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“Politics is at the heart of so much that is wrong with public 
education…if people actually voted on the issue, politics could drive 
change in education.”



1. Sketching a posture for public engagement 

2. What can public engagement look like for our 
schools?

Outline for the Session
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“Politics” doesn’t have to be total.

• Politics as activities in which humans mutually seek the good of our 
common life.

• We have a narrow (mis)understanding of politics because we assume 
that this process occurs only within state institutions (e.g. branches of 
government, elections).



You cannot be apolitical

• “Private” acts have “public” consequences (e.g., how you raise 
your kids at home affects the world outside the home)

• Deciding to be apolitical is a political decision.

• We are “political animals”: part of being human is to share in a 
common life

• Shalom has both an individual and social element.
• Making disciples requires us to be political (broadly understood)



The challenge is to define what is in between.

Politics as Total Being Apolitical

?



God’s Instrument for Justice

1. Background: 3 Covenantal institutions (church, 
family, & state)

2. Divinely ordained (Genesis 9:1-7; Isaiah 45:1-7)

3. Purposes of Government
1. Maintenance of justice (1 Peter 2:13-17)
2. Harbinger of divine judgment (Romans 13:1-7)



The challenge is to define what is in between.

• State institutions • Individuals
• Markets

• Civil Society; Mediating Institutions
• Churches
• Family
• Schools
• Little League, Soccer League
• Game Store
• Neighborhood Associations
• Places where you encumber 

yourself with commitments to 
others to seek the common good

• Places where you can’t always have 
it your way

Politics as Total Being Apolitical?



Exercising the “Exilic Strategy” in Civil Society

• “But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, 
and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare.”

Jeremiah 29:7

• “…shape the ethos of a nation, a state, a municipality to foster a way 
of life that bends toward shalom.”

James K. A. Smith, Awaiting the King
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What is the purpose of having schools?

Sample Answers

• Private good: people derive human capital benefits from getting 
educated

• Public good: everyone reaps benefits from an educated populace

• Preparation for citizenship

• Moral formation

• Equity and access



What makes a school “public”?
• “Public” schools are schools that serve the “public” (common) good.

• “Public” not as synonymous with “government” but more akin to “civil 
society”

• Can take many forms: 
• Traditional public (district-run/state) schools
• Charter schools
• Private (independent) schools
• Homeschooling
• Tutoring centers, summer camps, museums, performing arts

• Supporting these educational institutions is a form of political engagement



“Catholic Schools and the Common Good”

• Began in the 1850s as institutions 
that provided distinctively Catholic 
education

• In the 1950s became institutions 
that served inner-city youth

• Example: Cristo Rey Boston





Sometimes, it’s not about realizing an ideal but sacrificing a priority to do something both 
good and feasible.

“Politics is the art of the possible”



“Politics is at the heart of so much that is wrong with public 
education…if people actually voted on the issue, politics could drive 
change in education.”



Getting Practical
• Participate in school board meetings; vote in school board elections

• Think as local as possible

• Participate in fundraising drives, events around the life of the school community

• Get to know other parents in school

• Volunteer in the classroom; help a teacher (there are many in the congregation, in fact)

• Tutoring kids, running after school programs

• Donating classroom supplies or even scholarships for tuition

• Other ideas?


