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by Dr. Marty Schmidt and Mike Kersten
“This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid
down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our
lives for our brothers and sisters. If anyone has
material possessions and sees a brother or sister in
need but has no pity on them, how can the love of
God be in that person? Dear children, let us not love
with words or speech but with actions and in truth.”
1 John 3:16-18
“Thus, the Epistle . . . keeps us in the true middle way,
that we become righteous and free from sin through
faith; and then, when we are righteous, that we
practice good works and love for God’s sake, freely
and without seeking anything else.”
Luther’s Works 35:393

We would like to dedicate this booklet to our
parents, Allan and Sandy Schmidt and John and
Karen Kersten, who raised us to embrace our
faith in a dweller-centered community; to the
LCMS, HKIS, CWEF, and ALEA, and to our
seeker-oriented students, who have enabled us
and challenged us to engage in a rich teaching
ministry in Asia; and to the Master Teacher
himself, whose practice-oriented, holistic
pedagogy remains a daily guide and empowering
model for us in our ministry.

PREFACE: Why Social Conscience
Education for ALEA? . . . . . . . . . . . . P. 1
by Reverend Ted Engelbrecht

CHAPTER 3: Social Conscience
Pedagogy and Content . . . . . . P. 21
• Why the Curriculum?
• Start with Big Questions that
Open the Heart
CHAPTER 1: Introducing Social
•
A
Curriculum Model for Social
Conscience Education as a 21st
Conscience Education
Century Approach to Ministry
• Student Responses to Social
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. 5
Conscience Education
• Introduction
• A Social Conscience Lesson Plan
• What is Social Conscience?
• Four Roles of the Social
• Jesus as Social
Conscience Educator
Conscience Educator

CHAPTER 2: Starting with Students
Means Understanding Myself
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. 11
• Marty's Experience in Hong Kong
• Mike's Experience in Taiwan
• Why Don't Students Seem
to Care?
• Dweller vs. Seeker Spirituality
• Benefits and Pitfalls of Seeker
Spirituality
• Social Conscience Education as a
Practice-Oriented Spirituality

CHAPTER 4: Service-Learning as a
Christian Ministry . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. 33
• Introducing Service-Learning
• Stages of Service-Learning at
HKIS
• The Power of Orphanages
• "Simulations: Changing People's
'Soles' " by David Begbie
CHAPTER 5: Five Strategies for
Developing Student Reflection
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. 45
• Journal Writing
• Circle Discussion
• Class Blog
• Sharing Rituals
• Personal Conversations

CHAPTER 6: Understanding the
Journey of Social Conscience as a
Christian Ministry . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. 53
• Impact of Social Conscience
Education
• A Model of the Journey of Social
Conscience
• A Lutheran Understanding of the
Journey of Social Conscience
• Yvonne's Story
• Service-Learning as a Strategy for
Spiritual Growth
CHAPTER 7: Cultural Dimensions
of Social Conscience Ministry in
Asia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . P. 63
• Jesus and Paul as Multicultural
Educators
• Do You Think like an Asian or a
Westerner?
• Social Conscience and Traditional
Chinese Thinking
• Self-Efficacy in Asian Culture

The text, pictures, tables, and figures in this publication are protected under
copyright law. If readers would like to reproduce information contained
in this booklet, contact the authors directly for permission: Marty Schmidt
(mschmidt@hkis.edu.hk) or Mike Kersten (mkersten@hkis.edu.hk).
Christ, Conscience, and the Curriculum: ALEA Schools in Mission was
published for the Asian Lutheran Education Association conference in Hong
Kong, October 21-22, 2011.

Table of Contents

APPENDICES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. 78
• Further Reading
• List of Figures and Tables
• About ALEA
• About the Authors

PREFACE: Why Social Conscience
Education for ALEA?
Greetings from the Asia Lutheran Education
Association where we are very happy to see
the contents of Marty’s thesis and Mike’s
teaching experiences put into such an
easily accessible form.

ALEA
Executive
Director, Ted
Engelbrecht,
received the
prestigious
Peace and
Friendship
Award
from the
Vietnamese
government
in 2011.
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Education for social conscience,
which is a key part of servicelearning, should be a hallmark
of Lutheran education as it takes
seriously our notion of vocation.
According to this concept, the
‘priesthood of all the baptized’ acts as the
‘masks’ of God, serving each other and all
of creation on behalf of God in response to the
love and salvation He first freely gives us.
There are at least seven reasons to include education for
social conscience as a part of Lutheran education:
1. As our programs put students face to face with the
reality of poverty, need and injustice in new and often
challenging situations, students experience a revelation
of personal and collective sin, and
the need for redemption.
2. This process also engages
them in a “renewal of our mind”
(Romans 12:2) that we may
become a living sacrifice for God,
motivated by His compassion and
mercy, which He first showered
on us.

Living a life
of service
helps us to
follow Jesus
and come to
know him
better.

3. When social conscience education is Spirit-directed
and Scripture-based, it describes the sanctified life of
Christians, and gives students a sense of their vocation
and calling to minister to the world. As Micah 6:8
states, “What does the Lord require of you but to do
justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God?”
4. Having students engaged in service models God’s
unconditional love in relationships with our neighbors.
5. Promoting and living a life of service helps all of us
to follow Jesus and through this discipleship we come to
know Him better.
6. Directed and intentional programs challenge students
to leave that which is familiar and venture into new
social areas for the sake of Christ.

For these reasons and more, we who are involved
in Lutheran education should work on improving,
intentionalizing and institutionalizing service programs
and service-learning in our schools and curricula, both
in response to God’s work and calling, and for the sake
of our neighbors and the world. Thanks again, Marty
and Mike, for your work in helping others do this in a
practical way.
Rev. Ted Engelbrecht, ALEA Executive Director

Why Social Conscience
Education for ALEA?

7. Finally, working with others who already live lives of
service demonstrates to students how Christian servant
leadership is lived out in our Asian communities.
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The following works are recommended for
further reading on a Lutheran theology of
service and social conscience:
Baker, Robert C. (2011). Natural Law:
A Lutheran Appraisal. St. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House.
A collection of writings by sixteen
contemporary Lutheran scholars, teachers,
and pastors discussing the “big question” of
common human morality.
Harrison, Matthew (2008). Christ Have
Mercy: How to Put Your Faith in Action. St.
Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House.
Rev. Harrison draws upon Scripture, the
writings of Lutheran church fathers, and his
own experience, including time as executive
director of LCMS World Relief and Human
Care, to present a plea for Christians to
“consider the innumerable opportunities we
have to show mercy -- to fellow Christians
and to anyone God places in our path.”
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Harrison, Matthew (2004). The Church’s
Role of Mercy in the Community. St. Louis,
MO: LCMS World Relief and Human
Care.
This booklet explicates the Biblical concept
of diakonia, the act of loving service to the
needy and its unity with proclamation and
worship as three inseparable components of
the church’s sacred task of mercy.
Harrison, Matthew (2003). Sanctification
and Charitable Works in Lutheran Theology.
St. Louis, MO: LCMS World Relief and
Human Care.

Why Social Conscience
Education for ALEA?

Including a forward from Rev. John
Nunes, this short booklet advocates a
corporate and communal “living out” of
justification according to the incarnational
and sacramental theology of the Lutheran
church.
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CHAPTER 1: Introducing Social
Conscience Education as a 21st Century
Approach to Ministry
Introduction
God chooses to act at just the right time in history.
With a globalized world facing unparalleled
opportunity and ever-present crisis, it is at this time
that the “Pacific Century” has arrived. God’s ministry
is for us, here and now, in a dynamic Asia that is visibly
assuming a greater share of global responsibility. God’s
mission is for us, here and now, amidst daily news of
natural disasters, economic uncertainty, climate
change, nuclear threats and a litany of other
concerns. Indeed, this is a daunting and
exciting time. And so God has chosen
to act, here and now, in us, in Asia,
living and serving His world in this
historical moment.
Like us, you are probably attending
this conference because deep in
your soul you believe that to lead
and serve at this pivotal time we need
an educational ministry that is
both academically rigorous and
spiritually nourishing. And
there might be no better
place on earth for such a
practice to thrive. Education
is traditionally accorded high
value in Asia and the vibrant
diversity of religious traditions in

5

Top: Opening Ceremony of Concordia
International School Hanoi, September 9,
2011. Bottom: Corries holds a baby at the
Foshan orphanage in China.

Therefore, with one pedagogical eye on the state of the
planet and the other on the needs of our students, we
have been seeking to realize ALEA’s mission in our daily
classroom experience. This spiritual journey has led us
as two Lutheran teachers in Hong Kong to integrate
our faith life, reading of the Gospels, intellectual
pursuits, passion for service, and love of Asian culture
and language into a single piece. These various threads
have become knit together into a practice that we call
social conscience education. In this book we share what
this concept means for us as ALEA educators with the
hope that it will inspire and equip us to love “in action
and in truth” (I John 3:18).
What is Social Conscience?
When we hear the word “conscience,” many people
think of that little voice inside our heads that guides
moral decision-making. If
we add “social” to
“conscience,” then
we project that
conscience onto
the larger social,
political, and
economic canvas
of our world. For
a Christian, this
Justin at the Red Cross
School in Lam Tin,
Hong Kong.

Introducing Social Conscience Education
as a 21st Century Approach to Ministry

Asia makes conversations of the spirit readily available.
Accordingly, the mission of ALEA is to take this
dual Asian heritage - a deep respect for learning and
a reverence for the spiritual dimension of life - and
synthesize it with Christ’s ringing directive to “love the
Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind”
and to “love your neighbor as yourself.”
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conscience is guided by the indwelling
of the Holy Spirit, who sanctifies
and transforms us into the likeness
of Christ. Thus, Christian
social conscience is God’s Spirit
working through us in society.

Social conscience
can be defined
as a personal
consideration of
one's role and
responsibility
in society in the
context of an
emotionallyengaged
understanding
of the world.
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Some years ago I (Marty) began
conducting research in the area
of social conscience education.
Doing a qualitative study gave
me the opportunity to have a
series of sophisticated conversations
with students and teachers about how
best to educate local and international
students for social conscience in Hong
Kong. When asked, both groups of
students had a strong sense that society
was not going in the right direction.
Despite their disappointment, they
wanted to learn more about the world,
and get involved in making a difference.
For most students in the two schools,
their motivation was not specifically
Christian; they simply wanted to improve
the world and make it a more humane
place for themselves and others. As
Christian teachers, however, we see their
desire to make a difference as an opening
for God’s Spirit to work in their hearts on
a personal level and within society as well.
To begin this booklet, we would like to
start with a definition of social conscience
that emerged from my (Marty) research
with HKIS students and teachers.
Through interviewing students and

Jesus as Social Conscience Educator
We often times refer to Jesus as the Master Teacher.
But what was he teaching about? We know that he
shared the good news about life in the Kingdom of
God, which ultimately leads to eternal life. However,
at the same time we often overlook the historical setting
in which Jesus lived and how his first listeners would
have heard His words and applied them. It was the
contemporary relevance of his message - perceived as
a threat by the ruling authorities - that resulted in the
plot to destroy him.
As part of the Roman Empire, the world of 1st century
Palestine was a colonized land. The Roman authorities
employed local Jewish officials to rule, squeezing out
every last ounce of taxation, in money and in kind
(e.g., crops), from the peasant masses. The Kingdom of
Rome had enslaved the people of God.

Jesus' signature phrase, the Kingdom
of God, was a direct challenge to the
Kingdom of Rome.
Into this environment walked Jesus whose signature
phrase, the Kingdom of God, was more than a subtle
provocation of the Jewish political and religious rulers

Introducing Social Conscience Education
as a 21st Century Approach to Ministry

teachers and reading student essays, social conscience
came to be understood as “a personal consideration
of one’s role and responsibility in society in the
context of an emotionally-engaged understanding of
the world.” This definition suggests that students are
hungering to find their place in the world. Who better
than Christian educators, inspired and guided by the
Author and Perfector of our faith (Hebrews 12:2), to
help students come to an understanding of their place
in God’s world?
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who ultimately owed their
allegiance to the Empire of
Rome. In contrast to the
dominant powers who ruled
by a hierarchy of fear, Jesus’
allegiance was to the God
of the Exodus who wanted
to burst asunder the bonds
that enslaved and bring "good
news to the poor" (Luke 4:18).
He wanted to break through
the fear that made his families
and friends in rural Galilee timidly
concerned with nothing more than a handto-mouth existence, and to become part of something
larger. Jesus’ vision of the Kingdom of God was a direct
challenge to the Kingdom of Rome.
As part of his pedagogical strategy, Jesus took his
disciples on what we might call “service-learning field
trips.” Drawing on just a few examples, during these
outings he and the disciples:
• crossed from the Jewish side of Lake Galilee to the
Gentile side to heal a demon-possessed man
(Mark 5:1).
• healed a woman of her bleeding (Mark 5:29)
• ate with tax collectors, who were collaborators with
the Romans (Luke 15:1-3).
But teaching people about the kingdom of God in the
midst of Roman oppression was as important as the
“service” they rendered, for on these trips they learned
that the kingdom:
• was open to everyone, Jews as well as Gentiles
(Mark 5:1-20).
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The dynamic process of action and reflection, service
and learning, that Jesus led his “class” of disciples
through resulted in an education so powerful that they
form the basis of Christian social conscience education
twenty centuries later. We hope that seeing Jesus as
a social conscience educator can inspire us as ALEA
schools to engage in more service and social action in
our communities, and in so doing will enable us to
know, follow, and share Jesus in more authentic and
profound ways.

Introducing Social Conscience Education
as a 21st Century Approach to Ministry

• involved public recognition and restoration of social
outcasts (Mark 5:30-34).
• included accepting back those who had gone astray
and who had returned, like the Prodigal Son
(Luke 15:11-32).
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CHAPTER 2: Starting with Students
Means Understanding Myself
Marty's Experience in Hong Kong
I was called to serve at HKIS as a history
and religion teacher in 1990. Growing
up in a Lutheran family and being
called to serve overseas as an
educational missionary, I took
my vocation very seriously. An
important passage for me was II
Corinthians 5:17, “If anyone is in
Christ, he is a new creation; the
old has passed away; behold, the
new has come.” I valued the spiritual
dimension of life and believed that
the Christian story offered this path of
transformation. My role as a teacher was to
help foster this type of change within my students.

Marty with
wife Zella and
daughter Christa The reality once I reached Hong Kong, however,
in 1995.
fell despairingly short of my idealistic expectations.
Trying to teach religion as a new teacher at a highpowered school in a foreign culture left me feeling, as I
unintentionally blurted out at a gathering of Lutheran
teachers in my second year, “alienated” and “shot at.”
Disappointed that my very hard work teaching religion
seemed to bear such unimpressive fruit, I wondered:
where was God’s power to change people’s lives?
Shouldn’t transformation be the goal of the educational
journey, especially at a Christian school?
In the midst of my soul-searching, I was asked to
co-lead a week-long student trip to an orphanage in
Pattaya, Thailand, founded and run by a colorful priest
named Father Ray Brennan. Being new myself to these
kinds of service trips, I was quite taken by how students
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talked in such glowing terms about their experiences.
Elements of this sought-after transformation began
appearing in comments and essays in ways that never
seemed to happen in my classes. And as an overtaxed
young teacher, I was keenly aware that taking kids to
play with babies at an orphanage was so much easier
than slaving over lesson plans!

Mike’s Experience in Taiwan
Similar to Marty, I came to my educational ministry
in Asia animated with a profound sense of calling. I
was raised with and came to know the Christian life as
one of purpose, meaning, and transformation, and I
had been personally and deeply affected by the work of
Christ in my life. Thus, when I began teaching Bible
class in Taiwan, I was thrilled to share these life-giving
aspects of my faith with my students. What I found,
however, was that most of my material just did not
connect with the students in the my classroom. We
read Bible stories. We defined concepts like sin and
grace. We talked about faith. And yet, for most of my
students, this message fell flat.
How could this be? Why
didn’t students seem
interested in loving
God or loving
their neighbor
as themselves?
Mike teaching Bible class
in Concordia Middle
School in Chiayi, Taiwan
in 2004.

Starting with Students
Means Understanding Myself

Inspired by these experiences, I began experimenting
with service activities and what I would later call social
conscience courses. But it wasn’t until I began my
research that I came to gain a clearer understanding of
my students.
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Why were they so disengaged from my lessons? In
short, why didn’t students seem to care? I was holding
this question in my heart and mind when I attended
the “Ablaze!” conference at HKIS in 2005. That was
when I first met Marty who was leading a workshop on
service-learning.
When Marty described his students’ responses to
service, I thought that this experiential element was
exactly what all our talking about God in the classroom
had been missing. He invited me to bring students
from my school in Taiwan to join a group he was taking
to a state-run orphanage in Foshan, China during the
summer. Not only did that first orphanage trip open
up avenues for sharing the Gospel with my students
that never existed before in my classroom, it also helped
my own faith transcend beyond something bookish and
learned to something breathing and living.
Why had this been so difficult with my students before?
What were the obstacles that had been holding my
students back and how had service-learning broken
down those walls? When Marty began his doctoral
research on social conscience education, these were
among his leading questions.
Why Don’t Students Seem to Care?
Contrary to my (Marty) initial expectations, students
were quite critical of their generation and strongly
agreed that they and their fellow students had a serious
moral problem. When I asked students why they
didn't seem to care about the community, international
school students and local Hong
Kong students gave different, but
"This is
related, responses.
1. Disconnectedness:
International students
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how life is:
everyone is
separated."

at HKIS indicated that their distance from the
“realities of life” made it difficult for them to
develop a social conscience. The metaphor most
used by students to describe their life experience
was that they were “living in a bubble.”
2. Self-centeredness: Local students in Hong
Kong indicated that their intense focus on
themselves -- their grades, their parents’ wishes,
technology, and the path toward personal success -precluded social conscience development.

“The reason I chose
this worldview of
separateness may be
because of my ten
years of education in
local school. When I
discussed this matter
with my friends in my old
school, they all agreed with
my thoughts. In a local school,
everyone is in their small glass marble,
caring only about their tests and exam
grades. We do not walk out of our
bubbles and connect to the world. This
is how life is: everyone is separated.”

Chloe graduated
from HKIS in
2011.

There is a range of reasons for this separation that
Chloe speaks about in our schools. Most personally,
our students experience academic competitiveness, an
exam-based educational culture, and fragmentation of
the curriculum. But they also spoke of larger social

Starting with Students
Means Understanding Myself

A comment from Chloe, a Chinese student
who transferred to HKIS from a
local school, typifies both of
these themes:
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forces at work - materialism, technology, lack of role
models, and breakdown of the family - that encourage
disconnectedness and self-centeredness.
But rather than focusing on the specific aspects of the
problem, what’s most important is that students seem
to be in agreement, “We have a problem!” And the
problem is not just personal, or in our school, or even in
our culture; they can see, in a way that past generations
couldn’t, that the problem of disconnectedness and selfcenteredness is truly global.
Dweller vs. Seeker Spirituality
So if students do, in fact, agree that they are “missing
the mark,” then why weren’t our early Bible lessons
met with greater enthusiasm? A book by American
sociologist Robert Wuthnow, After Heaven: Spirituality
in American Since the 1950s, has helped us understand
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Figure 2.1: Dweller-Centered Spirituality

that adolescents today grow up in a very different world
than we did in suburban Baltimore and St. Louis.
In his book Wuthnow introduces two contrasting
concepts, dweller spirituality and seeker spirituality,
that helped us to re-think how to reach students in our
classes.

Starting with Students
Means Understanding Myself

In the days before widespread communications
technology and increasingly multicultural communities,
individuals grew up as members of a home, church,
school, and neighborhood which more or less provided
a singular spiritual message. This message was
understood to be absolutely true, and imparting it
to the next generation insured that they would dwell
in safety and security both here and evermore. As
such, spirituality in our families and communities
was habitual. The educational method used can be
called a transmission model; that is, spiritual truths are

Figure 2.2: Seeker-Centered Spirituality

16

inculcated through the traditional classroom methods
of catechetical memorization and recitation.
As societies have become more diverse, individuals
today are more likely to grow up as members of
multiple communities with multiple messages. The
traditional triangle of home, church, and school now
brings us into contact with others within our own
neighborhoods that have different values, beliefs, and
lifestyles than the previous generation. Now, spirituality
is negotiated in the marketplace of ideas. We seem to
have lost the sense that there are absolutes. Today’s
mainstream educational methods emphasize the equal
validity of these perspectives and encourage students to
seek their own truth amidst a smorgasbord of choices.
Wuthnow calls this “seeker-centered spirituality.”
Benefits and Pitfalls of Seeker Spirituality
In the 21st century, the global reality is that
most of our students are being raised in
communities that exhibit features of seeker
spirituality. Unlike the traditional religious
schools of yesteryear in which teachers
stood before rows of pupils whose parents
shared their beliefs and readily encouraged
their propagation, today’s ALEA teachers
walk into classrooms bearing the full
spectrum of backgrounds from atheism to
faith with every possible flavor and level of
commitment along the way. Parents may or
may not support the teacher’s transmission
of one particular religious tradition, and
consequently the institution of dwelleroriented methods is often met with mixed
reactions at home and skepticism or
opposition in the classroom.
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Because students live among the new norms of seekeroriented culture, they are incredibly sensitive to
preferential treatment or perceived bias of one specific
religious view against all others. But while they are
more responsive to a pick-and-choose model, often
the result is one of exposure to many ideas without
sufficient depth in any. Commitment to one faith
tradition, a hallmark of dweller-centered religious
education, is becoming less and less common. This
challenge left us unsure how to reach our students in
our respective ministries.

Starting with Students
Means Understanding Myself

Social Conscience Education
as a Practice-Oriented Spirituality
In light of our experiences and research with students
and in the context of Wuthnow's conceptual
framework, we have come to see social conscience
education as a way to resolve the tension between

Marty's "Service, Society, and the Sacred"
class engaged in spiritual practice
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dweller and seeker spiritualities. In
Wuthnow's terms, social conscience
education can be an example of a
“practice-oriented spirituality,”
which he defines as engaging
“intentionally in activities
that deepen their relationship
to the sacred” (p. 169).
Reading sacred texts,
keeping a journal, prayer,
meditation, spiritual retreats,
and use of other devotional
techniques can be “lifetransforming, causing people
to engage in service to others and
to lead their lives in a worshipful
manner” (p. 169). Our HKIS
experience suggests that service should play
a prominent role in a practice-centered spirituality; for
the majority of students, it is the most effective way for
them to consider the spiritual dimension of life. Taken
together, a practice-oriented spirituality connects inner
spiritual growth to a life of service.
A practice-oriented spirituality can be seen as a
synthesis of these two spiritual models. On one hand,
a practice-oriented approach retains the experiential
dimension of the dweller model, which provides depth.
Even something that might be considered a solitary
practice, such as prayer or meditation, often connects a
person to a long-standing tradition. At the same time,
the exploratory nature of spiritual practices affirms the
seeker approach. Whether its personal reflection or
service-learning, there is no “one right answer.” We
think this approach to ministry is one that is inviting to
students in our classrooms.
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Concordia Middle School students
from Chiayi, Taiwan work at a
state-run orphanage and worship
at a local church during Marty
and Mike's first service trip
together in July 2006.

Starting with Students
Means Understanding Myself

To bring this chapter to a close, the concept that we
call social conscience education grew out of our own joys
and struggles in our teaching ministries in Hong Kong
and Taiwan. Meeting our students’ needs paradoxically
required much introspection, and to recognize that we
grew up differently than they have. The pedagogical
approaches of our dweller-centered upbringing didn’t
prepare us to teach seeker-oriented students. However,
our journey with service-learning activities has offered
a path forward that bridges these two approaches. We
have come to see that social conscience education,
especially when combined with spiritual practices, offers
a holistic approach that meets the spiritual needs of our
students in the 21st century.

20

CHAPTER 3: Social Conscience
Pedagogy and Content
Why the Curriculum?
This way of
If using a practice-oriented
Christ should be
social conscience education is
one of the best ways to know,
put at the center
follow, and share Christ,
of the academic
then we feel this strategy
curriculum.
should be placed at the
very heart of what we do as
Lutheran educators in Asia.
Programs that develop social conscience should not be
“extracurricular,” that is, relegated to after school clubs
or weekend outings. Rather this way of Christ should
be at the very center of what we deliver as schools - the
academic curriculum.
Certainly, it is not a simple task to embed social
conscience courses in a school’s curriculum. Nationally
mandated standards, skeptical faculty, or the everpresent limitations of time and money may stand in the
way. But all obstacles aside, putting social conscience
materials into the curriculum is our long-term goal.
Start with Big Questions that Open the Heart
So, where to start? We think that the key in designing
a social conscience curriculum is figuring out what
the big questions are of a given course of study, and
planning units and classes around these questions. In
this regard, we are surely following Jesus, who used
questions extensively in his teaching. Some of Jesus’
most famous statements in the Bible were in the form
of questions:
• “Who do men say that I am? . . . But who do you
say that I am?” (Mark 8:27, 29)
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• “For what does it profit a man, to gain the whole
world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36)
• Jesus said to him the third time, “Simon, son of
John, do you love me?” (John 21:17)

”

Jesus used questions for a variety of purposes: to probe
more deeply, to dramatize a point, to question an
assumption, to invoke popular opinion, or to reveal
injustice. We as social
conscience teachers can
follow Jesus’ lead by also
skillfully using questions
Jesus said, "I
to help students consider
social conscience issues
will ask you
and their underlying
a question;
spiritual values.

”

When we begin our
Humanities I in Action
class, we hand out a set
of questions that asks
students to give their
initial opinions about ‘big questions’ that we will
examine throughout the year. Here are some examples:
• Is human nature fundamentally good or evil?
• What motivates you more, love or fear?
• Which has more of a civilizing effect on people,
living in the countryside or living in a city?
• Is human civilization progressing or declining?
• Do you think of God as being ‘up’ or ‘in’?

Keeping the ‘big questions’ in mind reminds students
of what’s important, and that the course is essentially
about making sense of our beliefs, or our worldview.
We use these questions to frame our learning for the
year, and to help us achieve the central task of coming
to understand oneself in the context of the world. Now

Social Conscience
Pedagogy and Content

answer me."
Mark 11: 29
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The most
powerful
solution is a
curriculum that
simultaneously
re-connects
and de-centers
students.

let’s take these ‘big questions’ and see how
they fit into a social conscience curriculum
model.

A Curriculum Model for
Social Conscience Education
If disconnectedness and self-centeredness are
the fundamental problems facing today’s
youths, we feel that the most powerful
solution is a curriculum that simultaneously
re-connects and de-centers them. We have
found that the best way to accomplish this goal is to
study contemporary issues that students find relevant.
They come to understand, “It’s a big world out there,”
and that many people are suffering from a myriad of
problems. Studying these issues both expands their
world and diminishes their self-focus.
Using ‘big questions’ as our starting point, we have
developed the following model for teaching social
conscience classes that works well with students:

Contemporary
Events
Psychological and
Sociological Perspectives
The Big Questions

Figure 3.1: A Curriculum Model for Social
Conscience Education
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We start with contemporary events that we
think students will care about. Here are
some local and global issues that we have
dealt with in recent years, and questions
that could be linked to these events:

Is it morally
acceptable for
some poor Hong
Kong people to
live in cages?

Global events:
1) Arab Spring: how will this revolution affect the
balance of power in the Middle East? Is violence
or nonviolence the best way to effect change in the
world?
2) Killing of Osama Bin Laden: was justice served
or should he have been arrested and tried by the
International Criminal Court?
3) War in Libya: was it right for the US and its allies
to attack Moammar Gaddafi and his regime?
Exercising their social
conscience, an increasing
number of Hong Kong
people have turned out
in recent years to Victoria
Park on the anniversary
of the June 4, 1989
killings in Tianamen
Square to call upon
China to re-evaluate
the official government
version of those events.

Social Conscience
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Local issues:
1) Shooting of Hong Kong people in
Manila: how do we process our grief?
2) The June 4th Incident/Massacre: Is Hong
Kong’s annual candlelight vigil an opportunity
for or a threat to China?
3) Riots in Tibet: is the Dalai Lama a global
spiritual leader or an agitator that threatens the
harmony of China?
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The attack on Libya
was supported by the
United Nations, but some
countries, such as Russia
and China, abstained
from the UN vote. Was
supporting the rebels, which
led to Gaddafi's overthrow,
the right choice to make?
Let’s take an issue like the recent war in Libya. We
start by reading about the events in Libya and studying
relevant historical issues. In keeping with the model,
however, we dig deeper. From a psychological
perspective, how are people suffering in Libya under
Gaddafi’s rule? From a sociological view, what will be
the international response to the U.S. invading a third
Muslim country? But then we can even go deeper to
the personal worldview level and help students see the
bigger questions that underlie this event: how should
the international community respond to impending
crises? Does the United Nations have a “responsibility
to protect” and to intervene in conflicts? Can
intervention work? What role, "if any," should violence
play in creating a peaceful world? Dancing between
the three levels enables students to see the depth and
complexity of current events, and the importance of
developing one’s worldview.
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Student Responses to Social Conscience Education
Let’s take a sample social conscience lesson and see
how students responded. When I (Marty) was doing
research at Concordia-North Point, I talked to students
who had studied cruelty towards animals in their
English class. Their teacher, Valeria Pritchard, had
shown dramatic videos about animal abuse. Students
at North Point typically responded in the following
manner: their awareness was heightened by the videos,
they came to care emotionally about the issue, and some

students were so deeply affected that they refused to buy
products that treated animals inhumanely. Throughout
the entire process, students felt a sense of relatedness to
animals in an unprecedented way. We can portray these
student responses in the following way:

Action

= Relatedness

Emotional
Engagement
Awareness

Earlier we defined social conscience as “a personal
consideration of one’s role and responsibility in society in the
context of an emotionally-engaged understanding of
the world.” Now we can understand this process more
clearly: awareness and emotional engagement are the
foundation of social conscience, which, when combined,
lead to a personal action response beyond the classroom.
At every level - of knowledge, feeling, and action students come into relationship with what they study.
Valeria Pritchard
used a video about
the destruction of
seal populations
to raise the social
conscience of her
students.

Social Conscience
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Figure 3.2: Four Elements of Social
Conscience Education
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”

A Social Conscience
Lesson Plan
Now let’s take another
contemporary issue
that students care
about. For the last
several years we
have started our
Humanities I in
Action course with the
following picture of
Sao Paulo, Brazil.

With the model in mind, we ask
students three questions:
1) What do you see?
2) What do you feel?
3) What do you want to do?
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”

If anyone has
material possessions
and sees a brother or
sister in need but has
no pity on them, how
can the love of God
be in that person?
I John 3:17

An aerial view of housing in a community of Sao Paulo, Brazil.

Figure 3.3: Champagne Glass Analogy, Kinsler & Kinsler

The Champagne Glass Analogy takes the stark,
shocking wealth disparity evident in the Sao
Paulo picture and projects this onto a global scale.
Following a class discussion, we probe deeper with
some ‘big questions’:
• Who is more responsible for poverty, the rich or
the poor?
• Does capitalism promote a “level playing field”
that moves society towards greater equality or
does capitalism help the “rich get richer, and the
poor get poorer?”

Social Conscience
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Then we show students the "Champagne Glass
Analogy," which represents the worldwide
distribution of wealth:
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Using these two images and asking several big questions,
we are able to generate critical thinking and discussion
among students about issues that they find relevant. This
communicates to students what the course is all about
- personal and collective engagement about issues that
really matter.
Four Roles of the Social Conscience Educator
So, what are the characteristics of a social conscience
educator, and how can we see these characteristics in
Jesus, our model teacher? Through interviews with
students and teachers, four key qualities emerged of what
it means to be an effective social conscience teacher.
Table 3.4: Four Roles of the Social Conscience Educator

Four Roles of the Social Conscience Educator
1. Curriculum Innovator
2. Pedagogue of Critical Thinking
3. Facilitator of Wonder and Hope
4. Empathetic Mentor

1. Curriculum Innovator
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First, teachers need to be curriculum innovators. We
have found that students hunger to discuss issues that
are relevant to them and their world. To satisfy student
interest, teachers can’t rely on textbooks, but rather need
to draw upon contemporary issues that appeal to young
people. One student at Concordia-North Point made a
striking comment when she was asked what advice she
would have for social conscience teachers:

“But if we only learn something from the book, after
having exams we will forget everything we learned.
Like when I asked my dad if he can teach me what
he learned when he was young, he said he had
already forgotten everything.”
Students, especially in the Internet Age, resist learning
something as human and dynamic as social conscience
from a textbook. This requires that teachers are
constantly creating new materials with which to engage
students.

2. Pedagogue of Critical Thinking
Second, teachers need to know how to teach for critical
thinking. All educational systems in modern societies
want students to become critical thinkers. Oxfam’s
(2006) roles of the teacher are helpful in this regard.
In order to facilitate critical thinking, Oxfam suggest
that teachers use a variety of pedagogical stances,
which include: impartial chairperson (which ensures
that a variety of student perspectives are heard); a
balanced approach (in which teachers present multiple
perspectives); declared interest (in which teachers voice
their own opinion to stimulate classroom discussion);
commitment (in which teachers reveal their opinion);
and “devil’s advocate” (in which teachers choose
minority views to provoke student response). In the
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Jesus’ teaching certainly inspires in this regard. The
principle form of his teaching strategy, the parable,
reveals his endless creativity and innovation. Research
on Jesus’ parables shows that he drew upon real social,
political, and economic situations that form the
backdrop of his stories. He took these “current events”
and created brilliant stories, helping ordinary Jewish
people gain new insight into his master concept, the
Kingdom of God.
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Carol Halter's ministry welcomes
Hong Kong streetsleepers to
re-enact the Christmas story, a
joyous event for all.
end, the delicate
balance needed to be
a teacher of social
conscience requires
a high degree of
integrity on the part
of the teacher.
Again, the Gospels
leave us a record of
parables and teachings,
some of which don’t have
nice neat endings, and even
contain some ‘hard sayings.’
Part of our enduring fascination
with Jesus is that his wisdom and insight
continue to emerge many centuries later. These are
legacies of his teaching for critical thinking.
3. Facilitator of Wonder and Hope
Third, teachers need to make sure that wonder and
hope are marks of the social conscience classroom.
There are a lot of difficult realities to face when
studying social conscience education, but it is essential
for teachers to include wonder and hope in their
instruction. Jesus himself is a great example. Despite
the threats he faced, Jesus seemed to be keenly aware
of the “birds of the air and the lilies of the field”
(Matthew 6:26, 28). In contrast to the culture of his
day, he enjoyed playing with children, which cannot
help but renew one’s sense of wonder. He also spoke of
the hope inside of him regarding the resurrection and
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the ultimate triumph of God over evil. As Christian
teachers, we need to be empowered by the “mustard
seed” of hope that lies in every situation, and to share
this with others. We should “always be prepared to give
an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason
for the hope that you have” (I Peter 3:15).

The final essential quality of a social conscience
teacher is being an empathetic mentor. Throughout
the journey of social conscience, students often feel
disoriented. Teachers of social conscience need to see
their role as one that leads students safely through this
stage of disorientation to a more stable and satisfying
understanding. Being an empathetic mentor means,
first, to engage students in ways that go beyond
the academic demands of the classroom and pay
attention to the personal, emotional, and spiritual
dimensions of learning. Secondly, being an empathetic
mentor involves developing relationships in the social
conscience classroom. Students at both schools at
which I (Marty) did research emphasized that they
wanted teachers who are open-minded, respectful, and
who seek to develop relationships with them. If social
conscience aims to enhance the relationship of the self
to the community, this connection needs to begin most
importantly in the immediate context of classroom
relationships. Again, Jesus’ patience in not only
teaching, but living with the disciples is a model of the
kind of empathetic mentoring we should aim to provide
for our students.
Social conscience education is a high calling and a
vital ministry within ALEA. Striking the right balance
is demanding. For ALEA teachers, employing such
sensitivity asks us to rely on God’s Holy Spirit, “who
will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13).

Social Conscience
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4. Empathetic Mentor
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CHAPTER 4: Service-Learning
as a Christian Ministry
Up until this point, we have been discussing
social conscience in the classroom. However,
we have found that the most effective way
to initiate students on their journeys of
social conscience is getting them out of
the classroom and participating in servicelearning activities.

Bethany
Wetjen, HKIS
Class of 1996

Introducing Service-Learning
Over the last 30 years in the United States,
the term “service-learning” has become
widely used to describe service experiences
that promote action and reflection upon social
issues. Eyler and Giles in their seminal book, Where’s
the Learning in Service-Learning (1999), refrain from
providing a single definition of their central concept.
Rather, “we accept [that] any program that attempts to
link academic study with service can be characterized
as service-learning” (p. 5). Eyler and Giles include a
table borrowed from Sigmon (1996) that shows how
academic goals and service experiences can be linked
with different emphases (Figure 4.1).
This table demonstrates that there
are levels of integrating service into
the curriculum. The closer the
connection between the service and
the learning, the better. For example,
as part of our 9th grade Humanities
I in Action course, we take refugees
(that are temporarily in Hong Kong)
to a nearby beach for the day or invite
them to activities at HKIS. However,
if we can provide readings beforehand
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"Service
scars you
in the most
beautiful
way
possible."
- Bethany
Wetjen

Table 4.1: A Service and Learning Typology

service-LEARNING
Learning goals primary;
			service outcomes secondary
SERVICE-learning
Service outcomes primary;
			learning goals secondary
service learning
Service and learning goals 		
			separate
SERVICE-LEARNING
			
			

Service and learning goals of 		
equal weight; each enhances the
other for all participants.

about the refugee issue in Hong Kong or have a guest
speaker visit, we enhance both their service as well as
their learning. Even better is combining these in-class
activities and their out-of-class service with experiential
learning. Crossroads has a Refugee Run simulation
(see page 42 for more details) that gives students the
experience of being an Afghani refugee. It is very
dramatic (some would say frightening!) and highly
effective in helping students empathize with refugees
that they meet.
Later in this chapter,
we will discuss more
about various levels
of service-learning,
but for now it’s
2007 CWEF girls
scholarship winners and
HKIS students jump for
joy in Deqing, China

Service-Learning as
a Christian Ministry

Source. Sigmon, R. (1996) "The Problem of Definitions in ServiceLearning." In R. Sigmon and others, The Journey to ServiceLearning. Washington, D.C.: Council of Independent Colleges.
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There was a sense of

important not to
remarkable internal
lose sight of what’s
coherence as I was able
most important.
And that is: we
to connect to my work
get excited about
physically, emotionally,
service-learning
spiritually and morally.
because most
students love these
experiences! Year after year students talk to us and write
essays for us about how service has affected them, even
changed them in a fundamental way. Their testimony
reminds us that there is great joy in re-connecting
and de-centering! Here is how one of Marty’s
students, Jasmine, described her service
experience in Mongolia:

Jasmine Lau,
HKIS Class
of 2008
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“Volunteering to build houses for
Habitat for Humanity was one of
the highlights of my life. Everyday on
that trip, I felt a remarkable sense of
harmony with myself, with my groupmates and with the environment. Before
this trip, I had never enjoyed sweating or
manual labor (being pampered and spoilt,
especially by air-conditioning, in Hong Kong),
but this time, I found the job meaningful, and even
fun. I enjoyed working in a village surrounded by
pastures and fields that extended towards mountains
in the far horizon. I enjoyed the feeling of being in a
group working hard and striving towards a common
goal. I enjoyed connecting with the Mongolian family
and seeing how much the house and our contribution
meant to them. But most of all, I enjoyed the work
because it was beautiful. It was not just meaningful;
it was deeper than that. It felt right to me. There was
a sense of remarkable internal coherence as I was
able to connect to my work physically, emotionally,
spiritually and morally . . . It is special experiences

like these that bring a heightened sense of
meaning and purpose to my life and help
connect me to my spirituality.”

Stages of Service-Learning
at HKIS
HKIS as an institution
has progressed through
various stages of service
and service-learning
over the last 20 years. As
you read through these
stages, ask yourself where
your school is and how
you could help move your
institution to the next level.
Day of Giving
was the first
experience that
many HKIS
students had
with service.

Stage 1. Day of Giving: Beginning
in the 1970’s, HKIS began holding an
annual “Day of Giving” in which all
high school students participated in
some service outing on one day a year.

Mike's
students
visiting a
local nursing
home in
Hong Kong.

Service-Learning as
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Experiences like this one present
us as Christian teachers with
remarkable opportunities. Like
Jasmine, service-learning frequently
prompts big questions, and even
what could be called spiritual
experiences, that are more powerful
than anything we can do in the
classroom. We shouldn’t be surprised, for
many of us know the Matthew 25 refrain,
“If you have done it to the least of these, you have
done it unto me.” Serving the least of these brings
students into contact with something sacred. It is these
kinds of spiritual explorations that keep us excited
about service-learning as a holistic Christian ministry.
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HKIS
teacher Bill
Jordan and
students
entertain
local Chinese
students on
a scholarship
trip.

While getting students into the
community was positive for them,
we always imagined that the local
community was relieved when
the day was over and students
returned to campus! We often
joked that the program should
really have been called “Day of
Taking,” since we were seeking
learning experiences for our students
rather than considering how to make any
kind of lasting contribution to the community.
Stage 2. Service Interims: HKIS has a program called
“Interim” in which students travel to different countries
in March every year. When I (Marty) came to HKIS
in 1990, we only had one service interim. However,
in the mid-1990’s, a critical mass of students started
wanting more of these kinds of trips. The number of
service interims grew over the years, and today more
than half of all our interim trips include some kind of
service component. Service interims were key to the
enthusiasm for service-learning that began to build at
HKIS during the mid-1990’s.
Along with service trips came service clubs. Students
and teachers started fundraising and activity clubs that
supported agencies such as Oxfam, UNICEF, Amnesty
International, and Jane Goodall’s Roots and Shoots.
Stage 3. Service on Saturday: In 1997 HKIS
principal, Jim Handrich, called my wife and myself
into his office one day and suggested that we start an
ongoing service program on Saturdays to replace “Day
of Giving.” We reflexively defended our program, but
the more we talked, the more we knew he was right –
ongoing programs would be far more meaningful for
our students and for our community partners than a
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"The journey begins
when the blindfolds are
untied and fall away from
our vision; it is when we
see. When we went to
Foshan in my freshman
year, I saw. When I went to
Mongolia that same year,
I saw. It was a slow stirring
of my soul, an insistent
urging to go further out,
to see more, to do more,
feel more, give more,
empathize more with the
rest of the world."
- Tiffany ('08) reflecting on
her service experiences

Stage 4. Service-Learning:
The next big jump in our
understanding of the role
of service at HKIS occurred
in 1997 when a colleague,
George Coombs, and myself
(Marty) visited Ateneo, a
top Jesuit school outside
of Manila, Philippines. I
was very impressed with
a required senior-level course that combined study
of economics, sociology, and theology, and included
service work in the city’s slums. The course aimed
to prepare young Catholic men and women to give
back to their country. I reflected that while HKIS had
developed significant service programs, they were all
extracurricular. However, what Ateneo introduced to
me was far better – the integration of service into the
formal classroom setting. This intentional structuring
of learning that asked students to study in the
classroom, experience out of the classroom, and reflect
on both was clearly superior to our programs. The
course’s vision was so appealing that I returned to HKIS
feeling called to start such a course at our school.

Service-Learning as
a Christian Ministry

one-off event. Thus, Service
on Saturday (SOS) was born
in 1997 with six Saturday
programs in the Hong Kong
community. Although the
number has vacillated (with
as many as 17 programs
at one point), today we
have 14 SOS programs in
which students participate
approximately 10 Saturdays/
year.
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Marty
visits with a
joyous blind
Christian
woman in an
elderly home
in China.

Taking our cue from Ateneo, in 2000
George Coombs and myself started a
senior-level course called, “Service, Society,
and the Sacred.” Building on this course,
in 2002 we started “Humanities I in Action,”
a core interdisciplinary 9th grade humanities
course. And most recently, Mike initiated an exciting
elective called, “Asia History in Action: Cambodia.”
Students study the history of Cambodia, make two trips
to the country, and create educational and fundraising
projects to contribute to the programs and people that
they meet on their visits.
Integrating service into the curriculum can provide
students with a rich, holistic experience that powerfully
engages their hearts and minds simultaneously.
Drawing on Romans 12, Paul advises his followers not
to be “conformed to this world, but be transformed by
the renewal of your mind” (v. 2). While most service
touches students’ hearts, the main focus of school is the
life of the mind. Integrating service into the curriculum
offers students an opportunity to develop their
intellectual abilities, or as we say, the “mind of Christ”
(I Corinthians 2:16).
Table 4.2: Development of HKIS Service Program

Frequency of Service

Role in School

Examples

1. Short-term; episodic
Extracurricular
					

Day of Giving; a few 			
interims

2. Long-term; ongoing
Extracurricular
					

SOS program; service 			
clubs; more interims

3. Long-term; ongoing

Service-Learning Courses
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Curricular		

The Power of Orphanages
Where to begin with service-learning? One sure-fire
starting point is taking students to an orphanage, a
strategy for which there is no lack of scriptural support.
Taking up the “cause of the fatherless” (Deuteronomy
10:18) is among the most frequent Biblical injunctions
and, along with the treatment of widows and foreigners,
is often cited by the prophets as the ultimate indicator
of whether God’s people are following Him with actions

Service-Learning as
a Christian Ministry

The table on the left summarizes the development
of service over time at HKIS. Hopefully, it can be
seen that the growth of service at HKIS has been
incremental. We encourage ALEA schools to consider
where they are in their institutional journeys towards
social conscience, and to contemplate the next step.
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and in truth (Isaiah 1:17).
It should come as no surprise then that with respect to
social conscience education, a service-learning trip to
an orphanage can be immensely powerful. Abstract
concepts such as unconditional love, divine compassion,
and our adoption as God’s children are difficult to
explain in a classroom and impossible to experience.
But after just a few minutes cradling an orphaned child
in your arms, many disarming walls are lowered and the
heart is opened.
While I have had many of the best conversations about
matters of faith with students during and following
orphanage visits, the simple care that passes between
orphans and students is perhaps the most direct and
wordless way that I’ve seen for sharing the Word.
Many biblical passages speak to the special place that
orphans hold in God’s heart. And as an experiential
metaphor for our own relationship with God, spending
time with orphans may be the most profound and
accessible. If you don’t know where to begin your
school’s journey to social conscience education, looking
up local orphanages and organizing a visit could be the
best way to start.

”

“Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and
faultless is this: to look after orphans.” James 1:27
“We will never again say ‘Our gods’ to what our
own hands have made, for in you the fatherless finds
compassion.” Hosea 14:3

I will not leave you as
orphans; I will come to you.
John 14.18
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Simulations: Changing People's
'Soles' by David Begbie

So begins the Refugee Run, one of 30 simulation
programs run by the Crossroads Foundation in Hong
Kong. These events are not watched by an audience. All
participate, through role play, ‘stepping into the shoes’
of people in need.
When our planet hits 7 billion people this year, almost
half of its population will struggle on less than USD2.5
per day. This global challenge will be compounded by
the war, conflict, disease, drought and disasters that are
featured daily in our news. At Crossroads, we believe
that those who can help must not sit by idly. How,
though, we have wondered, could we empower people
to respond when they are so often overwhelmed by
donor fatigue and a sense of powerlessness, given the
magnitude of world need?

David
Begbie wears
traditional
Afghani
clothing for
a refugee
simulation.

Service-Learning as
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“My people, we must flee! Rebels are on
their way”, the village chief warned.
”We must pack our bags and go to
the border! This place that we have
known and loved all our lives can
no longer be called home!” The
villagers listened in horror. They
had hoped, even prayed, that this
day would not come. But it was not to
be. Before the leader finished speaking,
an explosion rocked through their meeting
place and rebels, wielding AK-47s, came as
if from nowhere. Those who could, fled. They ran
through a landmined field to the border, in the hope
of finding safety. Instead, though, they found the
grueling, soul-crushing oppression of a refugee camp.
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Education, we knew, played a central role, but it
alone did not seem enough. Education, as we see it, is
primarily cognitive, and does not always result
in behavioral change. We looked for a tool
that would increase people’s empathy so
they would desire to respond. Enter the
simulation.

David
is an alumnus
of HKIS
('94). On a
service trip to
Kolkata, India
David said,
"I want to
be a voice for
the voiceless."
A year after
he graduated
from high
school, his
family began
Crossroads
International.

It would be incorrect to say we, as
an organization, ‘thought’ of this
concept. It would be more correct
to say we ‘stumbled’ on it. In 2005,
for our 10th anniversary, we looked
for an activity that would help the
community to better envision why we do
what we do. A buffet seemed inappropriate.
A lengthy speech seemed boring. As we
thought on this, someone said, “What if we could
bring CEOs to our site, strip them of their watch,
wallet, cell phone and bag, give them a pile of trash, and
then let them make, and live in, slum homes?” This idea
was unusual, granted, but good! We set it up, planning
to do it only once. After it, though, the corporate
participants were so moved that they urged us to keep
offering it. So did teachers and university professors.
They began requesting simulations, or ‘x-periences’,
as we term them, for their staff and students. NGOs
and service groups booked them, too. In time, demand
from the community grew at a rate that astonished us.
To date, we have seen almost 70,000 participants, here
in Hong Kong and elsewhere in Asia, Australasia, the
UK and in Europe, where we offered the Refugee Run
at Davos, Switzerland for participants in the World
Economic Forum.
Over this time, our ‘Global X-perience’ department
has come to offer simulations not only of poverty but
also involving refugee life, HIV/AIDS, blindness, water
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access, disabilities, environmental issues and others. We
are now developing plans to build a 14-acre ‘Global
Village’ in which every part – school, medical clinic,
war zone, slums and more – offers participants a chance
to experience needs and explore solutions.
We have three goals:
Education. “This is education at its best,” as one
teacher put it. The school/university demand for the
programs increases month by month.

Empowerment. Participants are also moved to action.
As a result of the ‘x-periences,’ schools have been
built, charities have been formed and companies
have been redirected towards addressing global
issues. These simulation programs bring convictionbased, internalized experiences that result in
behavioral change.
The old proverb says, “to understand a man, I must
walk a mile in his shoes.” In a world of information
overload, we offer participants a chance to take a few
steps in the shoes of those in need, bringing change
through people’s ‘soles.’
While their eyes and ears meet a daily barrage of images
battling for their attention, our hope is to battle for
their hearts. Through simulation ‘x-perience,’ we want
to strike a death-blow to complacency, so that this
world can be changed for good.

Service-Learning as
a Christian Ministry

Empathy. Many participants have been moved to
tears – good tears. One corporate leader said, “In
my life, there have been three significant moments:
the day I was married, the day my first child was
born, and this!”
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CHAPTER 5: Five Strategies for
Student Reflection
It is often said that reflection is the “-” in servicelearning. Deep and meaningful reflection is what
connects service activities and outings to the kind
of transformational learning that develops social
conscience. Without reflection, the spiritual growth
that we want to encourage in our students will simply
not take place. In the gospels, we often see Jesus
intentionally debriefing with his disciples after public
events (e.g., road to Emmaus, feeding miracles, healing
the blind) and, indeed, this is where the new insight or
change of heart emerges.
There are many ways of facilitating reflection with
students, and social conscience educators use a
variety of methods depending on their setting and
circumstances. Here are five common and effective
ways to lead students to meaningful reflection.
1. Journal Writing: You may ask students to reflect
upon a specific prompt, using a 'big question' or a Bible
passage, or simply give them time to respond openly
by writing whatever they like about their experiences.
Here is a simple model called “What, So What, Now
What” that I have found to be helpful in getting
students started.
WHAT?
Describe the event. What happened and how did
you feel about it?
SO WHAT?
Interpret the event. How does this experience
connect to class materials, the bigger context,
current events, your worldview, a 'big question?'
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NOW WHAT?
Step forward from the event. What new questions
do you have? How do you want to follow up with
future study and action? What should be done the
same or different next time?
2. Circle Discussion: Students need to process their
reflection informally with each other in an environment
of trust, support, and validation. The formal classroom
arrangement of desks or tables with the teacher standing
in front often stymies this kind of conversation. To
facilitate a more open discussion atmosphere, move the
tables and desks to the side of the room and arrange
chairs in a circle. The teacher should sit in the circle as
well.
You may give an initial prompt but try to let students
direct the conversation on their own, giving gentle

Five Strategies for
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The woman next to me was trying to
button her layers of her sweater and I
knelt down to offer to help her. After a
while, since my sleeves were covering my
hands as usual, the woman gently and
shakily rolled them up for me. I smiled
and said thank you, after which she said,
"Nay, ho gwai", which roughly translates
as a good, respectful, and helpful child.
She reminded me of my own "paw
paw"(grandma). I wanted to give her a
hug or do something more than just help
her button up her jacket . . . I just wanted
to reach out and love."
- Nikki at an elderly home in Hong Kong
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remarks and new questions or information only
when the group stalls or drifts away from the task of
reflection. Assure students that you are not listening for
“correct” answers but rather genuine responses from the
heart. Here are some useful initial prompts for circle
discussion:
1) What was your personal highlight? Why was
it so memorable?
2) What happened that most challenged your
previous way of thinking? How?
3) How does your experience relate to
(current event, our 'big question,'
Bible story, etc.)?
4) What emotions did you feel?
Is this what you expected?
5) What do we need to
learn or prepare in order to
do a better job next time?
6) What questions do you
have for the group?

Reflection
is absolutely
necessary
for effective
servicelearning.
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Like formal writing and
speaking, students often need
training in informal discussion
as well. With quiet groups
who are inexperienced in informal
discussion, you may suggest the following
types of participation to help them consider how
to advance their reflection.
1) Share a new insight that you have
ex. “I used to think that elderly people were
pitiful, but now I think they have a lot of
experience that I can learn from.”
2) Build on a classmate’s insight by further
developing his/her thoughts
3) Challenge a classmate’s viewpoint by

suggesting another way of understanding.
NOTE: It is important to teach students
that this is not done to “win” a debate, but
rather to help everyone consider a new way of
thinking.
4) Ask a classmate a question to help him/her
clarify his/her own thoughts.
5) Ask the group a question that came into your
mind while another classmate was sharing.
6) Observe a connection between classmates’
comments or between classmates’ comments
and course materials.

Using a blog where all students can write their
reflection to be shared publicly with the rest of
the class provides an opportunity for them to go
deeper and learn from each other. You could have
each student maintain their own individual blog
and direct the class to comment on each others'
posts, or you may maintain a class blog and ask
students to reflect by writing comments on your
posts.
4. Sharing Rituals: Because the insights gained from
service-learning have significant philosophical and
spiritual implications for self-understanding, it is
appropriate to give students a formal opportunity to
share with the class, usually at a summative point in the

Five Strategies for
Student Reflection

3. Class Blog: Journal writing usually allows
students to reflect more deeply on their experience
than a circle discussion, but these are often kept
private. On the other hand, circle discussion
gives students the chance to consider different
viewpoints and questions by sharing in public,
but some students may be too shy to share their
deeper reflection aloud in class while other
students may be reluctant to speak at all.
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service experience. This is most successful after there have
been many opportunities for less formal sharing (journals,
discussions, blogs) and invites students to synthesize their
reflections into a statement that becomes a commitment
for themselves. Here are a couple of methods for ritual
sharing that we have used with our classes:
(1) The Hero’s Journey Ritual: This is especially
suitable for the end of an extended service trip or
a year-long service club or class. Drawing on the
concept of Joseph Campbell’s heroic cycle, students
will reflect on their experience at three stations
which represent the Call to Adventure (Ordinary
World), the Revelation (Special World), and the
Return Home (Ordinary World).
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Figure 5.1: Campbell's Heroic Journey Cycle

1) The Call to Adventure: The student shares how he/
she came to be involved with this particular service
experience and what expectations, fears, or questions
he/she had before the outing.
2) The Revelation: The student shares a “special
moment” from the outing that is a snapshot of their
experience that they want to remember. This could be a
moment of strong emotional connection, a new insight,
or a story that the student is still trying to comprehend.

Depending on your location, you may set up the ritual
space with candles, podiums, chairs, lines on the floor,
symbolic images from the trip or religious symbols. For
overseas trips, we sometimes have the teacher or another
student play the role of a “customs agent” wishing
students a safe trip as they move from the Call to the
Revelation and then welcoming them home as they
move to the third station. This can add a more human
and even humorous touch to their ritual-like journeys
of sharing.
(2) Darkness and Light Ritual: I (Mike) created this
ritual for use at Christmas time in my history and
literature class. It was nearing the end of the semester
and we had read the novel Lord of the Flies and had
studied some harrowing history in the genocide unit.
We also had enacted a restorative justice role-play and
had several fun service outings playing with refugee
children, cleaning up trash at the beach, and collecting

Five Strategies for
Student Reflection

3) The Return Home: The student shares how they
want to change as a result of their experience now
that they are home again. How have the expectations,
fears, or questions from the Call been addressed by the
Revelation? How do students want to think, feel, and
act differently even after they return to their “ordinary
world?"
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money for charity. After sharing how Christmas is a
Christian holiday about Light entering into the deepest
Darkness, I asked students to write a thoughtful one
sentence response to the following prompts:
a) What has been the darkest and most disturbing
image, scene, moment, or idea that has come
into your consciousness over the course of this
semester? Please be specific (i.e. don't just say
"genocide" or "humans are evil").
b) What has been the lightest and most hopeful
image, scene, moment, or idea that has come
into your consciousness over the course of this
semester? Please be specific (i.e. don't just say
"service days" or "my classmates").
Then, the students sat in a circle and one-by-one
stood up to share their moments of darkness while I
progressively closed the curtains and turned off the
lights until we were all sitting in the dark. After a
moment of silence, we then began sharing the moments
of light. I gradually opened the curtains and turned on
the lights again. The result was a profound affirmation
of our journey as a class and an experiential metaphor
of the meaning of Christmas.
5. Personal Conversations: While structured reflection
activities are a must, oftentimes the most significant
and transformational reflection for students takes place
outside of organized activities. Stay after class to chat
with students, make yourself available in the office, talk
on the bus to and from service activities or whenever
you cross paths on campus. Allow students to strike up
a conversation by email or write notes in the margins of
their journal entries. As a social conscience educator,
you are always “on” even when you are “off” class or
outside of work hours!
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"I plan to further explore the area of
positive psychology in college . . . . I
promise to be a person of integrity, that
my work may be completely in line
with my actions, my actions completely
congruous with my thoughts, and that
my thoughts may always reflect my
unwavering faith in an all-loving God."
- Eunice, HKIS alumna 2008

Eunice holding a child at
an orphanage in China.
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CHAPTER 6: Understanding the
Journey of Social Conscience as a
Christian Ministry
When students study in social conscience classes or have
powerful service-learning experiences, what happens to
them? What’s going on inside? What is the shortterm impact and is there a long-term change?
As Christian teachers, we also want to
understand these changes in light of
our faith. What is the relationship
between service experiences and
spiritual development? These are key
questions we address in this chapter.

As part of
Mike's "Asian
History
in Action:
Cambodia"
course, HKIS
students visit
the country
twice and assist
in development
projects in
rural areas.
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Some researchers have called
understanding these questions the
“black box” of service-learning, and
in general research has had little to
contribute in response. However,
thanks to the depth of social conscience
classes at HKIS, our academically mature
students, and the opportunity to follow students
throughout their high school careers, the findings
below shed some light on these questions.
Impact of Social Conscience Education
The research done at HKIS reveals that some students
go through a transformative personal journey. Figure
6.1 on the next page shows the short-term and longterm process of becoming socially conscious.
Students who come into classes or experiences with
little connection to the world outside of themselves
move from ignorance to awareness, from apathy to
emotional engagement, and from passivity to active

Action

SelfEfficacy

Emotional
Engagement

Empathy

Awareness

Perspective
Transformation

= Relatedness

= Relatedness

involvement. If their social conscience education
continues over time, their awareness becomes what is
called “perspective transformation,” in that they see
the world in a whole new way. Their initial emotional
response, much of which includes what we might call
negative feelings (e.g., disillusionment, guilt, anger, etc.)
becomes transformed into empathy or love for others.
And finally, in time their action steps develop into “selfefficacy,” the skills, confidence, and willingness to make
a difference in the world. Through this entire process
students gain a growing sense of relatedness between
themselves and their world, and come to consider “their
role and responsibility in society.”
A Model of the Journey of Social Conscience
Now we would like to take the model presented in
Figure 6.1 and describe it in detail. Through essays
and interviews, students at HKIS explained the actual
process of change that they encountered in their
journey of social conscience. Figure 6.2 attempts to
bring all of their experiences and reflections into one
composite story describing what happens as students
move through the journey of becoming socially
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Figure 6.1: Long-Term Development of the Four
Elements of Social Conscience Education
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Awakening in the Bubble of Ignorance and
Disconnectedness
1. While living in our bubble of affluence, we have a vague
understanding that another world exists in which
others suffer and have much less than we do.
2. The most common way we awaken is through firsthand experiences with those who suffer outside of our
bubble, which causes us to question many of our basic
assumptions about life.
3. We begin to realize that we are trapped in a bubble of
ignorance and selfishness.
Connecting through Awareness and Emotional
Engagement
4. Learning about the world requires us to consider
the suffering of others, which causes a range of
disorienting and at times overwhelming feelings:
confusion, compassion, shock, anger, sadness,
helplessness, and hopelessness.
5. We especially feel guilty that we have so much and so
many outside the bubble have so little.
6. These intense feelings and questions cause us to react
in different ways. For some, we resist this knowledge
and its implications for us, while for others we feel
energized to make a difference in the world.
7. At some point the burden of studying the world’s
problems is reconsidered as we experience the
happiness of contributing to the needs of others.
8. Making sense of the world occurs as we experience
the connections; material, physical, emotional and
spiritual; between the two worlds. At times we sense
the world’s interconnectedness.
9. One of the most important parts of our personal
growth is the formation of our own opinions, values,
and beliefs about human nature, human behavior, and
social issues.
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10. We begin to feel that our world has expanded and
that we have gained a sense of the "big picture."
11. An important part of our personal journey is the social
dimension. We talk with our friends, we make deeper
friendships, and we experience the growth process
together with our peers.
12. We feel that we have made remarkable personal
growth on our journey. Yet at the same time, we feel
that our transformation is far from complete.
13. Upon reflection, we realize that the path out of our
bubble has involved realigning our understanding of
the relationship between ourselves and our world.

14. Oftentimes the first way that we act on our
developing social conscience is to talk to our family
and friends about our new ideas, concerns, and
questions, which sometimes causes tension, especially
with our parents.
15. We exercise our social conscience through
consideration of our daily lifestyle choices.
16. We feel that while exposure plays a vital role, at some
point a decision to act needs to be made or a stand
needs to be taken.
17. Personal experiences in which we see that we have
made a difference in the lives of others, especially
when we exercise leadership in this endeavor,
facilitates the belief that we have the knowledge and
ability to effect positive change in the world.
18. We commit ourselves to continue the journey of social
conscience through further self-exploration for the
purpose of benefitting society.

Figure 6.2: A Model of the Journey of Social Conscience
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Acting on Social Conscience
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conscious individuals. This model offers a view inside
the “black box” of service-learning, and it has been very
helpful for us as teachers in understanding where our
students are at, as they take our classes or when they
discuss their reflections during service trips.
To what degree does this model describe the majority
of our students’ experiences in our courses? Much
like the “Parable of the Sower,” the seed that is sown
in our classes about finding one’s place in the world is
deposited into different types of soil. Some students
receive this message with joy, while for others the
cares of daily life and the values of entitlement and
achievement that are very much part of our school
culture diminish the generative power of
social conscience education. A few
even intentionally flee from the
message of considering others
before themselves! What we
can say is that a large number
of students frequently reflect
back to us as teachers hugely
positive feelings regarding
these courses and other
service experiences. In the
end, we pray that the Lord
of the harvest will bring these
seeds to fruition.
What keeps drawing us back to this
pedagogy, however, is the significant
number of students for whom personal
change is dramatic, as they come to question the
dominant values of modern society and make choices
that reflect awareness of the needs of others beyond
themselves. They have moved from disconnectedness to
connectedness, from self-centered to service-centered,
from living for pleasure to living with purpose. As
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HKIS graduate, Minori Nagatomo,
works as a Joint National Director of
Education for International Care
Ministries in the Philippines,
overseeing 80 learning centers
benefiting 2000 children and
their families each year.

A Lutheran Understanding of the
Journey of Social Conscience
For both of us as called Lutheran educators in
Asia, teaching social conscience courses at HKIS has
been at the center of our own spiritual journeys. Living
out that calling amongst an HKIS student body that
would not collectively label itself as “Christian” has
been a major intellectual and spiritual challenge, as we
have sought to teach in such a way that both invites
and engages the majority that are non-Christians, while
still affirming Christian students in their faith identity.
We realize that the semi-secular environment in
which we teach defines success according to one’s
achievements. Like Asian culture more broadly, grades
and test scores are given high priority. Borrowing from
the work of philosopher Charles Taylor, we might call
these pursuits an “ordinary life.” However, as followers
of Jesus who enticingly stated, “I have come that they
may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10),
we want to challenge students to consider what is a
“good life” rather than simply an “ordinary” one. The
message implicit in social conscience education is that
life involves something more than one’s own personal
achievements and, thus, its values engage students in a
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Christian teachers, we see
these changes as pathways
towards something greater the spiritual dimension of life.
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spiritual battle. In contrast to the conventional message
of self-promotion, social conscience education seeks to
fill the “God-shaped vacuum” within with joy, fullness,
and transcendence.
This journey from self-centeredness to social conscience
is disorienting and even painful. As detailed above, the
journey of social conscience at HKIS is most commonly
initiated when students compare their relatively
affluent lives to the lives of others who are struggling.
When they see suffering, their God-given conscience
is disturbed, and they feel a range of disorienting
emotions. Their previous ignorance is overridden by
guilt, anger, regret, fear, helplessness, and hopelessness.
Over time, the Law prods students to consider that we
indeed should be our “brother’s keeper,” and that we are
called to “love our neighbor as ourselves.” This is the
Spirit’s call to repentance.
The universality of this “journey of social conscience”
shows that it is not a uniquely Christian transformation.
Students of every faith background experience these
similar stages as a result of social conscience education.
As Christian educators though, we believe that this is
no coincidence. Rather, we see this as an affirmation of
Paul’s words in Romans 2:15 that the “law is written on
our hearts” to which “our conscience bears witness.” It is
at this moment that those with a guilty conscience may
be open to hearing the good news of Christ crucified.
What remains, then, is a confessional faith in Christ
as the “author and perfecter” (Hebrews 12:2) of this
spiritual process. Christian educators can trust the Spirit
to reveal the right time to verbally engage students with
the good news of our faith. Perhaps the conversation
will happen in a large group setting, but in our
experience it is more likely to occur in the margins of
journal entries, a tag to an email, or conversations on
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the bus or after class. It is
then that these universal
experiences of social
conscience education
can be shared personally
in the context of a
relationship with students,
and the link between service
work and our faith life can be
made explicit.
Yvonne on
our interim
in Vietnam.
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Yvonne’s Story
We share one story that we think represents the
journey of faith that some students take along this
path of social conscience. Some years ago one of
my (Marty) students, a Hong Kong girl named
Yvonne, became very involved with service activities
at HKIS. When she first went to an orphanage with
me in her sophomore year, she said that she chose this
trip because she wanted to “embrace the suffering of
all humankind.” Beneath her fun-loving and slightly
eccentric personality, there was no doubt to me that
service was part of a larger spiritual search. As a child,
she had always been drawn to churches and other
sacred places, and I clearly saw her as a “spirituallygifted” student. When she graduated from HKIS with
a plethora of service opportunities
behind her, I wondered what
"Something
would happen when she went
off to Georgetown, a Catholic
inside of
university in Washington, D.C.
me that had
In occasional emails over the
always been next two years she shared that
she had found something deeply
in a state of
attractive in Catholic teaching.
flux is now
She eventually went to catechism
at rest."
classes and then was baptized at
the end of her second year. When
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she returned to HKIS, I had to ask her, “Yvonne, tell
me what happened.” I’ll never forget her response. She
explained, “Something inside of me that had always
been in a state of flux is now at rest.” Her years of
seeking, amplified by her service experiences, were
brought to a point of resolution and rest in her baptism.
Service-Learning as a Strategy for Spiritual Growth
We would like to conclude this chapter by suggesting
that we believe that service-learning can be a potent
strategy to develop students’ spiritual growth. We
are fortunate that this view has been corroborated by
the results of a seven-year study recently published
in Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can Enhance
Students’ Spiritual Lives (Astin, Astin and Lindholm,
2011). The researchers surveyed 112,000 freshman
students at 236 colleges and universities in the U.S. to
gain some baseline data about the spiritual and religious
lives of students. Furthermore, 14,000 of these students
participated in follow-up research three years later to
determine their growth in the intervening years.
The research demonstrates that throughout college
students generally become less religious (e.g.,
committed to a particular
religious community), but
that they become more
interested in matters of the
spirit. In the final chapter,
the authors summarize
how best to develop the
spiritual lives of students.
Their suggestions coalesce
around four areas: study
abroad, interdisciplinary
learning, service-learning,
and contemplative
practices (e.g, prayer,
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HKIS alumna ('08) Jennifer Wu (front and far right in picture)
has participated in more than 10 service trips to China over the last
8 years and has been a major supporter of CWEF's girls scholarship
program. Recently, she started a service club called "Ember" that
aims to develop a network of supporting schools in Hong Kong. If
you have an interest in girls' scholarships in Guangdong Province,
come see her workshop on Friday afternoon.
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meditation, journaling). Concerning service learning,
the authors conclude that any kind of charitable actions
promotes spiritual growth, but a holistic approach (as
we advocate in social conscience education) is especially
powerful. We concur that service-learning is not the
only effective strategy for inner growth, but in our
experience it is the most efficacious means by which to
open students to the Holy Spirit.
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CHAPTER 7: Cultural Dimensions of
Social Conscience Ministry in Asia

Karen
Markin leads
a devotion at a
local Lutheran
kindergarten in
Hong Kong.
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For Western teachers living in Asia, ministry in this
part of the world is different than the same work done
in North America. Similarly, for Asian teachers in
ALEA, Western culture affects your ministry,
probably in many ways that are positive
and perhaps in some ways that are not.
But when it comes down to the role of
culture in our ministry, perhaps we’re
not sure how to approach the topic.
However, since social conscience
education so often involves service
in local Asian communities, and
the majority of our students are of
Asian descent, it seems all the more
important to address the cultural
dimension of this work. To begin our
exploration of the issue of culture, we look
to Jesus and Paul as role models.
Jesus and Paul as Multicultural Educators
The biblical land of Israel was a complex cultural
landscape. Among the Jewish people, there were vast
differences between the lifestyles, beliefs, and practices
of the small hill country hamlet of Nazareth in which
Jesus grew up; the fishing town of Capernaum, situated
on one corner of the cosmopolitan Sea of Galilee
crossroads, where Jesus began his public ministry at age
30; and the capital of Jerusalem where the Jewish social
and religious elites ruled Israel in collaboration with
their Roman overlords. Jesus, of course, spent most of
his life in the small village of Nazareth, began his public
ministry along the Sea of Galilee, and challenged the
religious authorities in Jerusalem, where he died and
was resurrected.

still empowers
ALEA to reach
beyond our
immediate
borders to bring
love to all of
God's people.

Certainly Jesus’ “cultural
intelligence” was one reason
his message was met with
near universal acclaim,
especially among the poor
and disenfranchised. It is
clear from the Gospels that
Jesus intended for his message
to extend to “disciples of
all nations” (Matthew 28:19), starting with Judea,
expanding in ever-increasing concentric circles to
non-Jewish areas, such as Samaria, and continuing to
the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). It is no exaggeration
to say that it was the original multicultural impulse of
Jesus that still empowers ALEA to reach beyond our
immediate cultural borders to bring love to all of God’s
people.
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How did the “carpenter’s son” from Nazareth become
so culturally competent? It seems likely that Jesus
helped to rebuild areas in the Galilee that the Romans
had destroyed and then rebuilt, which may explain
his occasional use of Greco-Roman metaphors in
his teaching. Although the Gospels emphasize that
Jesus’ primary ministry was to the people of Israel, it
is also clear that he intentionally traveled to Gentile
areas to heal and teach along the Mediterranean
coast and among the ten Gentile towns across from
his Capernaum base on the Sea of Galilee. Given
the striking differences between Jewish and Gentile
cultures, Jesus’ travels to non-Jewish territory and his
interactions with Gentiles and
Samaritans - a good number of
The original
whom become models of faith
multicultural
in the gospels! - paint a picture
impulse of Jesus of Jesus as highly skilled in
multicultural settings.
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Much, too, could be said of Paul, that powerful Jewish
intellectual who grew up in the Hellenistic area of what
we call Turkey today, whose Roman citizenship allowed
him to criss-cross the Mediterranean Sea and traverse
the Roman Empire through a patchwork of tribes and
cultures to bring the “power of the cross” to both Jews
and Greeks (I Corinthians 1). He even crossed the land
bridge to Macedonia, bringing the good news to a new
continent, and for the first time “all the residents of
Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks”
(Acts 19:10). In a moment of impassioned selfreflection about his multicultural strategy, Paul writes,
“To the Jews I became a Jew, in order to win Jews . . . .
I have become all things to all men, that I might by all
means save some” (I Corinthians 9:20, 22).
We think of Jesus and Paul as formidable teachers, but
for ALEA, a Christian association of more than 15
Asian and Western countries, we want to emphasize
their roles as highly skilled multicultural educators.
Likewise, it is imperative for us to consider the role of
culture in bringing good news to communities in Asia.
It’s in this context that we feel it is vital that social
conscience ministry be considered in its Asian cultural
milieu.
Do You Think like an Asian or a Westerner?
Professor Richard Nisbett begins his insightful book The
Geography of Thought: How Asians and Westerners Think
Differently . . . and Why with a story about a brilliant
Chinese student assistant who came to him and said,
“You know the different between you and me is that I
think the world is a circle and you think the world is
a line.” He went onto hypothesize how Chinese and
Westerners see the world differently (and the chart on
page 68 summarizes those ideas). Professor Nisbett
was intrigued by his assistant’s observation, for he
had conducted research for years with the assumption
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that Westerns and non-Westerners both perceived
the world in the same universal, that is, Western way.
This conversation prompted him to question this
fundamental assumption, and to devise a series of tests
to determine if his assistant’s viewpoint was indeed true.

Western

However, before getting to the results of his research,
let’s do a little test to see if you think like an Asian
or a Westerner. Look at the triangle below, read the
following question, and answer with your first impulse.

Figure 7.1: Nisbett's Cow, Chicken, Hay Test

Have your answer? If so, turn the page for an explanation.
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Nisbett found that Asians tend to associate either the
cow or the chicken with the hay/grass. On the other
hand, Westerners generally exclude the hay/grass, and
respond that the cow and the chicken have more in
common. Nisbett explains that Asian culture sees life in
terms of relationships. So, cows eat hay and chickens lay
eggs in hay, but cows and chickens don’t relate to each
other in the farmyard. Westerners, by contrast, tend to
exclude hay because cows and chickens are both animals
in contrast to non-animate hay. They belong to the
same category. And how about Asian-Americans? Their
answers fell right in the middle between Asian and
Western responses.
Another example is that Nisbett showed Asians and
Westerners a fish tank with one big fish, smaller
fish, ferns, stones, etc. After looking at the fishtank,
participants were asked to describe what they saw.
Westerners focused on the big fish and had less to
say about the other elements of the fishtank, whereas
Asians emphasized the relationship between the small
fish and the big fish, the ferns, and other aspects of the
environment.

These experiments show that Asians and Westerners
literally see the world differently because of their
cultural beliefs and assumptions. The following table
summarizes Nisbett's research.
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Table 7:1: A Comparison of Asian and Western Perceptions and Values

Asian Perceptions and Values

Western Perceptions and Values
1. Nature and social environment is stable and
comprehensible.
2. Because environment is stable and knowable, search
for abstract and universal laws (e.g., gravity).
3. Focus on objects (e.g., big fish, the individual), not
context.
4. Role of the individual is to try to control and act upon
the environment (Greek art: heroic individuals, battles,
athletic contests, wild parties).
5. Individuals create their own identity based to a large
degree on their individual talents, passions, interests,
and goals.
6. Individuals search for abstract truth(s) or rules about
life, which often involve resolving logical contradictions
and living by this truth/rule.
7. Individuals strive to find their true self and contribute
this gift to the community.
8. Critical thinking and public debate highly valued.
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1. Nature and social environment is ever-changing and
mysterious.
2. Because the environment changes (yin & yang), no
search for universal scientific laws.
3. Focus on the context (e.g., fishtank), the whole system.
4. Role of the individual is to fit into the environment
(China traditional art: nature is large, humans are small).
5. Identity comes from a combination of social roles,
which often change as the environment changes.
6. Individuals search for the wise way (Tao) to live in
society and in the world, which often involves accepting
contradictions and finding the Middle Way.
7. Individuals seek harmony as a member of a group.
8. Relationships emphasized and confrontation avoided.
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Why is understanding Asian and Western ways of
thinking important to the development of social
conscience? Social conscience education is all about
engaging students in the ‘big questions.’ Two of the
most frequently debated questions in our classrooms
are:
1) What’s more important, the group or the
individual?
2) Should humans see themselves as part of
nature or apart from nature?
It’s not difficult to see that the essential problem we
discussed early in the booklet, disconnectedness and
selfishness, are directly relevant to these questions.
Traditionally, Asian and Western cultures have answered
these in different ways. In general terms, Asians have
seen themselves as group-centered and a part of nature,
while Westerners have emphasized the individual and
have seen themselves as apart from nature. In the last
several centuries with the rise of global capitalism,
the Western view has become predominant. It’s
not difficult to call to mind various strengths and
weaknesses of this Western approach.
Nisbett's research helps us understand why people act
and respond the way they do. Why do Westerners
emphasize the individual and highly value self-esteem,
finding one’s passion, and searching for truth? Why
do Asians tend to be quiet, yet observant? Why do
Chinese eat in circular tables and share dishes, while
Westerners order individual dinners? Of course, these
are broad generalizations, but they help students weigh
and identify their own beliefs. When we have taught
about these concepts to students at HKIS and in
other settings, we find that not only can they relate to
both worldviews, but that they understand how these
differing perspectives will profoundly impact the world
in concrete ways in the future.
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However, as we consider how we should act in the longterm interest of people and the planet and to consider
what is best for our collective future, we need to
connect our actions in society to our underlying beliefs.
As we teach about current issues, we can ask students
which aspects of each worldview can best serve society
in the future.

Social Conscience and Traditional Chinese Thinking
We have found that HKIS students who identify
themselves as coming from a more “local Asian” cultural
background are more likely to find a conflict between
their home values and the values implicit in our school’s
service programs. Recently, a student from a traditional
Chinese family wrote an essay about service in my
(Marty’s) class. She began the essay by explaining:
“My values and beliefs are heavily influenced by
Chinese culture as I grew up in a traditional Chinese
family. From a young age, my parents taught me
the duties of being a Chinese daughter . . . and as a
result these duties are a part of who I am. However,
these values and beliefs are constantly in conflict with
the "third-culture" me [in international schools] . .
. and as a result, I constantly find myself struggling
to balance the two cultures. For example, my brother
who is a lot less Westernized than I am argued that
I should not be spending my time serving others. He
was against my participation in Service on Saturdays
at school because he thinks I should be visiting my
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Given these differences in perception, Asians and
Westerners will also read the Bible differently, and
may practice and understand service differently. As
Christian teachers, we can ask: did Jesus have a Western
worldview or an Asian worldview, or a mix of both? If
we are teaching the Bible, we can ask students how does
culture affect how we understand our faith.
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sick great-grandma instead of wasting time playing
with little kids. [There are] many instances when I
feel that my Chinese upbringing is in disagreement
with Western values.”
How do we deal with this kind of cultural conflict that
occurs when some of our Asian students do service?
When I began doing research, I assumed that the groupcenteredness of Chinese people, Confucian values,
and the goal of social harmony would welcome social
conscience education. So it came as a real shock when
I was interviewing students and teachers at ConcordiaNorth Point about what hinders development of social
conscience education, and the most frequent answer
was the traditional Chinese worldview. While other
factors were mentioned, teachers and students’ most
common discussion point was the conflict between
social consciousness and traditional Chinese values.
According to the interviews, there were three aspects of
Chinese culture that seemed to be in conflict with the
concept of social conscience:
1. Focus only on yourself and your family
From a traditional Chinese point of view, education
begins with self-cultivation. One teacher explained:
“It’s more moral education than social consciousness
. . . I would include moral education with manners
and the way to treat people like even standing up for
a pregnant woman on the bus and trying to make
students aware that this is difficult and puts the baby
in danger.”
The Hong Kong teachers felt that this focus on
manners, while having obvious value to society, directed
people to avoid concerning themselves with larger
sociopolitical issues.
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Students and teachers said that Hong Kong people,
when they see someone on the street who needs help,
often tell their children, “It’s none of your business”
(
). Another teacher explained further:
“For Chinese people, they always think if something
is not your business and if you get yourself involved,
maybe you will have some trouble. Maybe the police
will ask you what happened and you have to go into
the police station or the hospital to tell the police
what happened. It’s just a waste of time. My mother
told me that and I told my son and my son will tell for many generations we have this concept.”
Referring to a Chinese proverb, another teacher stated:

In numerous interviews local teachers referred to a wellknown Chinese saying, which states: “Refine oneself,
establish a family, govern the nation, bring peace to the
world” (
). This traditional
expression outlines a developmental path for individuals
to fulfill their social responsibilities: first, manage the
self; second, take care of family; third, contribute to
the needs of the country; fourth, care for the world.
However, in practice, few individuals manage to get
beyond the first two responsibilities.
We have found that in our work with Chinese students
that the idea of doing service, helping strangers, or
developing a social consciousness that includes your
city, nation, and ultimately the world frequently comes
into conflict with these traditional values.
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“You just sweep the snow in front of your own house.
You don’t get involved in other people’s business. You
just care for your own self.”
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2. Play Your Social Role
In traditional Chinese society, the role of leaders is
to govern wisely and act decisively for the good of
society, while the role of followers is to respect, obey
and implement leaders’ decisions. In the interviews,
Hong Kong students and teachers explained how they
were taught to play a prescribed social role, which
contributes to group harmony. However, teachers felt
that this resulted in student passivity about social issues,
as one teacher explained:
“Chinese people are more passive . . . They like
accepting others’ point of view . . . I think they
think it is a kind of respect, but I think it really
restricts how they grow and they don’t want to share
what they think to others.”
In contrast, the worldview of social conscience
education emphasizes awareness and analysis of social
issues, forming opinions, and acting upon these beliefs.
It is not difficult to see how these assumptions come
into conflict with the traditional Chinese worldview.
3. Social Change Brings Chaos
A third characteristic of the Chinese worldview that
contrasts with social conscience education is the view of
history. The lesson often drawn from studying Chinese
history is that attempts to change society typically result
in chaos rather than improvement. Thus, dramatic
social change is seen as a threat to civic harmony. By
contrast, Westerners often view the term revolution
positively (e.g., “The American Revolution,” “The
Internet Revolution”). One Chinese student explained:
“[Chinese students] don’t have the capacity to make
a difference or they cannot revolt. Before like a
Western country, like, there’s like the Scientific
Revolution. There’s like the French Revolution . . .,
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[but in] China – the Cultural Revolution . . . . So,
I think [Chinese] people are kind of like afraid of
people revolting and afraid of being innovative and
changing.”

Of course, the goal in raising these contrasts is not to
suggest that one view is better than the other. What it
does offer is that social conscience education builds on
ideas that emerge from a Western perspective, and this
approach seems quite “natural” to Westernized teachers
and students. However, this pedagogy challenges some
Chinese cultural values (and, we assume, Asian values
more broadly) and leaves some students confused, as we
saw in the essay excerpt above. We hope that sharing
these views from Hong Kong teachers and students
will spur us as ALEA educators to engage students in
dialogue about the role that culture plays in educating
for social conscience. Hopefully, as Asian and Western
educators, we can better understand each other,
consider each other’s cultural strengths and weaknesses,
and use our mutual understanding for the sake of our
Christian ministry in Asia.
Self-Efficacy in Asian Culture
One of the most important goals of social conscience
education is that students will have the skills,
confidence, and willingness to act in society for the
sake of the common good. This bundle of beliefs that a
person can "make a difference" is called self-efficacy.
A few years ago on a service trip in rural China where
our group was providing conversational English
practice and leadership training to one hundred girls
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From the perspective of the traditional Chinese
worldview, stability is a higher value than change. By
contrast, the Western worldview values progress and
growth.

74

SelfEfficacy
Empathy
Perspective
Transformation
= Relatedness

Figure 7.2: Long-Term Development of Four
Elements of Social Conscience

in a scholarship program, I (Marty) directly raised
this question of self-efficacy with my students, all
of whom were Chinese. Did they feel they could
make a difference in society? I was particularly struck
by the response of one of the boys, Brian, who had
been especially instrumental in raising an astounding
$45,000 US for the girls. In response to my question,
Brian quietly stated, “We [Chinese students] find it
much harder to assert ourselves compared to Western
students.” Other students echoed this sentiment,
suggesting that assertiveness and initiating social change
are perceived by Chinese learners as Western concepts.
I was able to follow-up further on this comment
six months later in an interview with five Hong
Kong Chinese students at HKIS, four of whom had
participated in the same scholarship trip the previous
summer. All were highly accomplished students,
two of whom now study at Ivy League schools in the
US. In the context of discussing the scholarship trip,
one female student said that giving hope to mainland
Chinese girls of breaking out of the cycle of poverty
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Chinese students at HKIS take on a
fundraising project for CCS in Manila.
was a Western concept. She
explained,
“I always thought that
the Chinese worldview is
cyclical . . . like one dynasty
replaces another . . . always
like using the same political
model, but the Western world
is kind of like you are moving
forward.”

“Another thing that I think is that like Chinese
people have a lower self esteem of themselves and
they’re less confident than Westerners . . .. They don’t
have that much imagination about what they can
do.”
In this young woman’s thinking, Chinese students have
a lower self-efficacy about positive social change than
Westerners. She and the other students seemed to
associate this lower self-efficacy with Chinese cultural
beliefs.
Some research suggests that Asians do have a lower
sense of self-efficacy than Westerners. Again, the point
of raising this issue is for teachers to be aware of these
cultural characteristics, so that we can raise these as
discussion points with our students. Our experience
has been that these questions are especially important
to Asian students who are aware of the differences in
values between the two cultures, but have almost no
opportunity to discuss them with adults.
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Later, she added,
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In conclusion, our experience has been that cultural
sensitivity is often mentioned in the institutions with
whom we have worked, but that there have been few
specific examples and practical tools with which to
understand and work with these differences. Thanks
to Nisbett’s research and the practical issue of service
in the community, we have a starting point to discuss
these subtle, yet crucial areas of difference. In this
regard, we look to Jesus and Paul as model multicultural
educators, who realized that bringing the Kingdom of
God to the first century Mediterranean world, with all
of its radical innovation that accompanied its revelatory
breakthrough, required a highly-attuned understanding
of culture. As ALEA teachers, we should aim to gain
the same fluency with people across the spectrum of
modern Asia, share varying perspectives to the great
questions of our day, and engage in conversations of
discernment. Through it all, we hope that we will gain
a better vision of what the Kingdom of God calls us to
do in this time and place.

Tiffany "pondered
all these things in her
heart," treasuring every
moment on her school
and church service trips
to China throughout
her high school career.
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APPENDICES: Further Reading
Astin, Alexander, Astin, Helen, and
Lindholm, Jennifer (2011). Cultivating the
Spirit: How College Can Enhance Students’
Spiritual Lives (2011). San Francisco: John
Wiley & Sons.
The largest study of its kind ever done, this
research on the spiritual lives of American
college students found that service-learning
is one of the best ways to cultivate spiritual
growth among today’s youths. Easily
accessible, this book is essential reading
for educators to understand how to serve
the spiritual needs of students in the 21st
century.

This seminal book summarized the servicelearning research in the late 1990’s.
Many of the key themes of this booklet
- transformation, a connected view of
learning, self-efficacy, role of emotions in
learning, worldview, and spiritual growth –
are discussed from a research perspective in
this engaging summary of service-learning
research.
Kinsler, Gloria and Kinsler, Ross (1999). The
Biblical Jubilee and the Struggle for Life: An
Invitation to Personal Ecclesial and Social
Transformation. New York: Orbis
Written by two career missionaries, this book
explores how understanding the biblical
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Eyler, Janet and Giles, Dwight (1999).
Where’s the Learning in Service-Learning?
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
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concepts of Sabbath and Jubilee can inspire
Christians to undertake a whole-person
and a whole-society approach to ministry.
Especially of value to teachers is use of the
"Champagne Glass Analogy,” introduced
early in the book, which demonstrates that
the great economic disparity of today is not
so unlike the gap between rich and poor
faced by societies throughout the biblical
period. Most powerfully for Christian
educators, the book reveals how Jesus
employed the Jubilee metaphor in various
teachings and experiences, modeling how
teachers can integrate biblical principles into
service activities.
Livermore, David A. (2006). Serving with
Your Eyes Wide Open: Doing Short-Term
Missions with Cultural Intelligence. Grand
Rapids, Michigan: BakerBooks
Based on research done by a professor at
Grand Rapids Theological Seminary College,
this book provides recommendations how
Christian groups can engage in short-term
missions that both genuinely assist local
communities as well as strengthen the
discipleship of participants.
Nisbett, Richard E. (2003) The Geography of
Thought: How Asians and Westerners Think
Differently . . . And Why? New York: Free
Press
Written by a highly respected psychology
professor at the University of Michigan, this
book explains how and why Westerners and
Asians see the world differently.
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Oxfam (2006). Global Citizenship Guides:
Teaching Controversial Issues. Oxford:
Oxfam. Accessed on December 28, 2008
from http://www.oxfam.org.uk/education/
teachersupport/cpd/controversial/files/
teaching_controversial_issues.pdf
This on-line guide identifies and explains six
different roles that teachers can play when
teaching about controversial issues.
Palmer, Parker (1998). The Courage to Teach:
Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s
Life. San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.

Parks, Sharon (2000). Big Questions, Worthy
Dreams: Mentoring Young Adults in
Their Meaning, Purpose, and Faith. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
A Christian author and researcher, Parks
believes that the goal of education is to
simultaneously help students consider the
‘big questions’ of life and inspire them to
make a difference in the world. Through this
process, students’ journeys of faith can be
nurtured and strengthened.
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Although not written from a specifically
Christian perspective, ALEA teachers would
find this book and other pieces by Palmer,
many of which are available online, to be
inspiring and spiritually uplifting. Palmer
puts into simple, elegant language the
motivations that teachers often feel about
making a difference in the lives of young
people.
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Wuthnow, Robert (1998). After Heaven:
Spirituality in America Since the 1950’s.
Berkeley: University of California.
Sociologist Robert Wuthnow explains
how American religious life has shifted
from a dweller-centered to a seekercentered spirituality in the last fifty years.
The author suggests a solution to this
profound change: the use of spiritual
practices that may include prayer,
Christian meditation, and service.
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About ALEA
Founded in 2002, the Asia Lutheran Education
Association (ALEA) is a collegial organization of
educators, P-12 schools and post-secondary institutions
focused on the highest quality education, while
establishing Christian communities throughout Asia.
The mission of the Asia Lutheran Education Association
is networking, equipping and nurturing leaders,
educators and schools to advance the Christ-centered
ministries of Asian Lutheran churches.

Over the decades of the last century, The Lutheran
Church—Missouri Synod (LCMS), through its mission
arm LCMS World Mission, has started many schools.
These schools have often worked alone but are now
coming together to learn from each other and network
regionally and internationally with other schools,
universities and churches. Lutheran schools are located
in such countries as Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, China,
Hong Kong, Papua New Guinea, Australia, India and
Sri Lanka.
The present ALEA goals are cooperative teacher and
administrator recruitment strategies, expanding teacher
and leadership training opportunities and developing
vibrant communities for outreach and service.
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Located in many Asian countries, Lutheran schools
and institutions promote high quality academic and
Christian education programs, continuous training of
teachers and leaders, seek the highest quality educators,
encourage international conversations on education and
build caring faith communities serving students and
their families. These schools serve a variety of students,
from local students to international students. They
range in size from less than fifty students to thousands
of students. Regardless of size, the schools strive for
excellence in vibrant spiritual learning communities.
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