacred context of the covenant
between God and humans, making us accountable for our use of language (Hibbs, 2018, p. xvii).
As ESL teachers, if we only view language in transactional terms, we may miss the beauty of
communion that God intends for us to have with our students and with Him as we serve them.
We may also fail to recognize the privilege we have of bearing witness to the Word through our
use of words. As we help students master communication skills, we should adopt strategies that
strengthen our communion with students and build community in the classroom.

Speaking Beauty into Chaos
From a biblical vantage point, language is part of God’s plan of redemption. God’s
revelation of Himself in Scripture depends on human language. The Bible is not just a record of
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God’s redemptive acts; the Bible itself—as revelation from God in human language—is a
redemptive act (K. Whitfield, personal communication, September 4, 2012). In the Bible we see
the significance of language starting on page 1. In the story of scripture, language first appears as
a creative force. When God uses spoken words to create the heavens and the earth (Gen. 1), the
divine language is the means for bringing everything into existence. His method of creating is by
“speaking beauty into the chaos” (Pasquale & Bierma, 2011, p. 1). God uses spoken language to
create the heavens and the earth and all the creatures on the earth, to name them, and to bless
them (Gen. 1:3, 5–6, 8–11, 14–15, 20, 22, 24, 26). God uses language to communicate His
instructions to His image-bearers (Gen. 1:22, 28–30; 2:16–17), and apparently, they have the
language proficiency to understand Him. Adam’s first official task is to follow God’s pattern of
“speaking beauty into the chaos” by naming the animals, and God accepted the names that Adam
devised. “And whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name” (Gen. 2:19–20).
Sadly, the evil of sin also comes into the world through the vehicle of language, with the serpent
“speaking chaos into the beauty” (Pasquale & Bierma, 2011, p. 4) by using a question to conjure
up doubt in mind of the woman regarding God’s goodness (Gen. 3:1). In the first dialogue in
scripture, the serpent and the woman discuss theology, and the result is a perversion of language
that persuades God’s image-bearers to rebel against Him (Gen. 3:1–7). The echoes of this
perversion still resonate to the present day. “With our ability to use language, we have great
capacity to speak beauty into the chaos. But because of the effects of sin, we often do just the
opposite; we speak chaos into the beauty” (Pasquale & Bierma, 2011, p. 4).
Of course, God always has the final Word (pun intended), and He would eventually
“speak beauty again into the chaos” (Pasquale & Bierma, 2011, p. 6) through the incarnation of
the Logos, the Word made flesh. His work of redemption through the death and resurrection of
Christ represents the ultimate turnaround: While the cross appears to represent chaos triumphing
over beauty, in the resurrection the beautiful Word is spoken back into the chaos of this world,
providing an eternal hope for all who listen. “And beauty becomes the language that will never
be silenced” (Pasquale & Bierma, 2011, p. 7). As imagers of God, we follow God’s pattern of
speaking beauty back into the chaos of this world. Through this gift of language, we are fulfilling
God’s promise to bring blessing to all peoples on earth (Gen. 12:1–3). One day, a multilingual
multitude “from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages” (Rev. 7:9) will bring
glory to God in Heaven by worshiping the Lamb of God, the Incarnate Word. Thus, in language

Haselton (2021) The Gift of Language

28

International Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching, Volume 8 (2021)

teaching every lesson plan is an act of “speaking beauty into chaos,” helping our students
overcome communication barriers and gain an increasing sense of order in their understanding of
language. By helping them master the target language, we are a source of God’s blessing.

Conclusion: Life in the Language Classroom
Being an ESL teacher is not the most glamorous job in the world—until we realize the
priceless commodity we handle on a daily basis. Every time we teach an English lesson (in fact,
every time we open our mouths to communicate anything), we are reflecting the reality that we
are made in the image of God. The language that we share with our students points to the triune
God revealed in scripture. The use of language is “communion behavior,” and the entire purpose
for which we teach language is relationship—to strengthen our students’ relationship with others,
and ultimately, with God. Finally, as we teach, we follow God’s pattern of speaking beauty into
the chaos of this world. We should never minimize the significance of our role as creatures
handling a Creator’s gift.
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Reviews
Language Learning in Ministry: Preparing for Cross-Cultural Language Acquisition
Jan Edwards Dormer. William Carey Library, 2021.
Reviewed by Mariane Quirino Batista Gimenez, Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate
School, Chicago
Cross-cultural ministry requires time, effort, and persistence, and so does second
language acquisition. When missionaries accept the challenge to leave their home country, they
consent to embark on a journey into the unknown, which frequently involves learning the locals’
mother tongue and way of living. Although these changes cause exhaustion, the experience may
sometimes go more smoothly if cross-cultural workers reflect on how humans learn a foreign
language and what factors are significant to achieve communicative goals. To this end, Jan
Dormer provides a relevant tool approaching key points for formal and informal language
learning to educate those seeking ministry overseas. The process hides treasures that teach God’s
ability to use any type of circumstance to fulfill His will and further His kingdom through one of
the divine gifts – language.
The book Language Learning in Ministry: Preparing for Cross-Cultural Language
Acquisition presents an informative approach to second language learning theories and practices
to build an understanding of this dynamic, aiming for more efficient means to improve L2
learning for Christian workers (p. xi). As a child of missionaries, Dormer also defends the
importance of considering the needs that missionaries’ children may have regarding their
language and regular education. This is a vital aspect for the cross-cultural family’s health in the
field. The seven chapters are intended for an English-speaking audience currently or
prospectively studying a new language with hopes to apply the content in their scenario.
Therefore, the author avoids complicated terminology when writing about concepts and research
in order to help non-experts attempting to comprehend and utilize applied linguistics.
Many individuals start the foreign language learning process with a mind filled with
misconceptions: kids learn languages more effectively than adults, language aptitude is an
exclusive privilege for some, there is an ideal method to learn a new language, and such.
However, Chapter 1 debunks such myths by presenting distinct views based on studies and
personal stories that bring a more realistic mindset towards the topic, stating that all learners can
accomplish successful outcomes. The author proceeds to explain in Chapter 2 through a technical
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lens by introducing principles related to language acquisition. She offers behaviorist, cognitivist,
and socio-constructivist perspectives and their justifications for human linguistic development.
Additionally, Dormer lists key concepts significant to SLA studies (input, output, interaction,
fluency, natural sequence, time, etc.) to analyze their impact on communicative skills. Even
though the information may appear quite dense to non-specialists, there is still a lot to discover
about language acquisition mechanisms.
Chapter 3 focuses on formal language instruction and the components that form a strong
language learning program. To this end, teachers should display qualifications through
appropriate training, the curriculum and material must meet the learners’ needs, and the
instruction should engage students in meaningful activities. In contrast to this more formal
arrangement, Chapter 4 explores learner-driven alternatives in informal language learning
scenarios. The non-native speaker can be assisted by a language tutor or helper, who provides the
needed interaction for language development. While this context provides flexibility, it is still
necessary to have some elements in common with regular classrooms, such as a curriculum,
specific goals, meaningful language use, and assessment (pp. 52–54).
Chapter 5 develops in-depth one of the preconceived ideas stated in Chapter 1 about
children and SLA. Contrary to the popular notion that kids are better language learners than
adults, the author defends the idea that learning success depends on several cognitive and
affective factors and not on the child’s nature alone. Moreover, she urges more preparation to
attend to young individuals living overseas to preserve their academic and emotional well-being.
They will have more chances to thrive in a challenging environment if their parents are aware of
suitable options for children. Chapter 6 frames a holistic perspective for faith-oriented language
learning, arguing that the efforts and trials amid the process bring relational ministry
opportunities. This, however, requires a posture of humility from the learners (p. 86).
All this information about language learning may seem overwhelming for those who have
never studied the topic formally. Thus, the final Chapter 7 reviews key points previously
discussed in the text in order to consolidate readers’ understanding, so that they are better able to
apply the content in their context. Dormer summarizes the chapters’ ideas, demystifying
preconceptions that hinder one’s motivation to speak a new language. Additionally, she supplies
the audience with appendices about proficiency scales, curriculum, and other educational
resources to guide learners throughout the process.
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For readers seeking a deeper comprehension of how second language acquisition works
and theories explaining its essential aspects, other academic-oriented books can provide them
with such data. As Dormer states in the introduction, the goal is “to build understanding about
second language acquisition, not to prove theories or teach terminology” (p. xiii). Her primary
objective is well-accomplished through this book. Her experiences and background growing up
as a missionary kid in Brazil contribute to the practical aspect of the text that acknowledges
cognitive and affective factors in acquiring a new language. She transforms complex theoretical
content into accessible knowledge to educate readers, so they can make wise decisions about the
learning paths that best fit their needs. Furthermore, the text offers valuable insights that benefit
not only the learners’ academic aspirations but also children’s development when ministering in
a different culture. Language Learning in Ministry: Preparing for Cross-Cultural Language
Acquisition is a treasure for those learning a new language because it communicates the richness
of the process through a spiritual lens. The book goes beyond a mere language learning lesson. It
is an encouragement text affirming the divine faithfulness that surpasses cultural and linguistic
obstacles: “God will sustain you, empower you, and use the challenges for his glory” (p. 102).
Dormer does not hide the difficulties of the journey but motivates readers to pursue their
intercultural calling trusting the Lord’s provision.
Mariane Quirino Batista Gimenez (mariane.gimenez@moody.edu) is an M.A. TESOL student at
Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate School in Chicago. She has experience teaching
both English and Portuguese.
Charitable Writing: Cultivating Virtue though Our Words
Richard Hughes Gibson and James Edward Beitler III. IVP Academic, 2020.
Reviewed by Gregory L. Bock, The University of Texas at Tyler
Charitable Writing is a writing guide, but not a typical one. It is about following Jesus’
commands to love God and one another and to do this in one’s writing. As such, it is a work of
applied Christian ethics, and it attempts to answer many questions writers face, including what
makes a good writer, how to argue well, and how to communicate the faith.
Gibson and Beitler focus on three virtues they believe are central to the integration of
faith and writing: humility, charity, and hope. The authors state, “The central claim of this book
is that charitable writers listen humbly, argue lovingly, and keep the time of writing hopefully”
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(p. 13). First, writers ought to be humble. This means being prayerful and inviting God into the
writing process. This also means not considering oneself better than one’s audience but listening
carefully to other perspectives. The authors conceive of virtues as being the middle way between
the extremes of excess and deficit (the Aristotelian approach), and in the case of humility this
means standing between the vice of pride, on the one hand, and self-hatred, on the other. So, a
humble writer both listens and speaks (or writes) in the appropriate way when the time is right.
Second, writers ought to argue lovingly. This is because charity, or love, is the central
virtue of the Christian life and ought to be the motivation for everything one does. However, is it
possible to love one’s neighbor and argue with them at the same time? Gibson and Beitler think
so, but they say that it requires a drastic reframing of the practice of argumentation because the
usual metaphors employed to describe it are violent ones, such as attacking one’s opponents and
demolishing or shooting down their arguments (p. 88). The authors suggest better metaphors,
such as dancing, cooking, and raising barns, but they settle on feasting as their preferred one.
They base this partly on the banqueting practices of early Christians (p. 103). They say, “The
purpose of a banquet is not to win. Banquets are celebrations; ideally, all participants benefit by
joining in” (p. 112). At banquets, gifts are given, ideas are shared, and relationships are formed
and strengthened, and these ought to characterize good writing as much as they do a good feast.
Third, writers ought to be hopeful. Gibson and Beitler cite Paula Mathieu’s definition of
hope: “To look critically at one’s present condition, assess what is missing, and then long for and
work for a not-yet reality, a future anticipated. It is grounded in imaginative acts and projects,
including art and writing, as vehicles for invoking a better future” (p. 162). Hopeful writing is
slow writing, they say. Slow writing is intentional, meditative writing, which includes others and,
most importantly, God. Writing should be liturgical. It should be prayerful. The authors explain
that charitable writing starts with God (in humility) and draws closer to God in hope (pp. 164–
167).
As mentioned above, the book is organized around three virtues: humility, charity, and
hope. Within each section, there are chapters that examine each virtue in more detail in order to
understand and apply it to the craft of writing. In the section on humble listening, there are
chapters on the virtue of humility, careful listening, and writing in community. In the section on
charity, there are chapters on charitable writing, argumentation, and the virtue of love. In the
section on hope, there are chapters on slow writing and writing as liturgical practice. The book
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closes with appendices that include discussion questions, writing prompts, and some guest
contributors.
The book is an important reminder for Christian writers that their craft should be an
extension of their faith, that they should love God and their neighbors through their writing.
Sadly, this reminder is needed because Christian writers can be obnoxious, lacking the grace and
humility that should mark followers of Jesus. We Christians are often quick to speak and slow to
listen. We are often more concerned about being right than being loving. Gibson and Beitler
describe how easy it is to fall into this trap as a writer. For example, we might get worked up by
something we read on a blog and be tempted to respond in anger with a swift argument that
exposes the errors and character flaws of the blogger. We might even be right, but at what cost?
Gibson and Beitler suggest that the best option might be to simply turn off the computer and
walk away (p. 123). They write, “We may find ourselves in similar positions, where we speak
our love best with silence” (p. 124). They remind us that if we do speak, we must do so in love
(Ephesians 4:15).
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus upends the world’s values and the view of success
held by many professional writers by preaching the virtues of meekness, mercy, and
peacemaking. He says, “Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works
and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). How can we glorify God if we
do not speak the truth in love? How can we glorify God if we are just noisy gongs or clanging
cymbals (I Corinthians 13:1)? This is true in my own profession of philosophy, where
argumentation takes center stage and charitable writing can be rare. Christian philosophers have
the opportunity to be a shining city on a hill (Matthew 5:14) by being different – being humble,
charitable, and hopeful. This goes for any academic field, including TESOL. Christian writers
can be the light of the world, but to shine brightly, they must cultivate the virtues addressed in
this book.
This book will appeal to many readers. Professional writers will find helpful tips
scattered throughout. Writing students will find its style clear and engaging, especially with the
many illustrations. Writing teachers will find the organization and writing prompts useful in the
classroom. The only weakness, in my opinion, is the treatment of the virtue of hope. While the
discussions of humility and charity are rich and the applications clear, hope gets only a cursory
treatment in the last two chapters. What is needed is a stand-alone chapter dedicated to a
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theological analysis of the virtue, which would then provide rich material for application. To the
authors’ credit, I know of no other work that attempts to apply the virtue of hope to writing. For
those who are interested in learning more about hope, I recommend starting with N. T. Wright’s
Surprised by Hope and Josef Pieper’s Faith, Hope, Love.
Gregory L. Bock (gbock@uttyler.edu) is Assistant Professor of Philosophy and Religion at The
University of Texas at Tyler and is also Director of UT Tyler’s Center for Ethics. He holds
graduate degrees in both Philosophy and TESOL and most often writes about biomedical issues
or the ethics of forgiveness.
To Think Christianly: A History of L’Abri, Regent College,
and the Christian Study Center Movement
Charles E. Cotherman. IVP Academic, 2020.
Reviewed by Peter Worrall, Moody Bible Institute
To be honest, when I received my copy of To Think Christianly by Charles E.
Cotherman, I initially found the cover off-putting. In the lower righthand corner, I recognized the
pictures of one or two historic figures in the field of education. But those images are set against a
harsh red background. Spread across the rest of the cover are the simple profiles of two large
male faces, looking away from one another. The fact that both profiles appeared to be male and
that they were seemingly not engaging with each other gave me a particular impression of
Cotherman’s book. I was concerned that it would be a stale restatement of Christian history and
philosophy with little applicable thought.
As I began to read, however, I was pleasantly surprised. Although the book does recount
historical events, it does not merely report the facts. It also provides context, commentary, and
relevance for the reader, and this sheds light on the meaning of the cover.
Much of what To Think Christianly recounts happened in the 1960s and 1970s. The
narrative starts with Francis Schaeffer and tells the story of Schaeffer and his wife, who became
disillusioned with their missionary assignment and imagined something new. Rather than
allowing their disillusionment to pull them away from the faith, the Schaeffers used it to fuel a
passion for a different sort of spiritual engagement. Cotherman recounts the development of
L’Abri, a unique gathering place and discussion house for skeptics, scholars, and the
disenchanted. Cotherman also includes some lesser-documented insight into the early struggles
of this timely venture pursued by faith.
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The mind of Francis Schaeffer and the care of Edith Schaeffer are presented with a
contrasting sensitivity. The story would be incomplete if either of them was missing, and
together their ministry thrives. The question may be whether it succeeds too well. The need for a
place of reflection outside the universities and seminaries was acute, but who should provide
such a space? Cotherman’s account calls into question the value of formal higher education. Is a
doctorate necessary to obtain credibility and address specific questions Christianly? To Think
Christianly describes Francis Schaeffer’s rise in popularity, but it also shows his limits. In some
ways, it seems, God enabled the Schaeffers to minister beyond their capacity. The simplicity of
and their dedication to L’Abri eventually suffered as the vision expanded into various audio and
visual projects. Was this a dissolution of purpose? Or was it an opportunity for expansion?
Cotherman allows the reader to decide.
Next, Cotherman describes the work of the Plymouth Brethren in setting up Regent
College in the Vancouver area. Marshall Sheppard spearheaded the Brethren attack on education,
but (similar to the development of L’Abri) a study center was established before a college.
Regent College was not originally established to provide the robust education in Christianity that
it now does. Initially, it provided a Christian orientation for all other studies. Maxims such as
“All truth is God’s truth” and “Everything is theological” here gained traction. In Canada,
theological studies had been increasingly separated from all other studies, and Regent College
was an attempt at biblical reintegration. The theological ideals that drove Regent were expressed
in the following letter, written by scholar John Houston:
Regent College will have two primary purposes . . . the first is to provide an intense oneyear course to graduates, of both sexes, on an inter-denominational basis, before taking
up their secular careers . . . the second aim is to have a research centre rather on the lines
of Tyndale House in Cambridge, U.K., where scholars – not necessarily theologians –
can have the facilities to write and publish works of significance to evangelical
testimony. (Cotherman, 2020, p. 54)
A tension existed between the theologians who had places to be trained for ministry and the laity
who wanted to think Christianly. The churches only provided a depth of intellectual thought in
the ministerial sphere. The question remained, if God is the God of everything, how should
physics, chemistry, and biology be investigated in a way that gives thought to God? How can
history be viewed by historians in ways that resemble the historical retelling of the Bible? At
Regent, these questions were given room to breathe, and then the questions drove inquiry at the
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school. However, tension remained between those who espoused theological truth in variant
subjects and those who taught Theology proper.
This tension culminated in the May 1972 edition of Christianity Today, in which a
clarion call went out for evangelical living and learning centers to be established with an
affiliation to local universities. This concept was to be established in the United States, and
although it modeled itself on Regent and John Houston was involved, it would develop into
something entirely different from Regent. Originally, an American ideal was established like the
Canadian model but different financial needs and leadership style caused Jim and Lorraine
Hiskey to run aground. To Think Christianly also details the struggle of C. S. Lewis College,
which was downgraded to the C. S. Lewis Institute and moved into downtown Washington,
D.C., where it could train Christian students.
Another key influencer during this season of development was R. C. Sproul. To Think
Christianly describes him as a traditional scholar, having earned his Ph.D. Like Edith Schaeffer,
Sproul’s wife shared his vision for hospitality, which helped shape and expand their ministry.
They first served out of their own home, then from a home they purchased specifically for their
ministry, and finally they establish an extensive ministry center in Florida. In Sproul, Cotherman
paints a picture of a man who worked his relationships with people, but then adopted an
approach that utilized mass media. His influence both increased and decreased at the same time.
It increased in terms of the volume of people reached. Anyone could eventually buy a cassette of
the teaching of R. C. Sproul. However, the price for the success was the diminishing of
interpersonal connections. The college that he established in Florida offered strong and essential
training in the Word of God. It still endures to this day, so was it bad to invest the money from
the ministry into a college which could train people even after its founder died?
Out in California—the radical center for the hippy movement in the 1960s and 1970s—
the New College was founded in Berkeley. The Exclusive Brethren sent a student called David
Gill into the mix and he was trying to think through his experience in California from a Christian
perspective. He was inspired by Schaeffer and wanted to implement some of the idea he read
about in Schaeffer’s books. Gill took over Right On magazine and started to influence the
California students. Again, the book gives crucial time to feminine influences in the creative
process. It documents the rise of Sharon Gallagher and tells the story of Right On with Gallagher
and Gill in the lead roles. The story unfolds and, at the end of an intriguing tale of imagination,
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New College is born. Cotherman then turns his attention to the subject of how to keep a vision
like New College alive.
The rest of the book talks of different efforts to provide a Christian orientation when
studying diverse subjects. It echoes the questions that Claerbaut (2004) answers in his book,
Faith and Learning on the Edge. Claerbaut deals with the subjects themselves and offers
different ways that theology might be integrated. It is good that we see the need for integrated
thinking, but ultimately the integrated thinking must be practiced within the subjects themselves.
The problems that we see can be addressed by parallel studies in Christian institutions, but real
solutions are only reached when the studies have a Christian perspective within the state
institutions. In Christian institutions, the theological underpinning is constantly present. It
requires a consistently Christian mind. In The Christian Mind, Blamires (2005) states that
Christian thinking is dead. Perhaps we can see how it has more clearly been marginalized or
secularized. Christian thinking is permitted, but it is removed to the side. This book shows us
where good Christian thinking can be had in separate institutions. However, this is isolated. The
next front of the battle would be to have these good thoughts within the institutions. This book
shows how centers for Christian thinking have been set up in a marginalized domain, and it
raises the question of how Christian thinking can be integrated into our educational thinking in
more thorough ways.
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What Christians Believe: The Story of God and People in Minimal English
Anna Wierzbicka. Oxford University Press, 2019.
Reviewed by Michael Lessard-Clouston, Biola University
Recent trends in vocabulary teaching emphasize corpus-based high frequency word lists,
in order to enable English language learners to better understand others and to be able to
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communicate their ideas effectively (Lessard-Clouston, 2021; Webb & Nation, 2017). At the
same time, over the last number of years research in semantics and global English has
emphasized “minimal English” and how it can contribute in contexts of world Englishes
(Goddard, 2018; Goddard & Wierzbicka, 2018). In short, the minimal English emphasis is on
vocabulary for seemingly universal concepts, which in turn can help people interacting across
cultures but in English to communicate better.
Dr. Anna Wierzbicka is a prolific Polish linguist who has taught at Australian National
University (ANU) since the 1970s. Among her more than 20 books is one discussing the dangers
of only using English (Wierzbicka, 2014), and her articles often address cross-cultural semantics.
This important book under review builds on previous work she completed discussing both Jesus’
teachings and God using universal words (Wierzbicka, 2001, 2018), in addition to a book
published in Polish in 2017 with an almost identical title.
What Christians Believe is composed of four distinct parts following some front matter.
The Acknowledgements declare that the book came out of a three year seminar conducted at
ANU, and the Preface does a fine job of explaining why a book like this may be useful,
especially to those of us who usually use English to interact with the Christian story. In essence,
many people are not sure of the core of the Christian faith, and “The Story of God and People”
which is at the centre of this work uses simple words without assuming previous background or
knowledge (p. xi). As Wierzbicka argues, “the reliance on a limited vocabulary of very simple
words allows us not only to present the same faith in different languages but also to articulate
that faith with greater precision than it would be possible in one particular language” (p. xii).
Simplicity is not a question of dumbing down the message, but rather elucidating it (p. xvi).
Part One, Introduction and Overview, includes four chapters, starting with Who are
‘Christians’? (Chapter 1), which outlines important creeds and what they mean, and summarizes
points from Alister McGrath and C. S. Lewis. Wierzbicka concludes by noting that she is a
“believing and ‘practising’ Roman Catholic” (p. 13) and quotes from Marilynne Robinson and
the Bible to suggest that “from God’s point of view, how people live is more important than what
they say and what they believe” (p. 14). God and Cross-Cultural Communication, Chapter 2,
introduces Jesus’s incarnation in culture, notes Jewish cultural scripts, and how Jewish prophetic
speech helps us understand the concept of hell and Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 25 about the
sheep and the goats. Wierzbicka observes, “it is a personal message to everyone: You are both
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like a sheep and like a goat. God wants you to be like a sheep, not like a goat; from now on, try
to live like a sheep, not like a goat” (p. 26). She concludes by discussing the parable of the lost
sheep. Chapter 3, God and Language, indicates that we can use ordinary human words to talk
about God; in fact, “the words in which we try to articulate our experience, and our faith, need to
be well chosen” (p. 33). While some theologians believe God is beyond human concepts,
Wierzbicka argues “this was clearly not Jesus’s view” (p. 37).
Minimal English, Chapter 4, describes this “highly reduced version of English which can
ensure maximum translatability without compromising intelligibility,” because it “consists of
words and grammatical constructions which . . . have their equivalents in most, if not all, other
languages” (p. 45). The core of Minimal English is a list of 65 “universal words which are also
semantic primes,” meanings that are expressed using words in virtually all languages (p. 50). Yet
just as the most frequent vocabulary on corpus word lists is not sufficient for English learners to
express their thoughts, Minimal English also uses non-universal words, such as “sheep” and
“shepherd,” which are prominent in the Bible (p. 54). Interestingly, the two most important nonuniversal verbs in “The Story” are “read” and “write” (p. 56). Two final points help readers
understand how Minimal English is used to tell the story. One is a “called-mechanism,” which is
a way to refer to “people, places, and things that are either unique or special,” including proper
nouns like “Mary” and “Joseph” or “Jerusalem” (p. 61). The other is that metaphors are common
throughout the Gospels, but they are not always clear or self-explanatory. Again, “universal
human words can provide keys with the help of which many hidden, or semi-hidden, meanings
and ideas can be ‘opened out’ for everyone to understand” (p. 66).
Part Two, “The Story of God and People,” reflects the subtitle of this book. It starts with
a table of contents that lists the titles of the 40 one or two page chapters, with the first one called
“God.” Chapters two through seven summarize aspects of the Old Testament (e.g., God speaking
to Abraham and Moses, and through the prophets), while Chapter eight, “It all happened as the
prophets said,” bridges the Old Testament and the New Testament. Chapters nine through forty
outline the story of the New Testament, from Mary saying “yes” to God (Chapter 9) and Jesus’
birth and ministry, through to His death (Chapter 28) and Him living again (Chapter 30) to the
Holy Spirit, the church, and apostles Peter and Paul (Chapters 36–39), and ending with Chapter
40, “What will happen to all people – what God wants.” Each chapter is written in several
sections, but not in paragraphs, simply telling the story reflected in the title. These narratives are
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simple and clear, reflecting good use of Minimal English.
Part Three is the longest section of the book, 141 pages (compared to 80 pages in Part
Two), and is entitled Brief Commentaries on the Chapters of Part Two. Some commentaries are
a few pages long, while others are five or six pages in length. Each contains Wierzbicka’s
reflections and insights, and several quote extensively from other writers. For example, toward
the end of the commentary on chapter 40, Wierzbicka states, “‘The Story of God and People’ as
told here does not assert that in the end, all people will live with God. Rather, it highlights the
message of the New Testament that this is what God wants” (p. 290). Part Four is labelled
Appendices, and includes three, one on the word “forgiveness,” the next on “love,” and the final
(and longest) one on the word hilasterion as it relates to various doctrines. There is no
conclusion to the book but instead a list of references discussed or quoted from, plus an index.
What Christians Believe is a different type of book, which will be of interest to academics
and thoughtful individuals who wish to think more carefully about the messages we share about
Christianity and how to communicate them effectively. Well documented, the book reflects
Wierzbicka’s wide reading and thoughtful insights. Aside from Part Two, which reflects the
discussion above of Minimal English, the book is not an easy read, as I had hoped it might be for
English language learners and teachers. In short, this is not a very teacher-friendly book,
although the one or two page chapters in Part Two could make great readings for various levels
of students who would like to learn more about Christianity and the story of God and people.
Replete with examples, quotations, and notes, the book is a scholar’s delight. I was
impressed by the wide range of authors and theologians Wierzbicka cites, and I appreciated
learning new insights concerning many familiar examples from the Bible. As an ELT
professional and teacher educator, major take-aways for me were just how complex the Christian
story actually is, and how much I take for granted as I try to share it with others. It is wonderful
to have a concise and thoughtful outline of the story of God and people, from Part Two. I can see
Christian curriculum designers and English teachers using the short chapters from the Story in
creative ways, although I am not aware of an online version of it yet. Wierzbicka’s view on
universal and non-universal concepts and words is a challenge to all those who naively believe
that English as the lingua franca is easy for everyone to use and understand. As this impressive
work indicates, English vocabulary is complex and certainly not universal.
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The Learning Cycle: Insights for Faithful Teaching
from Neuroscience and the Social Sciences
Muriel I. Elmer and Duane H. Elmer. IVP Academic, 2020.
Reviewed by Bradley Baurain, Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate School
From one angle, The Learning Cycle is a book about a single diagram. The diagram
summarizes how we learn, from information recall to lasting change. From another angle, The
Learning Cycle is a book about almost everything we do in life, including and especially the
Christian life. It narrates a biblical pathway to wisdom, integrity, and Christlike character. From
yet another angle, as indicated in the subtitle, The Learning Cycle builds bridges among areas
often perceived as disparate—Christian faith, neuroscience, and the social sciences, providing an
excellent specific example of the integration of faith and learning.
As I read this book, then, I found myself constantly reconceptualizing exactly what it was
that I was learning. This was only one of many ways that the authors, Muriel and Duane Elmer,
kept me engaged and practiced what they were preaching. Both are well-known in Christian
education circles. Together they have 80 years of teaching experience in 100 different countries.
Their target audience includes not only professional educators but also church volunteers,
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pastors, and parents.
Chapters 1–2 give an overview of the Learning Cycle and its assumptions. The book is
founded upon biblical authority, the value of creation or general revelation, and the guidance of
the Holy Spirit, as well as the professional belief that teaching can always be improved. The
Learning Cycle model seeks to unify the cognitive (intellectual), affective (emotional), and
psychomotor (behavior, actions, habits). In doing so, it reveals that beliefs and actions must be in
harmony. Knowing must lead to doing. The end goal is “nurturing the kinds of people who strive
to live seamless, truthful lives revealing the character of Christ” (p. 21).
Chapter 3 presents Level 1 of the cycle: “Recall,” or “I remember the information.” The
main topic is memory, including practice and retention of items being learned. From this
perspective, Chapter 4 focuses in on the method of lecturing. The discussion in these chapters, as
throughout the book, includes research findings, professional anecdotes, teaching suggestions,
learning tasks, and biblical insights.
Chapter 5 covers Level 2 of the cycle: “Recall with Appreciation,” or “I value the
information.” Positive emotions are a gateway to learning because they activate logic and critical
thinking. The Elmers describe how there has been a revolution in understanding in this area in
recent cognitive neuroscience (p. 60). What about negative emotions or cognitive dissonance?
These are discussed later in the book.
Chapters 6–7 explain Level 3 of the cycle: “Recall with Speculation,” or “I ponder how
to use the information.” This is when learners try to connect old with new to imagine the future.
This leads to change, and can often take the form of problem-solving. One underappreciated
teacher skill for this purpose is asking good questions. Many of these chapters’ claims are
illustrated in the teaching techniques of Jesus, especially from the Sermon on the Mount.
Chapter 8 recognizes that there are significant “Barriers to Change” in real learning.
Learning means change and growth, which can be uncomfortable. If we fail to perceive it as
necessary or desirable, the problem might be a lack of humility or faith. Generally, barriers can
be classified into personal, social, and cultural (or traditional) categories. Chapter 9 then offers
suggestions—mostly presented in the form of role-play learning tasks—for overcoming these
barriers. From a biblical perspective, it is essential to recognize that Satan will always oppose
learning and growth, whereas God uses obedience to mold us according to His will (pp. 124–
125).
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Chapters 10–11 discuss Level 4 of the cycle: “Recall with Practice,” or “I begin changing
my behavior.” Change is difficult and can feel awkward or embarrassing, but this is actually a
good sign that progress is being made. Endeavoring to start new habits takes time, but repetition
works because the process creates new or stronger neural networks in the brain (p. 134).
Dialogue, discussion, and reflection (including debriefing) are key, thus highlighting the
importance of learning communities. As throughout the book, the Elmers draw on secular
theories—for example, Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning—while supplying or
correcting deficiencies biblically. By this stage, the larger purposes of the Learning Cycle are
emerging more clearly:
The critical challenge in Recall with Practice is making a clear connection between the
truth and practice of the truth. Only when the learner grasps the connection between truth
and living and begins to practice the truth can we confidently assume that learning has
actually occurred. (Elmer & Elmer, 2020, p. 145)
Chapters 12–13 expound on Level 5, the final stage of the cycle: “Recall with Habit,” or
“I do consistently.” In this stage, genuine learning has led to transformation: “A transformed life
presupposes new thinking, new attitudes, and new behaviors so automatic and so instinctual that
they now characterize the person we have become” (p. 161). For Christians, real transformation
and sustained learning take place within the community of faith and are possible only with God's
help.
Chapter 14 reviews the Learning Cycle as a whole, crystallizing each level into a
coherent narrative (pp. 190–192). The Elmers also humbly warn of the dangers of
overemphasizing different aspects of their model. Finally, they discuss (not for the first time) the
ultimate goal of Christlike character, which is more than a “stage” and which lies at the heart of
all learning. The book also includes a helpful bibliography, author and subject index, and
Scripture index.
Christian TESOL professionals need to read The Learning Cycle. Too often, TESOL
seems to be consumed by technical matters of methodology or second language acquisition,
losing sight of larger issues inherent in language and learning. Too often, TESOL feels cut off
from what is happening in the larger world of education. Too often, Christians in TESOL see
“love and care for students” as the only practical way to integrate faith and learning. This book
can provide a needed corrective and, depending on the readers, crucial truths to transform our
teaching.
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