
1I wish to express my appreciation to Ernest Boyer’s wife, Kay Boyer, and his older
brother, William Boyer, for helping me become acquainted with both the personal and public
dimensions of Ernest Boyer’s faith and theology.  I interviewed Kay Boyer on May 20, 1999 at
Messiah College and William E. Boyer on November 11, 1999 also at Messiah College.    
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My research for this paper on Ernest Boyer’s “theology” often felt like shoveling

water–indeed, like shoveling water with a pitchfork (if that is not too much of a devilish image to

associate with theology)!  I would plunge my traditional theological pitchfork into the ground  of

his writings, seeking to unearth some bit of dogma here or some confessional admission there,

but time and again my pitchfork would come up empty.  This should not have surprised me, of

course.  Boyer was a pietist, not a creedalist, and accordingly his theology was driven by practice

and not by ideas.  In this paper, I will later suggest that Boyer was actually a particular and rare

kind of pietist–a kind of pietist Messiah College ought rightly celebrate and emulate–but before

we get to that point we need to look quickly at Boyer’s personal faith and his public theology.

Boyer’s Personal Faith and Theology

Let me begin with a story.  Several years ago, I was privileged to sit in on a Messiah

College Board of Trustees meeting when that body was discussing the possibility of writing of a



2Comments made at Messiah College Board of Trustees’ Meeting, October 19, 1995.

3An emphasis on silence has also been a part of numerous other Christian tradition,
perhaps most notably the Society of Friends (Quakers).  While Boyer was raised in the Brethren
in Christ Church, he was associated with the Quakers throughout most of his adult years.  In one
of his very rare public comments on his own personal religious affiliation, Boyer connected his
Quaker membership with silence, saying simply that “as a Quaker, silence has a powerful
religious significance to me.”  “Teaching About Religion in Public Schools” (originally
presented in November 1991), Selected Speeches, 1979-1995 (Princeton, NJ: The Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1997), p. 121

Boyer’s wife, Kay, indicated in my interview with her that the decision to associate with
the local Quaker Meeting in various places where they lived was partly a function of the fact that
there were no Brethren in Christ Churches in those areas.  She and Ernie saw the Quakers as a
kindred church to the Brethren in Christ. She also indicated, however, that the somewhat more
inclusive spirituality of the Society of Friends had helped their children retain the most important
values of the Brethren in Christ tradition.  Bill Boyer said he thought his brother was attracted to
the Quakers because they so clearly exemplified his own convictions about pacifism and service.

Silence as a theological category has been especially emphasized in the Eastern Orthodox
 tradition.  Theology which emphasizes the importance of silence is often called “apophatic
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confession of faith for the school.  Ernie (as he was called by virtually all his friends) was on the

board at that time and he made only one comment, but it was, for me, very telling in what it

revealed of his own personal faith and theology.  He asked with all sincerity why the College

needed a new statement of faith?  Holding up a copy of the College’s Statement of Foundational

Values, he said we already have our confession of faith.2  The Foundational Values, to which

Boyer referred, describes Christian faith as rooted in a personal relationship with Christ and

taking the form of a “pattern of life and service” emphasizing the unity of faith learning and life;

the importance of the person; the significance of community; disciplined and creative living; and

service and reconciliation.  Boyer was implying quite directly that a second document dealing

solely with Christian ideas was unnecessary.  For Boyer, Christian ideas were not ends in

themselves, but means to the end of faithful Christian living–and ideas were not the only means

to that end.  Boyer believed that silence could also be of great spiritual consequence.3   And he



theology.”  This silence-infused style of Christian reflection has also been called “negative”
theology, in contrast to the more wordy style of traditional “positive” theology.  One of the
important functions of apophatic theology, or “negative” theology, is constantly to remind the
theologian that God is beyond all words, that our small human concepts of God are, at best,
woefully inadequate to describe the divine Source of all being.  It reminds Christian theologians,
in particular, that words about God can easily misrepresent who God really is, and that our ideas
about God can sometimes become idols that displace the true God from the center of our
affection and worship.

As one outside the circle of professional theologians, I doubt that Boyer would have used
the word “apophatic” to describe his own theology, but I think his writings exude this
understanding of theology, nonetheless.  Boyer’s understanding of God was thoroughly in
keeping with the majestic, transcendent and wholly non-parochial vision of God that apophatic
theology assumes.  Boyer’s vision of God lacked all sense of tribalism.  The God Boyer
worshiped was the loving Source of all life.

4In the last chapter of The Basic School, “Living with Purpose,” Boyer wrote: “Virtues
take on meaning when they are lived.”  He then quoted the famous line from Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics that reads, “We become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing
temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts.”  The Basic School: A Community for Learning
(Princeton, NJ: The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1995), p. 191.  

Without trying to make Boyer into someone he was not, I think it is important to note
how very “Catholic” he was in his thinking at this point.  Classical Catholic teaching regarding
the virtues emphasizes, just like Boyer, the importance of teaching and of slow growth in
goodness through practice.  The new Catechism of the Catholic Church (New York:
Image/Doubleday, 1995) describes this process as follows: “Human virtues acquired by
education, by deliberative acts and by a perseverance ever-renewed in repeated efforts are
purified and elevated by divine grace.  With God’s help, they forge character and give facility in
the practice of the good.  The virtuous man is happy to practice them.”  The Catechism goes on
to say that: “It is not easy for man, wounded by sin, to maintain moral balance.  Christ’s gift of
salvation offers us the grace necessary to persevere in the pursuit of the virtues” (pp. 497-8).  I
am not arguing that deep down inside Boyer was really more of a good Catholic than he was a
good Anabaptist or Pietist.  Rather I am suggesting that his faith transcended the bounds of any
one tradition, and was compatible with the deepest and most practical currents of spirituality that
underlie all the Christian traditions.
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believed, even more deeply, that service was probably the most direct road to maturity of

Christian faith and life (and to maturity as a human being).  For Boyer, one learned how truly to

be a Christian by striving to act like a Christian, not by thinking about it.4

Boyer understood theology to be a performing art; it was not a cognitive science.  Beliefs



5Quoted in James William McClendon, Jr., Ethics, Systematic Theology, Vol. I
(Nashville: Abindgon Press, 1986), pp. 43-4.
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had their place, but faith was not about mere beliefs.  Faith was about convictions.  Convictions

are ideas in action, ideas that move one’s hands and heart as well as one’s head.  Convictions

define a way of life, not merely a way of thinking.  Boyer could have cared less about mere

beliefs, but he cared enormously, almost immeasurably, about convictions. 

The kind of convictional theology that Boyer favored was not his own invention, but has

a long history within the Christian tradition.  The word “theology” is often now associated only

with the detailed and philosophically-inclined exploration of Christian ideas, but that was not

always the case.  In fact, it can be argued that the oldest forms of Christian theology were

convictional in nature, focusing on the entirety of the Christian life rather than exclusively on

Christian beliefs.  Origen of Alexandria, who lived in the mid-third century, is often identified as

the first “real” theologian within the Christian tradition.  His book On First Principles is the

earliest attempt comprehensively to explain and defend all the core doctrines of Christian faith. 

Ideas were very important for Origen, but ideas were valued largely because of the impact they

had on life.  Origen described the goal of theological education as “training in virtue,” and his

students said he “stimulated [them] by the deeds he did more than by the doctrines he taught.”5 

A convictional orientation toward theology was also part and parcel of the Brethren in

Christ Church in which Boyer was raised.  Historically Brethren in Christ theology has been

defined as a merger of Anabaptist and Pietist concerns.  These two movement arose at different

points in time–Anabaptism in the sixteenth century and Pietism in the seventeenth–in conscious

reaction against the overemphasis on ideas alone that characterized the theology of the



6For more information on Ernest Boyer’s grandfather, William H. Boyer, and the Dayton
mission see Paul Boyer, Mission on Taylor Street: The Founding and Early Years of The Dayton
Mission (Nappanee, IN: Evangel Press, 1987).  Paul Boyer is Ernest Boyer’s younger brother.

7“Ready to Learn: A Mandate for the Nation” (originally delivered February 1993),
Selected Speeches, p. 12.  While Boyer frequently pointed to his grandfather life as an example of
the fact that human beings needed to reach out beyond themselves in order to be truly human, he
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established Protestant churches.  Each group emphasized the importance of lived faith over right

doctrine, Anabaptism tending to stress simple Christian morality (truth telling, peaceableness,

service to others, community, etc.) and Pietism placing greater emphasis on specifically religious

practices such as prayer, Bible reading, and evangelism.  In both traditions, haggling over mere

words was thoroughly discouraged.  Within the Pietist tradition, in particular, contention over

doctrine was specifically denounced as unChristian.  What was promoted instead was a form of

faith that called for unity in the simple essentials of faith, freedom in non-essential matters and

charity in all things.  Anabaptists and Pietists promoted simple theology rooted in deep

convictions and like them Boyer’s own theology was simple, yet deep.

As a child, Boyer had learned the Christian faith by watching his grandfather, whom he

repeatedly identified as “the most important mentor in my own life.”  Boyer’s grandfather,

William Boyer, had begun a Brethren in Christ mission in the poorest section of Dayton, Ohio in

the 1910s.   As a youth, Ernest Boyer attended this mission church with his parents and siblings

and he knew his grandfather well.6  His descriptions of Grandpa Boyer always emphasized the

same things: integrity, compassion and service.  Grandpa Boyer, he wrote, “spent . . . forty years

running a city mission, working for the poor, meeting the needs of those who had been

pathetically neglected, teaching them.”  He exemplified Christian living and, Boyer added, “he

taught me, as I observed his life, that to be truly human one must serve.”7  Being a  Pietist, Boyer



also liked to quote Reinhold Niebuhr on this same basic point, saying: “Man cannot be whole
unless he be committed, he cannot find himself, unless he finds a purpose beyond himself.”
“Making Connections” (originally presented in March 1993), Selected Speeches, p. 115.

8Kay Boyer provided a number of very helpful insights concerning her husband’s faith. 
One had to do with hymnody.  Favorite hymns often reveal a great deal about a person’s personal
faith and piety and Kay said Ernie’s favorite hymn was “Savior Like a Shepherd Lead Us.”
Actually she said this was his “all purpose hymn” because it seemed so universally applicable to
any occasion.  The wording of the hymn combines the themes of personal faith, Christian service
and God’s never-ending love for every person.  In many ways Boyer’s personal faith can be
summed up with the words of this hymn:

(v. 1) Savior Like a shepherd lead us, much we need they tender care; 
in they pleasant pastures feed us, for thy use our folds prepare.
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus, thou hast bought us thine we are. (repeat)

(V. 2) We are thine, do thou befriend us, be the guardian of our way;
keep thy folk from sin, defend us, seek us when we go astray.
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus, hear, O hear us when we pray. (repeat)

(v. 3) Thou hast promised to receive us, poor and sinful though we be;
thou hast mercy to relieve us, grace to cleanse, and power to free.
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus, early let us turn to thee. (repeat). . 

(V. 4)  Early let us seek they favor, early let us do thy will; 
blessed Lord and only Savior, with thy love our bosoms fill.  
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus, thou hast loved up, love us still. (repeat) 
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never forgot the importance of personal faith and salvation–in fact, his wife, Kay, told me Ernie

almost always ended his daily prayers by thanking God for the “wonderful plan of salvation”

made available through Christ’s death and asking God to help him and Kay increase their ability

to trust God in everything–but it was the practical faith of his grandfather that shaped Boyer’s

most fundamental convictions about faith and life.8

While, in a certain sense, Boyer inherited his convictional theology from his family and

his church, he did not merely absorb what was given to him.  He took that heritage and passed it

on to others in a more kind and humane form than he had received it.  This was evident, for

example, in the way Boyer described his admission into membership in the Brethren in Christ



9Comments made at the Messiah College Board of Trustees’ Meeting, October 19, 1995.

10The official Brethren in Christ order for the reception of new members actually involved
the asking of seven questions.  The first queried the candidate about belief in the Bible as the
Christian’s “rule of faith and conduct.”  The second focused on belief in God as a Trinity and in
the “soul-saving” work of Christ.  The third dealt with personal holiness, the fourth with church
attendance, and the fifth with issues of stewardship.  The last two questions–those to which
Boyer referred–dealt with inter-personal relationships within the church.  A Manual for Ministers
Authorized by the General Conference of the Brethren in Christ Church, June 1940 (Nappanee,
IN: Evangelical Visitor Publishing House, 1940), pp. 14-5.  The fact that Boyer seems to have
forgotten the first five questions–or felt they could be ignored–says a great deal about how much
he valued the practical concerns of lived faith over the relatively abstract concerns of doctrine
understood in a traditional sense.  
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Church.  He said he was asked only two questions and both concerned human relationships.  The

first was if he would be willing to forgive someone who had wronged him if that person asked

for forgiveness.   The second was whether he would be willing to seek forgiveness from another

if it became clear he had wronged that person.  Boyer said that as soon as he had answered these

questions in the affirmative he was admitted into membership.9

I am sure Boyer was being honest in sharing his own memory of this event, but my strong

hunch is that the actual questions he was asked followed the format provided in the then current

Brethren in Christ Manual for Ministers.10  In that manual, the two questions to which Boyer

referred read as follows: “Do you promise that if any of your brethren or sisters should trespass

against you, you will go and tell them their faults between them and you alone, as taught in

Matthew 18: 15-16?   Inasmuch as we are all fallible, if you should trespass against any of your

brethren or sisters and they should come and tell you of your fault (according to Matthew 18) are

you willing to receive it?”  The formal wording of the official Brethren in Christ membership

questions stressed the negative, asking about the candidate’s willingness to confront sin in the

lives of other church members or to confess his or her own sin if confronted by others.  In his



11Augustine, Concerning the City of God Against the Pagans, translated by Henry
Bettenson with an introduction by David Knowles (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1972), p. 454.
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own account, Boyer instinctively turned this negative emphasis into a positive.  His clear stress

was on mutual forgiveness, as opposed to mutual fault-finding.  My own interpretation is that

Boyer believed that mutual forgiveness was, deep down, the real concern of the Brethren in

Christ Church, even if the official language of the church actually said something else.  Though I

may be wrong, I believe Boyer had corrected (intentionally, though perhaps not consciously) the

language of the church to say in a positive way what he thought the church really wanted to

convey.  He was preserving the tradition by correcting the tradition, handing it on in improved

form–handing it on in a more positive and humane form than he had received it.

Actually Boyer’s own faith seems to have been almost unremittingly positive.  He

believed it was always better to nurture the good in others and oneself (in that order) than it was

to denounce one’s own faults or the faults of others.  In this regard, he stands in a line of

Christian theologians that goes at least as far back as Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) who proposed

at one point in his famous book, The City of God, that: “There is no such entity in nature as

‘evil’: ‘evil’ is merely a name for the privation of the good.”11  Boyer was certainly aware that the

world was full of suffering, and he knew it was the responsibility of those with the means to do

so to help alleviate that pain in any and all ways possible.  But the tragedies that bothered Boyer

most were instances of potential denied rather than of mere pain endured.  In speech after speech

Boyer would quote the poet Vachel Lindsay: 

It is the world’s one crime its babes grow dull,
Not that they starve, but starve so dreamlessly,
Not that they sow, but that they seldom reap,



12Boyer often quoted only sections of this passage from Lindsay’s poem.  This fuller
version appeared in Boyer’s entitled “Reflections on a Church-Related Higher Education” which
appeared in The Cresset, a Valparaiso University magazine, in the summer of 1994.

13“Making Connections,” Selected Speeches, p. 116.

14Ernest Boyer, Jr., “Stating the Obvious,” The Bridge: Messiah College Magazine 87:4
(Special Edition,  Spring 1996), p. 4.
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Not that they serve, but have no gods to serve, 
Not that they die but that they die like sheep.12  

Boyer would continue saying: “The tragedy is not death.  The tragedy is to die with commitments

undefined, convictions undeclared, and service unfulfilled.”13  For Boyer, evil was not an entity

in itself–it had no power of its own–instead evil was a privation of the good, a stunting of the

goodness God had scattered in such wide and gloriously diverse ways throughout the world and

that God expected us to nurture in ourselves, and in others and in all creation.  

Boyer believed that the ordinary could become part of the holy.  A small act of care or

kindness could transform a life from despair to hope.  This was the theme of almost all the stories

of great teachers he liked to tell and retell.  When speaking with his son Ernest Boyer, Jr. during

the last weeks of his life, Boyer, Sr. stated his vision of life this way: “I’ve always known how

important what we do here can be, but recently I’ve come to see so plainly all the ways in which

what we do here can also become what I can only describe as holy.”14  Boyer’s personal faith was

a journey toward holiness, but that journey was never solitary.  For Boyer, holiness was

ultimately social–one grew in holiness only by helping others to become both whole and holy

themselves.  The straightest path to heaven was the path that took the most detours to serve

others.  



15From personal interview with Kay Boyer.

16“Teaching About Religion in Public Schools,” Selected Speeches, p. 120.
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Boyer’s Public Faith and Theology

Boyer’s personal faith demanded public service, and the form of public service he

chose–i.e., public education–demanded, in turn, that he articulate his faith publicly in ways that

could be helpful to anyone regardless of their own particular religious faith or lack of religious

faith.  As Kay Boyer put it, Ernie’s public career involved “putting Christian principles into

action for everybody.”15  

For Boyer, the notion of “putting Christian principles into action for everyone” had no

sense of imposition in it.   The last thing Boyer would have wanted to do was to impose his own

beliefs on anyone.  Freedom from coercion in matters of faith was part of the long heritage of

both the Brethren in Christ and the Quakers, and his personal commitment to the separation of

church and state, fueled by his own childhood experiences, went deep.  He recalled how

ostracized he had felt during World War II when his pacifist refusal to participate in the school’s

competition to sell war bonds caused his class to lose that contest month after month.  He

recalled similarly how his parents had to ask special permission for him not to be

vaccinated–vaccinations being seen as contrary to his church’s teaching that “faith in God was all

that was needed to keep [a person] healthy.”  It was an awkward request, one that could have

been construed as putting his community at risk.  It was also the only request of its kind,

reminding him that in his school he was a minority of one on numerous matters where faith

touched the public life of the community.16 



17Ibid., pp. 120-1.

18Ibid., p. 119.
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Boyer never forgot those experiences and, as an educational leader, he was adamant about

the fact that the nation’s classrooms had to be kept “free of religion indoctrination or coercion” in

any and all forms.  This included the elimination of things like the recitation of a “generic”

prayer at the beginning of the school day.  Boyer was even opposed to the idea of  setting aside a

moment of silence during a school’s daily opening exercises.  Actually he said he was “appalled”

by the suggestion because it was based on the idea that a moment of silence was “just a moment

of ‘doing nothing’” and thus religious-freedom objections could not be raised against the

practice.  Boyer’s own reaction, rooted in his Quaker respect for the religious significance of

silence, was that “silence that is intended to have a spiritual consequence is not a moment of

doing nothing.  It is a moment of doing something profoundly religious.”  His conclusion

regarding the whole matter was that: “Simply stated, no public school should teach religion or

impose religious ritual on its students.  These are obligations that should be entrusted to the

church and, above all, to parents.”17

Having said all that, Boyer still believed–and believed strongly–that faith needed to be

part of the public realm of society and, especially, that spiritual and moral values needed to be

part of the nation’s public schools.  How could this be done without falling back into a pattern of

inappropriate indoctrination?  For Boyer the answer was to be found in “rediscovering that the

sense of the sacred  is inextricably interwoven with the most basic of human impulses.”18  This

vision of life was, on one level, part and parcel of Boyer’s personal faith–i.e., that the ordinary

could become holy–but translated into the public sphere it took on a slightly different emphasis. 



19“A College of Quality” (originally presented in January 1988), Selected Speeches, p. 60.
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Rather than focusing on how the ordinary could become holy, Boyer’s public theology focused

on the ways in which the ordinary already was, in some sense, holy–on how the sacred was

embedded within the most basic impulses of human existence.   Boyer’s belief in this regard was

rooted in a deeply Christian understanding of the world as God’s creation: God had created the

world and declared it good.  The present world obviously did not reflect the intended perfection

of creation, but the fundamental goodness that God has infused into the world was still there. 

That goodness needed to be rediscovered and nurtured, and that was not a task for Christians

alone.  Rather the process of rediscovering and nurturing the sense of the sacred in human

experience was a project in which all of humanity not only could be, but needed to be involved.  

Boyer’s public theology certainly had Christian roots, but the practical fruit of that theology was

broadly human.  Boyer’s God was the God of all creation and all humanity, not a tribal god who

cared only for Christians.

While Boyer’s public theology, like his personal theology, was oriented towards practice

rather than theory, it is necessary to have some notion of the “metaphysical” underpinnings that

supported his public theology.  At the core of Boyer’s public faith was a profound belief in the

connectedness of all things.  He believed that connectedness was a fundamental fact of life, not

merely an opinion or theory.  Connectedness applied to reality in general and to human existence

in particular.  Nothing existed in itself, by itself, for itself.  Everything was related.  At one point

he quoted his friend, the Nobel Prize-winning biologist Barbara McClintock, as saying

“everything is one.”19  In another comment, focusing much more on human nature than reality in

general, he cited another biologist, Mary Clark, to the effect that “social embeddedness is the



20“Lifelong Learning in the Arts” (originally presented in April 1994), Selected Speeches,
p. 134.

21“The Basic School” (originally presented in April 1995), Selected Speeches, p. 25.

22This all sounds very much like the process philosophies of Alfred North Whitehead and
Charles Hartshorne, but Boyer never explicitly mentioned either thinker in his writings or
speeches.

13

essence of our [i.e., human] nature.”20  Boyer’s favorite comment on connectedness, however,

came from the literary figure Mark Van Doren and, not surprisingly, it emphasized the

implications for education: “The connectedness of things is what the educator contemplates to

the limit of his [or her] capacity.”21  

While Boyer believed that connectedness was a fundamental fact of life, connectedness

was a fact of life that could not be merely taken for granted.  The connectedness of the world had

a living quality to it–binding things together both in the present and generationally across time.  It

was organic much more than inorganic. It was ecological, flexible, and always in motion, rather

than being rigid, fixed in stone, and crystalline.22   Like all living things, the connectedness of the

world was, in a certain sense, fragile.  Because that was the case, connectedness–despite its status

as a fundamental fact of natural and human reality–needed to be nurtured and cultivated, or it

would wither.  Within the human community, especially, connectedness was both a fact of life

and a mandate for life.  In the language of philosophic ethics, Boyer’s notion of connectedness

contained both an “is”–i.e., a description of reality–and an “ought”–a prescription concerning

how we should live in that reality.  The fact of connectedness contained within itself a required

ethic of connectedness.



23“Teaching About Religion in Public Schools,” Selected Speeches, p. 125-6.

14

Focusing on the fact of human connectedness, Boyer articulated what he called “eight

universal human experiences that bind us all together.”  These were: (1) the life cycle, “the

imperative of birth and growth and death;” (2) the ability to communicate through symbols; (3) a

sense of the aesthetic, that is, the ability to appreciate beauty; (4) “we are all members of

groups;” (5) we are all embedded in the natural world; (6) we are all consciously embedded in

time, able to recall the past and anticipate the future; (7) we all produce and consume; and (8) we

all seek “ultimate meaning and purpose in our lives.”23

Boyer believed that these eight facts of human connectedness naturally and necessarily

imposed certain moral mandates on humanity.  If Boyer had been forced to summarize this

natural morality in one word it would undoubtedly have been called service.  Along those lines,

he constantly repeated the wisdom he had learned as a child from his grandfather, “that to be

truly human one must serve.”  Service was fundamental for Boyer because service, understood in

the broadest sense, was  nothing other than the practice of acknowledging and positively

responding to our inherent connectedness.  But Ernie did not limit himself to just one word when

seeking to explain the moral requirements of our factual connectedness.  Instead he developed a

list of seven “basic virtues” which describe the most important elements that together define the

natural moral responsibilities we inherit as soon as we become part of the human race.  As 

articulated in the last section of his book, The Basic School, these seven virtues are: (1) honesty,

(2) respect, (3) responsibility, (4) compassion, (5) self-discipline, (6) perseverance, and (7) 



24The Basic School, pp. 183-5.  Boyer sometimes referred to these seven basic virtues as
“consensus virtues” meaning they were naturally derivable from the human situation and that
they were agreeable to essentially all persons of good will.  He believed these basic moral values
were largely ideologically neutral, able to be advocated by persons across the full spectrum of
political opinion in America, and he cited recent survey data to indicate that “almost 70 percent
of the American public thinks it would be possible to get people in their community to agree on a
set of basic values that would be taught in public schools” (n.12, pp. 244-5).  His own list of
virtues was heavily influenced by the proposals developed by one local school, the Banneker
Elementary School in Milford, Delaware.

25“Teaching About Religion in Public Schools,” Selected Speeches, p. 123.

26“A College of Quality,” Selected Speeches, p. 66.
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giving.  It was this framework that defined the moral core of Boyer’s character and virtue-

oriented public theology.24

In both his personal faith and his public faith, Boyer never tired of emphasizing that life

itself was the goal of being human–that good practice was to be more highly valued than mere

words or ideas–but the ultimacy of Boyer’s emphasis on practice should not be construed as

undermining the incredibly important penultimate emphasis he placed on language.  This is

especially the case in his understanding of the public realm.  Boyer’s original scholarly discipline

had been speech communication and he carried a concern for language with him throughout his

life.  He believed that language was crucial because human beings literally lived in the world

they created with their language.  He cited Malcolm Bradbury’s dictum that “if we do not have

mastery over language, language itself will master us”25 and he frequently followed that up by

repeating Wayne Booth’s admonition that human communication had the power to spiral human

relations either healingly upward or viciously downward.26  Boyer wanted language to spiral the

conversation upward.  Accordingly, he affirmed that “good communication means not just



27Ibid., p. 67

28“Teaching About Religion in Public Schools,” Selected Speeches, p. 124.

29“A College of Quality,” Selected Speeches, p. 66.

30The Basic School, pp. 193-4.

31“Making Connections,” Selected Speeches, pp. 116-7.
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cleverness, not just clarity; it means integrity as well.”27  He felt very strongly about this and

argued that “the teaching of language is teaching about truth, and that every language class must

be an ethics class, since communication without honesty is one of life’s most dangerous and

destructive weapons.”28  Human values, he said, “are sustained . . . by the honesty of our words,

and by the confidence we have in the words of others.”29

Of course, it was not words alone that counted for Boyer, but “every little deed,” as well. 

He liked to quote Abraham Joshua Heschel’s advice to young people: “Let them remember that

every little deed counts, that every word has power, and that we can–every one–do our share to

redeem the world in spite of all absurdities and all frustrations and all disappointments.  And

above all, remember that the meaning of life is to build a life as if it were a work of art.”30  This

was the hope Boyer cherished for all the children of the world, his own and others: that they

would grow up and flourish as individuals and as caring members of society; that the life of each

child would be a unique work of art enriching the world by its beauty; that all people would learn

to respect the miracle of life; and that everyone would “grow up knowing deep down inside that

they are truly members of the same human family, the family to which we are all inextricably

connected.”31  This is what Boyer meant when he referred to “the sense of the sacred” that was 
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interwoven into the most basic impulses of life.  This was the heart of Boyer’s public faith and

theology.

Conclusion:  Naming Boyer’s Style of Theology

Boyer’s public theology was, in essence, a public performance of his personal faith. 

Rooted in his personal Christian convictions, Boyer’s public theology was an attempt to put that

faith “into action for everybody.”  The audience of “everybody” is crucial.  It meant that Boyer’s

public theological performance had to be a self-conscious, self-aware presentation of his deepest

religions convictions in a form accessible to the public at large and in a manner designed to

produce the greatest good in the lives of those affected.  Public theology understood in this sense

is always to some degree calculated.  It constantly makes judgments about what is best and what

would be most effective in a given public setting.  Public theology cannot afford to be haphazard

or simply ‘do what comes naturally.’  The situation is too complex and the stakes are much too

high.  

For public theology to be honest it has to be in sympathy with the performer’s own

deepest personal convictions, but this does not mean one has to parade one’s personal faith in the

public arena.  In fact, public theology requires that one’s personal faith be kept relatively out of

view.  Public theology of the kind Boyer embodied was theology done on behalf of and for the

sake of others.  It was not about saving the few–though Boyer would surely have thought

evangelism an appropriate, even a required, activity of the church–it was about helping the

greatest number of people in the greatest possible way to make their lives meaningful.  In the

most positive sense, this meant providing people with the skills to build their lives into beautiful



32“Ready to Learn: A Mandate for the Nation” (originally presented in February 1993),
Selected Speeches, p. 17.

33See the Gospel of Matthew, chapters 5-7.

18

works of art.  In the most tragic sense, it meant reaching out in service to those whom Boyer

described, in the words of Marian Wright Edelman, as being so in need of love that they would

“grab the hand of anybody kind enough to hold it.”32  This was Boyer’s public theology in a

nutshell.  You may also recognize it as the public theology of Jesus set forth in the “sermon on

the mount.”33

If I had to put one label on Boyer’s theology I would call it “public pietism.”  It was

deeply personal and simultaneously thoroughly oriented toward the improvement of public life. 

The stance of public pietism is a bit of an anomaly in American Christian history.  American

religious history is full of privatistic pietists who retreated from the larger life of society to

nurture their faith out of public view in their homes, or among small groups of friends, or within

their local congregations.  To such folks the public world is a threat to faith, full of moral dangers

and powerful temptations.  At the other extreme, we have seen of late a new burgeoning of what I

would call political pietism in America.  Political pietism is personal faith gone publicly

aggressive.  Political pietism attempts to impose the particular convictions of one religious group

on society as a whole, and it seeks to use the political process–i.e., the power politics of 51%

democracy–as the means to bring this about.  From Boyer’s perspective, political pietism is

coercive faith.  It is an inappropriate stance for any Christian.

Boyer’s own public pietism had an entirely different feel than either privatistic pietism or

political pietism.  In contrast to privatistic pietism, it focused on service rather than separatism. 
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In contrast to political pietism, it focused on public consensus rather than control.  This is

precisely the kind of Christian faith Messiah College is verbally committed to in our institutional

identity documents–our Mission Statement, our Foundational Values and our Confession of

Faith.  The pressures to veer away from this posture toward more privatistic or political versions

of pietism are enormous in American Christianity.  My hope is that Ernie Boyer’s faith and

theology–in both its personal and public dimensions–will provide us with a powerful model for

maintaining our own particular identity as an institution and for teaching students how to serve

both Jesus and every human being on the planet, to each of whom we are inextricably connected

in God’s wonderful plan of creation.


