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The educational policy of the WCC
before and after Nairobi

Karl Ernst Nipkow

I. Education on the agenda between Uppsala and Nairobi

The increasing importance of the role of education in society all over the
_world, especially since the 60s, has been paralleled by a perceptible increase
in the attention devoted by the churches to education in recent years. Even
before Uppsala, the World Council of Churches tried to further the process by
agreeing to the creation of a Joint Study Commission on Christian Education
(1964-1968). The Fourth Assembly at Uppsala (1968) led to the establishment
of the Office of Education (1969). Additional weight was given to the issue
of education in the ecumenical movement by the decision taken in Lima (1971)
by the World Council of Christian Education to merge itself into the educa-
tional work of the WCC. The next step was the express decision to raise
educational questions before the ecumenical forum as a whole in Nairobi
(1975) for the first time in the history of the Assemblies.

In Uppsala, it was noted that “the world was writing the agenda for the
meeting”’, and the Assembly “tried to read the writing, understand it and
respond to it in a willingness to accept the necessity for changes as tumultuous
for the Church itself as for the rapidly changing world”.! Consequently,
educational themes were included as a result of the opinion expressed in the
final report of the Joint Study Commission with its reference to the general

“explosion in education. .. as part... of the explosions in knowledge, in

technology, in population, and in expectations”.?

Everywhere, public expenditure on education was increasing. Quantitative
expansion of educational institutions was rapid. Wider opportunities in
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1 Cf. NorMAN GoopaLL (ed.): The Uppsala Report 1968: Official Report of the Fourth
Assembly of the WCC. Geneva: WCC, 1968, p. XVIIL.

2 Work Book for the Assembly Committees: Prepared for the Fourth Assembly of the World
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1. EDUCATION FOR LIBERATION AND COMMUNITY
Within the mandate of the Division of Ecumenical Action, the educationa]
" ) na

working group in 1968 was instructed:
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work in a changing world.4
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ALIENATION, LIBERATION, COMMUNITY

of the WCC since 1968 has come to be the suffering of oppressed human
beings, especially in the Third World. The WCC took sides in the name of
the liberation and community promised in the perspective of eschatology
opened up already in our history in Jesus Christ. The motto of the Fifth
Assembly at Nairobi 1975: ““Jesus Christ Frees and Unites” (and, correspond-
ingly, the theme of Section 1V: “Education for Liberation and Community™)
are already rooted in the Uppsala mandate.

We believe that each individual as a creature of God is entitled to fullness of li.fc.
We believe that this should be guaranteed through a social structure which
!lberates man to be God’s responsible creature. Jesus Christ calls man together
in love and community. But suffering, deprived or underprivileged people will
not experience the love of God unless it is expressed in human relationship.

The Church’s responsibility is therefore incarnate — to mediate the love
of God in the world, so that all people may be able to experience it through a

loving rather than a depriving community.®

2. THE BASIC ORIENTATION TOWARDS PEOPLE

The educational policy of the WCC between Uppsala and Nairobi was
basically oriented towards people. It tried to reach the people at the ‘“‘grass-
roots” and to solve the problems with them, not for them; it did not trust
any longer in a merely quantitative expansion of institutionalized schooling.

Words such as ‘the dispossessed’, ‘the powerless’, ‘the silent’, ‘the unrepresented’

were used to describe the particular constituency. Jargon, such as ‘multipliers’,

‘conscientization’, ‘mini-consultation’, ‘cuadros’, ‘marginal church’ became
familiar in the Unit’s work and documents. Programmes were designed which
tried to build on the aspirations of people who were mostly cut off from the
familiar patterns of ecumenical engagements. An important tool in this work
was shared with the Unit by Paulo Freire as it became more and more involved
in finding ways to awaken the consciousness of people to situations in which
their own silence and submissiveness contributed to their continued bondage J

3. AN OPEN AND EXPERIMENTAL STYLE
The emphasis on people demanded a style of work appropriate to it.

The attempt was made to recognize people’s problems not by getting others,
superiors and officials, to speak, but the people themselves. A style of consul-
tation was developed in which “unlearned but deeply educated people, some-
times illiterate but very articulate” could share their experiences without
feeling repressed.® Increasing preference was given to the small group. The
encouraging results were utilized in Nairobi, where the work groups
(8-15 people) “were for most participants probably the most satisfying item

in their experience of the Assembly”.®
Another characteristic element of style was the shift from sophisticated

theoretical elaborations to the presentation of problems and proposals by

6 NoRMAN GooDALL (ed.): The Uppsala Report 1968, op. cit., p. 246.

7 Davip E. JouNsoN (ed.): Uppsala to Nairobi, 1968-1975, op. cit., p. 184.

8 Ibid., p. 185.

9 Davip M. PATON (ed.): Breaking Barriers, Nairobi 1975: The Official Report of the Fifth
Assembly of the WCC, Nairobi, 23 November - 10 December 1975. London: SPCK,; Grand

Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1976, p. 26. 14
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world as one world. In a way, education has become ‘“‘a common problem of
mankind as one”. How can we relate “the local primary school to the growth
of a world society” ? Ernst Lange asks, “how the specific to the universal?” 1
We should care for the education of the “international man” who feels res-
ponsible for much more than his local affairs only.

Jumping from the year 1970 to 1975, we have to ask which ideas, developed
by staff persons in Geneva and by consultants all over the world, were fed into
the preparatory process of the Fifth Assembly from 23 November to 10 Decem-
ber, 1975, in Nairobi. In an article published at the beginning of the year,
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ALIENATION, LIBERATION, COMMUNITY

William B. Kpnnedy summarized two general guidelines which he believed
ought to be given priority Christian attention in the future. The first related

to:

5. THE ANALYSIS OF SCHOOLS AS SYSTEMS
In the years between Uppsala and Nairobi, Ivan Illich’s deschooling

analysis had been added to the Geneva pool of ideas.
rman (Michael H., a Swiss expert

d how schools do, in fact, become

His analysis, and the calm judgment of Hube
their development

in adult education, K.E.N.), help us understan
cages for closing in the experience of persons and preventing

toward liberation and humane community life.!®
llow the

On the one hand, the Office of Education did not uncritically fo

programme of radical deschooling :
ude that educational effort is hopeless,

.. .one does not, therefore, have to concl
hers and others engaged

{lor'.tulr;dercut the committed activity of millions of teac
m 1t.

On the other hand, on the eve of Nairobi, the Office of Education had
not yet found the keys to solve the problem. Everyone in Geneva and many
peqple in the member churches realized that everywhere the decline of insti-
tutional church power was taking place with varying speeds.
appraisal necessary for church education efforts.

¢? How do we choose the most promising possi-
age ourselves from less productive
t when they were more effective? 18

That decline makes radical re
.. .But how do we discriminat
bilities? And even harder, how do we diseng
educational efforts, offen inherited from the pas

6. THE REVOLUTION IN EPISTEMOLOGY — LEARNING BY REFLECTION AND

ACTION
This last point, tentatively called by W. B. Kennedy “the revolution in
epistemology”’, concerns the ways in which people learn and attain meaningful

knowledge.
t take us than where our minds go. Com-

We learn more deeply where our fee
mitted action is the way of learning: when we do the truth it makes us free.®

This concept leans on Paulo Freire’s idea of “conscientization” as a
“reflection — action — process”.?® In the years before Nairobi, the separa-
tion of schooling from ongoing life became more and more suspect. The
perspective of reform, suggested by the Office of Education, was not to bring
into classrooms mOr¢ expensive technology but to deal with the burning
issues of life, such as social justice and peace. In the preparatory materials,
" in Religious Education,

16 w. B. Kennepy: “Education for Liberation and Community
Vol. LXX, No. 1, 1975, pp. 3-44.
17 Ibid.
18 Jbid., p. 40.
19 Jbid., p. 41.
ogy of the Oppressed. Paperback: Harmondsworth: Pen

20 PauLo FREIRE: Pedag
hardback: London: Sheed and Ward, 1972.

guin, 1972;
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Secondly, although there were many cpntnbutnons in the period before
Nairobi to the Christian nurture of the child, thfa most important being the
Glion Consultation on Sunday Schools (Learning Community 1973), the
Church’s advocacy for the child should have been stressed and elaborateq
more. The main attention was directed upon students and adults (Youth
being a ‘“‘desk’ on its own). .

Thirdly, a major criticism was expressed with reference to the theological
foundation of the educational concepts. The work done in those years was
not without theological guidelines. But these were never submitted to a
broader elaboration. An analysis of the Annotated Agenda in the Nairob;
Work Book shows that the theological patterns follow the overall WCC
theology. (For the following remarks, see K. E. Nipkow : “Educational
themes on the Agenda of the Ecumenical Movement” # and: “Zwischen
Nairobi und Daressalam”, 1977.24)
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conception of ‘ongoing creation’, as God is at work in Jesus Christ through the
Holy Spirit as he was from the beginning. The ecumenical theology of the WCC
conlesses and emphasizes the present manifestation and the continuing revelation
of Jesus Christ in the world.

The turning to present history on a christological and pneumatological basis
by which the concept of creation becomes dynamic implies that the justification
Qf the WCC‘S different actions, political, social, educational, is looked for by
interpretation of the Scriptures and by interpretation of our reality, so that God’s
will may become plain for right and concrete confession of faith, including right
unity, right liberating action, and right educational work. In a way, this ““‘con-
textual theology'.’ is necessary today; but inevitably it raises all the problems
which are following a ‘theology of discerning the signs of the times’. At least some
of the controversies today as to the WCC's engagements (mostly those objections
made by evangelicals) can be traced back to this point; they refer to the unsolved
gijl?rti]tonsmp of historical analysis and action to the Scriptures and to the Holy

_AS we see from this last section on critical objections and open questions,
N}é:ll'lobl had to be envisaged as a fundamental test of the WCC approach as a
whole.

II. Implications of Nairobi for the churches’ responsibility in education
Those who have participated in the Fifth Assembly are sometimes asked
to sum up the total process in two or three sentences. I shall try to do so.

i) The delegates and representatives of the churches in Nairobi maintained
their view of responsibility for the world — and, in this respect, Nairobi
continued Uppsala.

ii) We all felt, however, that in order to go that hard and dark way we need
spiritual strength, deep faith, and the experience of true Christian com-
munity; Nairobi revised the optimism of Uppsala and led into a more

dedicated quest for the spiritual grounds.

iii) I would sum up Nairobi thus: responsibility for the world and spirituality
in Christ. By looking upon both of these, the overwhelming majority
of delegates expressed their deep concern to avoid any false alternative;
Nairobi was neither a “conflict assembly” (since the ecumenical move-
ment did not suffer a breakdown) nor a “harmony-assembly” which
concealed conflicts and nourished bad compromises. Nairobi turned
out to be an unforgettable experience of Christian community inspite of

all theological and political differences.

The educational outcomes reflect all these elements (i-iii) quite accurately.
First we turn to the report of Section IV which was addressed to the churches.

1. LEARNING BETWEEN ALIENATION AND LIBERATION
Nairobi as a continuation of Uppsala — it is this element that has shaped

the very opening of the report and its first major portion of analysis.*

25 Davip M. PaToN (ed.): Breaking Barriers, Nairobi 1975, op. cit., pp. 86-90.
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threatens the very future of international society.??

The delegates reacted to this situation, not by refusing to be involved, or
by seeing education as independent of all these developments. They identi’ﬁed
“the educational system and institutions” as being “‘all too often mirr
images of society, reinforcing by their practices the values which socie(:;

holds™. %8

There was much discussion between the delegates from th i
- ¢ count
the Third World and those from other parts of the world on how ton;jdgi

the process by which people are being shaped, conditioned by education, and
assimilated into one’s own culture and history.? The danger of “aliena,ti on”
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?r?einsfrtlgh;f—gf:st :1 a{henr Sulture by many other reasons. To them, liberation
aESE Bl questjinl:;; le‘duc:atlonal‘condltmr‘uf'ltg“, 'that is, going along the
groups, too, that in. th eAlqu of thFlr own civilization. It was from th.csc
Buifding an;i new tF fr‘lcan scltulg qf the {Xsse‘mbly, a setting of nation
<sraving awarenessalt?nahsm, the ‘‘universality in Ch‘nsuamty“ and the
«which calls for an edo the global nature of problems” was remembc:e:i

B UC%}tlon }vhjch both mforms and tran.scenc.ls the loc‘al e
ooy it o ir;\ e d.lSCUSSIOl'l on education bgtv.veen alienation and libera-
Sifferent }ﬂstor)i(cal pressive exam_ple of how Christians who come from very
cuided by the sa and geographical backgrounds can learn from each other,
S ok me spirit. The outcomes of the discussion showc:d3 secondly,

' country and church has to go its own way according to its local or
rf_:glonal negds. There was a clear agreement, however, in educational prin-
ciples. Thlrd.ly, we all felt also that the situation of the Third World was
worst as pupils, people, and teachers “face a double alienation”, from their
own culture in so far as persisting western patterns push away their indigenous
values, .and they are then further alienated by forces inherent in the westernized
mode} itself with its “values” of competitiveness, increase of income, social
prestige, consumption, and so on.

2. THE INHERENT EDUCATIVE NATURE OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY TN WORSHIP

AND LIFE-STYLE

Nairobi was a revision of Uppsala: to prove this statement we have to
look at the second half of the report. The heading of the following paragraph
reads: “The Christian Community as a Sign of Liberation” 32 How is this to
be implemented? Why turn now to the Christian community when the preced-
ing analysis was completely devoted to secular culture and society? Why have
at all now a chapter on community? What has community to do with libera-
tion?

At this point we come across one of the theological turning points of Nairobi.
While the introduction of Section IV report, “in obedience to the command-
ment of Jesus Christ to love our neighbour”, calls us “to work for the creation
of a society in which humanity, justice, openness, and freedom reflect the
will of God for his creation” 2 now we read that: “At the centre of the learning

experience in the Church stands worship and the liturgy. This is the joyous

expression of the Christian’s dependence on God and Christ’s presence in the

life of his community.” 8 Society and Christian community are bound
together. Christian activity in God’s creation is linked with worship as an
expression of the Christian’s dependence on Gpc! and “active passivity” 1n
prayer, in praising, thanking, and waiting. This 1s \.N}'nat I wanted to sa.y'by
pointing at the grounds of belief and sources of spirituality as prerequisites

for all our secular engagement.

P

3L Ibid., p. 88.
32 Jbid., p. 90.
33 Jpid., p- 87-
34 Jbid., p. 91.






