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A variety of beliefs exist about the effect of commercial fertilizers 
and crop protection products on our food supply and well-being. 
Some people firmly believe that home-grown, backyard produce 
is so much better than the “stuff” in the store because home-grown 
means organic – grown without chemical fertilizers or pesticides. 
Now pesticides are another matter, but I always have to chuckle when 
I hear someone talking badly about commercial fertilizers. 

Fertilizer. The very mention of the word conjures up a host of images – most of 
them bearing little resemblance to reality. Despite fertilizer’s role in advancing the 
Green Revolution and helping sustain the world’s food supply, it is not recognized as 
an essential component of crop production.

The main nutrients in most fertilizers are not manmade, they exist in nature. 
Nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium all come from the land and the air. Nitrogen is 
made from natural gas and air. Phosphorous is mined in places like Florida. Potash is 
mined underground in Saskatchewan.

You might wonder, then, why nature can’t provide what the soil needs. Why add 
fertilizer? Well, it’s because the crops remove them. As plants grow, they take the 
nutrients they need from the earth. At harvest, these nutrients are taken with the crop, 
leaving a shortage for the following season. Fertilizer completes the cycle by recycling 
nutrients back to the land for new crops to use.

NPK fertilizer is primarily com-
posed of three main elements: 
Nitrogen (N), Phosphorus (P) and 
Potassium (K), each of these being 
essential in plant nutrition. There 
are also secondary nutrients, such 
as sulfur, calcium and magnesium, 
and micronutrients, such as baron, 
cobalt, copper, iron and manganese.

Among other benefits, nitrogen 
helps plants grow quickly while 
also increasing the production of 
seed and fruit, and betters the qual-
ity of leaf and forage crops. Nitrogen is also a component of chlorophyll, the substance 
that gives plants their green color and also aids in photosynthesis. 

Phosphorus, also a key player in the photosynthesis process, plays a vital role in a 
variety of the things needed by plants. Phosphorus supports the formation of oils, sugars 
and starches. The transformation of solar energy into chemical energy is also aided by 
phosphorus, as well as is development of the plant and the ability to withstand stress. 
Additionally, phosphorus encourages the growth of roots and promotes blooming. 

Potassium, the third essential nutrient plants demand, assists in photosynthesis, fruit 
quality, the building of protein and the reduction of disease.

The popular garden fertilizer 7-7-7 contains small amounts of nitrogen, phosphorous 
and potash. Some filler made from clay pellets makes up the balance. No chemicals. 
If you’re buying a weed and feed fertilizer, however, it’s a different story.

What is in organic fertilizer?
The main “organic fertilizers” are, in ranked order, peat, animal wastes, plant wastes 

from agriculture and sewage sludge. In terms of volume, peat is the most widely 
used organic fertilizer. This immature form of coal confers no nutritional value to the 
plants, but it does improves the soil by aeration and water absorption. Animal sources 
include the products of the slaughter of animals, such as bloodmeal, bone meal, hides, 
hoofs and horns. Organic fertilizer usually contains fewer nutrients, but it offers other 
advantages as well as appealing to environmentally friendly users.

For some people, scientific progress can be problematic. Thanks to sensational 
media headlines and clever social media campaigns, terms like biotechnology, GM or 
GMO and genetic engineering can strike fear into people.

Biotechnology simply involves introducing desirable traits from one organism to 
another, and the beneficial use of organisms. Bread, beer and wine, which are produced 
with the help of yeast, are an early version of this type of science, even going back 
to biblical times. More recently, vaccines, antibiotics and other medicines have been 
produced using biological agents.

I was certainly hesitant about accepting genetically engineered crops when it was talked 
about in the late 1990s. The pros and cons were discussed at a CFFO-sponsored workshop, 
and it was decided to “proceed with caution.” That became the CFFO’s position. 

Now despite all the positives I’ve written about, there is a nagging question as to why 
we are seeing an increase in autism among children, anxiety disorders, fibromyalgia, 
celiac disease, colitis, Crohn’s disease and other illnesses not heard of 50 years ago. 
Is it related to the foods we eat . . . pesticides and herbicides, the environment?  

Meindert van der Galien is a Renfrew-area farmer and avid gardener.

Does hiring Christian teachers and administrators automatically yield a 
Christian education? Well-meaning and sincere Christians have taken very 
different approaches to Christian education and scholarship. What follows 
are six examples. 

The first approach is to proceed as if there is not much difference between 
a secular and a Christian education. This approach is a type of dualism, which 
holds that the Bible deals in matters of faith whereas education deals in academic 

skills and reason. From this perspective, being a Christian school may simply imply having high 
standards along with the addition of chapel or a Bible class. While Bible classes may deal in matters 
of faith, other subjects like mathematics, physics and art have no relevance to faith. This approach 
is essentially a denial of the Lordship of Jesus Christ over all areas of creation.

A second approach is to equate Christian education with “Christians educating.” In this 
case Christian education is all about the Christian character of the professor, teacher and 
student. The relevance of faith to the actual subject matter is not relevant.

A third approach to Christian education is what I like to call the “discipline frosting” ap-
proach. The idea is that you teach a subject in the same way as one might in a secular environ-
ment, but you shoe-horn something in to spiritualize the lesson. An example from computer 
science is to have students write a program to sort items from the smallest to the greatest and 
then connect this concept to the biblical notion that “the last shall be first.” Another trivial 
type of frosting is to simply tack prayer to the beginning of class and then carry on as if faith 
did not matter. Although “integration of faith and learning” has become a popular slogan, it 
suggests faith is something that needs to be added to a discipline. When faith is added artifi-
cially, students are left with the sense that genuine faith integration is actually not possible.

The Bible – our only textbook?
A fourth approach to Christian education is biblicism. In this approach, all truth is seen 

to come from the Bible. For example, the number pi is found in 1 Kings 7:23, the motion of 
the sun in Psalm 19:5-6, the continental plates in Job 9:6, wireless telegraphy in Job 38:35 
and atomic theory in Hebrews 11:3. The biologist J.S. Morton writes “Many scientific facts, 
which prove the infallibility of Scripture, are tucked away in its pages.” Richard Mouw writes 
about a Bible institute which uses the motto: “Our only textbook, the Bible.” If this was 
the purpose of Scripture, then one might expect that all the information Solomon collected 
about flowers, cedars and animals (1 Kings 4:33) would have been included in Scripture. 
Although this approach is based on a high regard for Scripture, biblicism makes the mistake 
of using the Bible as a science textbook rather than seeing it as a trustworthy book of God’s 
salvation story. The Bible needs to be interpreted within its own historical-cultural setting.

A fifth approach to Christian scholarshp looks for analogical relationships between academic 
subjects and God or attributes of God. For example, one might propose that logic functions reflect 
God in that they are also eternal, omnipresent and powerful. Another example is making an analogy 
between God and a programmer who speaks words to create things. Although promoters of this 
approach are quick to point out the limits of analogical comparisons, it seems to blur the distinction 
between Creator and creation. Another concern is that it seeks to apply theological categories to 
all aspects of creation, areas that are diverse and distinct from the discipline of theology.

Integral vs. integrated 
Finally, a sixth approach is to sift all content through a biblical worldview, one shaped by the 

biblical narrative. This approach is a holistic one that seeks to steer a course between dualism and 
biblicism. This approach holds in tension the goodness of creation as well as the potential idols 
and distortions that are embedded in the foundations of each discipline. This approach seeks to 
acknowledge Christ as king over every square inch and our responsibility as kingdom citizens.

In my opinion, this last approach is most faithful to the Bible, but it is not easy to work 
out in practice. Schools that are serious about Christian education need to dedicate at least 
as much time and resources to pursuing this as they do on buildings, technology and current 
teaching techniques. Without an intentional approach, Christian education is likely to be just 
a frosting, or simply Christians educating, or worse yet, an expensive education that is barely 
distinguishable from its secular counterparts. 

Derek Schuurman is currently working as a visiting associate professor 
at Dordt College in Sioux Center, Iowa. Over the next few months he will invite 

some of his new colleagues at Dordt to contribute in the place of his regular columns.

What makes an education ‘Christian’?
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The nutrients in most fertilizers are not man-made; 
they exist in nature.


