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Go and tell John what you hear and see 
 
Good morning. 
 I’d like to begin by reading a brief passage from Mark’s Gospel.  Jesus has 
been roaming around Galilee, healing folks, teaching, and training his disciples.  Now 
he tells them that this task is far more challenging than they had imagined.  He is 
going to have to go into the city of Jerusalem, and the authorities will almost 
certainly kill him.  The disciples seem to hear what he is saying, but as he gets to 
Capernaum, he notices that they are arguing.  “What were you arguing about on the 
way?” he asks.   
 

 They were silent, for on the way they had been arguing with one another about 
who was the greatest.  He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever 
wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” Then he took a little child and 
put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes 
one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not 
me but the one who sent me.” (Mark 9:30-37) 

 
 This passage establishes the agenda for social action in the Kingdom of God.  
Jesus places a child in the center of the room, among the disciples, and says, 
“Welcome this child.  And in doing so, you welcome me.”  He does not tell them 
whom to vote for.  He does not tell them how to pay for it.  He simply tells them this 
child is their unavoidable opportunity and absolute responsibility.  For this reason, 
Christians helped to start public education in America.  Alone among all our 
society’s institutions, public education includes everyone. 
 
My message is this: 

 Public education is God’s business; and therefore, 
 Public education is the church’s business. 

 
 I hope that some of you have had the opportunity to read Robert Putnam’s 
incredibly powerful book: Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis.  He gives a very 
good presentation of our present situation – what our particular difficulties are at 
this time.  You have also heard the excellent presentation from Katie Merrow about 
some of the issues in New Hampshire.  Both of them address that part of the 
American Dream that directly reflects Jesus’ dream – that every child is dear to God, 
that every child is our child, and that whoever welcomes a child in Jesus’ name 
welcomes Jesus himself. 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/08/books/review/our-kids-by-robert-d-putnam.html?_r=0
http://www.nhepiscopal.org/convention
http://www.nhepiscopal.org/convention
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I have five topics this morning, and they get shorter as we go along: 
1. First, I’ll tell you a little about the birth of church-school partnerships in 

Richmond, Virginia. 
2. Then we’ll ask what Jesus taught that relates to public education in New 

Hampshire. 
3. Third, we’ll consider what’s going on in public education in America today. 
4. Fourth, we’ll identify some principles for church involvement in public 

education. 
5. We’ll conclude by asking how public education and church renewal are 

related. 
 

1. The birth of church-school partnerships in Richmond 
 I’ve been living in the inner city of Richmond, Virginia, for some 45 years now 
– between great wealth and great poverty.  I’ve worked for the Diocese, I’ve lived in 
a religious community, I’ve worked as a community organizer, and I’ve worked off 
and on at St. Paul’s Church.  St. Paul’s is downtown, across from the Capital of 
Virginia that was designed and built by Thomas Jefferson.  Two of the pews at St. 
Paul’s have brass plaques on the side: One for Robert E. Lee, and one for Jefferson 
Davis. 
 
 One day, as I stood at the brass door of St. Paul’s, having preached that 
morning, I was greeted by my friend Buford Scott, one of the patriarchs of St. Paul’s.  
He was the head of the Brokerage firm which his father had founded; the parish hall 
at St. Paul’s was named for his family.  That morning Buford was dressed in a white 
summer suit and carrying a broad-brimmed straw hat.  He and his wife Susie came 
to the door with an attractive African American couple, and Buford said, in a voice 
that is so wonderfully Virginian, “Ben, I’d like you to meet our good friends Ruby 
and Henry Martin.”  I remember the moment. 
 
 Henry was a prominent dentist originally from Richmond.  He and Ruby had 
just moved back to the city from Washington.  Ruby had been the director of the 
Office of Civil Rights in charge of enforcing the Supreme Court’s desegregation 
decision in the South.  She was an amazing woman. 
 
 Several years later, St. Paul’s decided to see how it could have a single major 
program of ministry in the community so we could learn something and also apply 
significant volunteer and monetary resources.  We scheduled a series of 
congregational hearings after church on Sunday morning with folks in the city who 
were concerned with various issues.  We looked at education, housing, programs for 
seniors.  Ruby and Buford were in charge of the committee to process the hearings.  
The committee picked education.  What should the effort be called?  We called it the 
Micah Initiative after the prophet Micah: “He has [already] told you... what is good; 
and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to 
walk humbly with your God?”  Good idea.  Now what to do? 
  

http://www.richmondhillva.org/serve/micah-initiative/
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 Ruby had a friend who was principal of a school five or ten minutes away 
from St. Paul’s.  The school was next to a public housing project.  Its’ population was 
100% impoverished, 100% African American.  Racial integration had long before 
mostly failed in Richmond because Virginia had drawn school district lines that 
isolated the lower income black community.  You couldn’t integrate the schools 
successfully when there were few white or middle class students in the district. 
 
 St. Paul’s hired a member of the congregation to coordinate volunteers at 
Woodville Elementary School.  Since that time, in the last 15 years, four other 
churches and several businesses have come to Woodville to help as mentors, tutors, 
and classroom assistants; as many as 150 of the 500 students have gone to summer 
camp each summer.  We work with Communities in Schools, a great resource. 
 
 Soon we discovered that another faith community – the Jewish Coalition for 
Literacy – was operating a similar program at another school.  They liked the 
prophet Micah as much as we did.  We joined with them to promote a city-wide 
program.  Today 126 metro Richmond faith communities, including every brand of 
Christian, and Jews, Muslims, and Hindus, are involved with a great variety of 
programs in the 25 city elementary schools where a large majority of students 
receive free and reduced lunch. 
  

2. What did Jesus teach that relates to public education in New 
Hampshire?   
 Why is partnering with a school something other than simply a community 
service project?  And what does it have to do with the strengthening and growth of 
the church? 
 
 For some reason, Christians think of the mission of the Church as some kind 
of expansionist membership activity, like selling insurance.  The concept fit in well 
with the Roman Empire, and later with European goals of world colonization and 
the European class system.  In a Papal Bull written in 1455 Pope Nicholas V 
authorized Christian conquest and enslavement of any non-Christian nation.   
 
 But What I’d like to talk to you about today is not the expansion strategies 
that Christians developed in the centuries following Jesus, but rather what Jesus 
himself taught.  Jesus was an educator, a savior, a deepener.  His educational activity 
was not giving short answers to questions on a test; it was about healing, nurture, 
and building community. 
 
 Jesus taught that the Kingdom of God was at hand. (Mark 1:14-5)  He did not 
use as his data point the number of people who were coming to his great preaching 
sessions, or making pledges to his every member canvass.  For Jesus, the coming of 
the Kingdom was manifested in the healing of the community, including many 
people who did not join his band of disciples.  Jesus was into quality. 
 

http://jewishrichmond.org/rcjl
http://jewishrichmond.org/rcjl
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According to Matthew, 
 When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his 
disciples and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for 
another?” Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the 
blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, 
the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. And blessed 
is anyone who takes no offense at me.” (Matthew 11:2-6) 

 

 These events are both real and metaphorical.  There were real healings, and 
there were healings of spirit.  People saw.  People came alive. 
 
 I have been deeply affected by the testimony of the clergy of Church Hill, in 
inner city Richmond.  12 clergy from the same neighborhood that where St. Paul’s 
got engaged got together two years ago with Shannon Johnston, the Episcopal 
Bishop of Virginia.  Nine of these clergy were African American, seven were Baptist; 
one, a Pentecostal, chaired the School Board; three were Episcopalian.  Looking at 
the desperate state of the impoverished, segregated young people of Church Hill, Dr. 
Sylvester Smith, pastor of Good Shepherd Baptist Church, said, “I think the salvation 
of our young people involves their graduation from high school.”  Those clergy have 
started a Freshman Academy, hiring extra teachers and a counselor to work with 60 
students in the community’s high school to help them graduate.  Church members 
are mentors; churches sponsor programs for students and parents; church members 
support the principal and faculty. 
 
 When Jesus talks about the coming of the Kingdom of God, he doesn’t talk 
about vast crowds in mega-synagogues.  He talks about a tiny seed that is planted in 
the ground and becomes a great tree.  He talks about yeast that leavens an entire 
loaf of bread.  He talks about treasure that is hidden in the field.  He talks of growth, 
and depth, and increase of quality.  He talks about a field containing both weeds and 
wheat.  The servants of God serve God’s whole community.  There are 12 disciples, 
but 5000 are fed. 
 
 Go and tell John what you hear and see. 
  

3. What’s going on in public education? 
 There’s a kind of war going on in public education today.  A significant 
number of states and localities have severely reduced funding to public schools; ten 
states and ten major cities have taken steps to privatize their public schools; 
localities are firing experienced teachers and hiring short-term interns and test-
monitors to replace them; computer companies, software companies, and testing 
companies are cornering public dollars through large political contributions and 
backroom deals; people calling themselves “reformers” have proclaimed that giving 
short answer high stakes tests – and punishing or privatizing the schools, students, 
and teachers who score lower on them – is the way to equalize educational 
opportunity.  [Not for their own children, of course.] 
 



The Rev. B. P. Campbell: Go and tell John what you hear and see …. 5 

 I want to identify four really important, and undeniable, facts about 
American education today:  
 

1. Public education is dealing with an American society which is becoming 
increasingly divided.  Robert Putnam’s analysis in Our Kids is the best 
summary of this information that I have seen.  It directly reflects my 
experience working with the public schools in Richmond, Virginia, for the 
past 40 years.  The experience of the economically lowest 25% of American 
society is virtually incomprehensible to the top 50%.  Even people who were 
impoverished 35 or 25 years ago have no clue what it is like to be trapped in 
the bottom 25% today.  

2. Across the board, and across the nation, average test scores are directly 
related to the economic level of the children being tested.  There are only 
small divergences from this data.  Income reflects education level of parents.  
Education level of parents determines vocabulary and conversation.  
Vocabulary experts agree that adequate reading comprehension depends on 
a person already knowing between 90 and 95 % of the words in a text. By the 
age of three, children born into low-income families have heard roughly 30 
million fewer words than their more affluent peers.  Does this mean that you 
can’t exceed the education level of your parents?  Of course not.  But it does  
mean this: 

3. If we want equal educational opportunity, educational effort and funding 
must be greater for children in poverty.  If you put identical effort into 
educating all children, the hierarchical ladder will remain the same.  If you 
want to give persons who start lower an equal chance, you have to devote 
more resources to them.  Most states don’t do that.  Virginia is one of the 
worst.  In Richmond, one of our wealthy suburban counties gets 50% more 
from the state per student than the students living in concentrated poverty in 
the center city.   You have heard some of the New Hampshire statistics today.  
Best practices nationally suggest that it costs from 50 to 100% more to give a 
child in poverty the same chance as a child in an average middle class public 
school setting.  Demanding equal test scores without providing more 
resources is perverse, cruel, and educationally destructive. 

4. Where racial or economic integration can happen, it works.  The most 
successful example I know was carried out in Raleigh and Wake County, 
North Carolina, for ten years.  There, they had a large enough district and a 
sufficiently diverse population to determine that no school would have more 
than 40% of its students who were in poverty.  The result was a school 
system whose constituent schools improved steadily over a decade, and a 
real estate market that became far more even and less volatile. 

 
 I know that economic integration works because of a secret I have not shared 
with you.  For the past 26 years I have spent nearly every night with a third grade 
teacher. She’s my wife.  Her school is on a demographic fault line.  70% of her class 
live in a neighborhood where the median income is $150,000.  30% live in a 



The Rev. B. P. Campbell: Go and tell John what you hear and see …. 6 

neighborhood where the median income is around $15,000.  It really works for all 
concerned.  All the children in that class will be empowered to live better lives. 
 
 Volunteers, non-profits, and corporate gifts can make up for some of the 
underfunding of lower income schools.  But there really is no substitute for getting 
the tax funding right – and that means, ultimately, skewing the funding to give more 
to support the educational work for the children who have less. 
 
 Go and tell John what you hear and see. 
 

4. Principles of Church involvement in public education 
 What can you do?  There is help.  All Our Children is the national Episcopal 
network supporting work with public education.  They have produced a list here of 
ten guidelines for church involvement.  I’ll go over it quickly. Tina Pickering and the 
Diocesan Office will make it available to anyone who wants to have it.  And we are 
ready to support or encourage any effort. 
 

SLIDE SHOW CAN BE FOUND AT www.nhepiscopal.org/convention 

 

5. How are public education and church renewal associated? 
 This, of course, is the Holy Spirit’s business.  What I can say is this: God will 
not abandon those whom he calls to serve his children.  Public education undertakes 
a divine task which no other institution undertakes: to take every single human 
being seriously; to proclaim the love of God for every single child.  A public school is 
a uniquely Christian institution. 
 
 It is our lost selves that we seek.  This is not charity.  It is the building of 
community.  God, in his wisdom, sends his holy spirit to knit the community 
together.  Lower income people are sent as mission to higher income people just as 
much as the other way around.  Upper middle class disengagement has not made 
Americans happier, and our charitable giving barely scratches the itch of conscience.  
It is not guilt we are experiencing.  It is the longing for truth and for meaning and for 
God.  We are experiencing alienation from our true vocation, which is to be both the 
leaven and the lump, and to plow the field where the treasure is. 
 
 A healthy Christian fellowship is a group of people who pray so hard about 
their community that they are driven to mission; and who serve so honestly that 
they are driven to prayer.   
 
 Begin by praying for the community.  Pray for the schools.  Do this every 
week, every time you meet.  If you aren’t praying for your schools and your people, 
who is doing it?  It’s YOUR job. Pray the whole divine agenda for your community – 
all those things Jesus says are part of the coming of the Kingdom of God.  And then 
answer the specific calls that the Lord gives you.  He will reknit you not into a 
private fellowship with one another, but into an open-ended fellowship based on the 

http://www.allourchildren.org/
mailto:tpickering@nhepiscopal.org
http://www.nhepiscopal.org/convention


The Rev. B. P. Campbell: Go and tell John what you hear and see …. 7 

knowledge that you are servants living deeper and deeper into the Kingdom of God 
that is coming in your town, your city, your community, and your state.     
 
 Then.  Go and tell John what you hear and see.   
          AMEN. 
 


