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258 Educational Journal.

Religion in the Public) Schools.

[We clip from the Richmond Dispatch the following report of an ad
dress by Rev. W. H. Ruffner, D. D., Superintendent of Public Instruc
tion. I t  was delivered before the congregation assembled at the Grace 
Street Church, on the last evening of the week of prayer for colleges, 
recommended by the Presbyterian General Assembly. The official 
source, the dispassionate treatment of delicate questions, and the vast 
importance of the subject, all commend it to careful attention.—Ed.]

Dr. Ruffner commenced by saying that the General Assembly of the 
Church having recommended a week of prayer for colleges, of which this 
is the concluding day, some one happily suggested a programme which 
included schools of every grade, and for one of the days the special sub
ject proposed was, “The millions of children in our primary schools, 
with their teachers.” This is the topic on which he wished to say some
thing, even at the risk of departing a little from the original aim of the 
occasion.

This is by far the largest subject in the scheme. About one-fifth of 
the population of the United States—say 8,000,000—is in primary 
schools of all sorts. The number of teachers in these schools is perhaps 
250,000. In Virginia we have in our primary schools, both public and 
private, not less than 175,000 children and about 4,000 teachers. Here 
we have all the rising generation between six and fourteen years of age 
who are likely to receive any education, and the most of those will re
ceive no education except what they get in this period. From these 
schools will be drawn all who enter the higher schools. The future min
isters of the gospel as well as other professional men come from here. 
In five or six years these millions of children^vill begin to pour into the 
arena of active life, and in ten to twenty years they will control the 
affairs of the church, of the nation, and of every State.

These children are at the most impressible age—the age at which, as a 
rule, character is formed. I t  is not the harvest time of the Church, but 
it is the seed-time.

Hence was I struck with the grandeur of the thought—that a day of 
special prayer should be set apart for this young host, so mighty in num
bers and in undeveloped power. What could be more appropriate ? 
What more acceptable to Him who took young children in his arms? 
What more in accordance with the teachings of scripture concerning 
children as the inheritors of the earth and the fathers of all the future ? 
What more encouraging to those who are charged with the responsible 
work of educating these children ?
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A t least seven-eighths of these children are in public schools. Here 
there cannot be the same freedom in imparting dogmatic religious in
struction that there may be in private or church schools. This is not a rea
son for indifference or aversion on the part of churches or church peo
ple, but the contrary. The public schools belong to no church, that they 
may belong to all. Christians, all things are yours!—electricity, steam, 
the printing-press, the legislature, the public schools!

jDanger in public schools ? There is always danger where there is 
power, but power under good control is beneficent just in proportion to 
its might. Schools are morally and religiously what the men are who 
control them. And they should be controlled not by cunning policy or 
by religious dogma. True Christianity is not policy nor dogma, but 
spirit and life. I t  could pervade a school system without uttering a 
word of positive doctrine or defiling itself with chicanery. All religious 
instruction suited to childhood, and unsuited to public schools, can be 
given at home, in the Sunday school, and in the sanctuary, for the child 
is only thirty hours a week at school out of the one hundred and sixty- 
eight hours.

The essential thing wanted, the thing that all our people want, the 
difficult thing to get for any purpose, the thing for which the Church 
should pray, and for which pious people should watch as well as pray, 
is the Christian life in our schools. We want school authorities and 
school teachers who, whatever they profess, or fail to profess, are godly 
men and women and who* have the pure, gentle, incorruptible spirit 
which was in Christ Jesus—men and women who are solemnly im
pressed with the responsibilities under which they act, and who are 
persuaded that their work will be a failure, and worse, unless, in addi
tion to secular knowledge and mental training, they establish within 
the children the power of conscience and the fear of God. Who is 
there among our people to object to this? Not one. But do you ask 
whether it is practicable for the Christian people of this State to gain 
a  controlling influence in the management of our public-school system ? 
I, answer that they now have it. They have it naturally, because our 
people are a Christian people. I t  was by no special management that 
the great majority of our ninety-four school superintendents are Chris
tian professors, and many of them Christian ministers; and that in all 
probability the same is true of our thirteen hundred and sixty-eight 
school trustees, and our three thousand eight hundred teachers.

There is no question about Christians having the power to do any
thing they please with the school system. The only question is as to 
what use they should make of that power. I t  is as possible to do too
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much as too little, and too much would be worse than doing nothing. 
What can be done ?

The manifestation of interest in the schools, and personal service in 
or over the schools, either occasional or permanent, are obvious modes of 
benefitting the cause.

I t  is often difficult to get such men as ought to hold the office of 
school trustee, and yet these officers have large authority in selecting 
teachers and in regulating schools.

The office of county or city superintendent is one of great importance, 
and yet how indifferent often are our best citizens as to who fills it, and 
how inconsiderately do they often sign recommendations of men whom 
they know, and everybody knows, to be morally unfit for the office. I t  
is true that similar errors are committed in respect to public offices gen
erally ; but it is peculiarly unfortunate to place the education of the 
children in unsuitable hands. We have been wonderfully preserved so 

• far from the moral dangers to which our system is ever exposed; bi£ 
we need the sympathetic care of our best people to defend us from evil, 
and to raise to the highest point its moral tone. Of course we want no 
unreasonable proscription; no union of Church and S tate; no form of sect
arian propagandism; no interference with the conscientious scruples of 
anybody ; but we do want pervading pur school system the sort of per
sonal influence that comes from sound principles, pure morals, the fear 
of God, and the love of men.

Furthermore, I remark that it is a mistake to suppose that because 
we cannot teach religion in detail in our public schools the whole field 
of moral and religious truth and duty is shut out. I t  would be wholly 
unnatural—indeed, it would require wonderful ingenuity—for the guar
dians and teachers of schools to conceal the great items of their religious 
faith, or the principles and motives by which they regulate their daily 
lives. As to those moral truisms by which every conscientious man 
regulates his conduct, there is no check upon their introduction and ap
plication every hour in the day. I  hope to see practical ethics system
atically taught, even in our primary schools.

When we pass into the domain of didactic and devotional religion we 
find greater difficulty; and even upon this point I am persuaded that 
something satisfactory will yet be agreed upon. I regard the present 
as a transition period. Even from my standpoint as a Protestant I can 
see that in some States both Jews and Catholics have had just grounds 
of complaint in respect to the manner in which* their religious sentiments 
were disregarded in the public-school regulations. We have no right to 
require their children to listen to the Protestant Bible or to Protestant
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prayers, and have no right to curtail their educational privileges when 
they seek to avoid what violates their consciences. But practically we 
have had no trouble with this matter in Virginia, and I do not see that 
we need ever have. There are no general laws and regulations on the 
subject, and I hope there will not be need for any. Every locality is 
allowed to manage the matter for itself. I  gather no statistics in regard 
to the local usages, but my impression is, that, with a few exceptions, re
ligious teachers are allowed, if not encouraged, to exercise their dis
cretion in respect to religious exercises. In some places religious ex
ercises are prescribed; in many places they are practiced without 
prescription ; and I have heard of no trouble or complaint anywhere.

I think that all might agree tacitly at least upon these rules: 1. Where 
there is no objection, let there be Bible-reading, singing, and prayer. 2. 
Where all is not practicable, have a part. 3. Where there are parents 
who object to the presence of their children at such exercises, let the 
exercises be put first or last in the day, and such children be excused 
from attendance upon them. 4. If there is likely to be serious trouble 
and contention in regard to the exercises, let them be omitted, at least 
until they can be conducted in peace.

But when peace has once been firmly established among the contend
ing parties over the whole land—when the spirit of injustice has been ex
orcised—and when respect for each other and for each others’ rights and 
scruples has become the settled feeling and has begotten mutual confi
dence—then, not only will the present sensitiveness pass away, but all 
parties will wake up to the fact that they have a great deal of precious 
truth in common, and all will be glad to have it taught to their children 
when they go out and when they come in, as well as when they lie down 
and when they rise up.

There are certain truths with regard to the Deity and his moral gov
ernment which are constantly taken for granted, and which might be 
taught systematically. In fact there is a class of moral and religious 
truths which are necessary for the harmonious development of know
ledge, as well as of character, and these will ultimately hold an un
questioned place in every scheme of sound education, private and 
public. But public sentiment has not reached the stage of advancement 
necessary for the full development of this branch of public education, 
A few more years of rotten legislation and official corruption, such as 
is seen in many parts of the land, and the moral and religious elements 
in education will be evolved in some natural form, on which all men of 
high tone will be glad to unite.

This whole matter of public education is now one of the grandest
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facts of the civilized world. The results will be prodigious for good or 
for evil. To my vision the spectacle is full of rich promise. My only 
concern arises from the apparent want of sympathy toward it on the 
part of the churches. But the churches cannot afford to stand aloof 
on their own account. Just so far as they do will their own influence 
over the masses be weakened. On the other hand, the schools cannot 
afford to be without the sympathy of the churches—which are, under 
God, the source of all the good there is in the world. The children 
must be followed everywhere by those who care for their souls. And 
the prayer of God’s people should go up unceasingly that this mighty 
instrumentality of public free education may be thoroughly sanctified.

Glass Matches.

With young classes I  have tried the Jesuits’ plan of matches, and 
have found it answer exceedingly well. The top boy and the second 
pick up sides (in schoolboy phrase), the second boy having first choice. 
The same sides may be kept till the superiority of one of them is clearly 
established, when it becomes necessary to pick up again. The matches, 
if not too frequent, prove, an excellent break to the monotony of 
school-work. A subject well suited for them (as Franklin pointed out) 
is spelling. The boys are told that on a certain day there will be a 
match in the spelling of some particular class of words—Bay words of 
one syllable, or the preterites of verbs. For the match the sides are 
arranged in lines opposite one another; the dux of one side questions 
the dux of the other, the second boy second, and so forth. The match 
may be conducted viva voceJ or, better still, by papers previously writ
ten. Each boy has to bring on paper a list of the right sort of words. 
Suppose six is the number required, he will write a column with a few 
to spare, as some of his words may be disallowed by the umpire, i. e., 
the master. The master takes the first boy’s list, and asks the top boy 
on the oppisite side to spell the words. When he fails the owner of the 
list has to correct him, and gets a mark for doing so. Should the owner 
of the list himself make a mistake, his opponent scores even if he is 
wrong also. When the master has gone through all the lists in this way, 
he adds up the marks, and announces which side has won. The method 
has the great ̂ nerit of stimulating the lower end of the form as well as 
the top; for it usually happens that the match is really decided by the 
lower boys, who make the most mistakes. Of course the details and the 
subjects of such matches admit of almost endless variation.
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