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Introduction


In recent dialogue with the Department of Religion faculty at a Christian denominationally related university, it became readily apparent that one should not take for granted agreement as to the distinctiveness of Christian higher education, even among faculty of a Christian university.  “Christian higher education is one of those categories that people find very difficult to define.”
  Is it enough to hire academicians and staff members who are Christians, hold prayer before some classes, and require Chapel along with certain curfews and restrictions?  Many see these as entirely adequate and the sum total of what defines a Christian university—namely, to graduate students who were taught by Christian teachers.  With that mindset, Christian colleges are merely producing a product while attempting to influence that intended product toward Christ.  Others argue that there must be much more to the idea of a Christian university than merely producing graduates who’ve had the opportunity of sitting under some excellent professors who are Christians and participating in a really strong BSM (Baptist Student Ministry).


In the book, The Future of Christian Higher Education, Robert Sloan suggests that there are six commonly used, although inadequate, components of distinctive Christian higher education:

1. A reference to the history and tradition of that institution.  This may include founding documents, intentions of the school’s founders, and the earliest dimensions of the school’s history.

2. A reference to the composition of the governing Board, i.e., the governing Board members must meet a certain religious qualification for membership.

3. Relationship of the institution to an ecclesiastical body or some Christian denomination.  Robert Benne sees this as especially critical.  “If full-blooded Christian colleges and universities are those in which the Christian heritage is publicly relevant to the central endeavors of the college, then colleges and universities in which secularization is occurring experience a waning of that public relevance, and find themselves less and less under the influence of the sponsoring tradition’s vision and ethos.  If the secularizing process is allowed to continue, that heritage will be increasingly marginalized and will disappear except for its mention in the historical account of the college’s early life.”

4. Reference to the “atmosphere” or the “environment” of the institution. This expected atmosphere may be embodied in the values commonly held, the way students are treated, the way discipline problems are handled, or the presence of certain curfew rules or certain dress codes.  “This view focuses upon the moral-relational dimensions of the university as a community but does not necessarily include other issues related to the worldview and/or the intellectual content as a basic resource for understanding and conveying the academic dimensions of the university experience.”

5. Understood in terms of Christian or religious activities.  This could be seen as a social definition of a Christian institution—may have Chapel services, some form of Religious Emphasis Week, allow or even encourage extracurricular activities of a Christian nature.

6. Has to do with the curriculum.  There are certain clearly identified subject areas that point to a Christian identity, such as required religion courses for all students.

Sloan concludes the list by stating that all of these frames of reference are legitimate but “something that could be called distinctively Christian higher education requires more than this.”
  If Sloan is on the right track, what is that “something else” that is required of distinctive Christian higher education?

It is the opinion of this writer that Christian universities today are in danger of losing their “heart.”  The heart of Christian higher education is more than the atmosphere of our institutions, our ecclesiastical relationships, and compulsory Chapel and religion courses.  It involves our worldview; it involves how we think and how we live. It involves how we live as well as how and what we teach.  This paper proposes that the heart of a Christian university is to instill a Christian worldview while assisting and preparing students to discover and prepare for their vocational calling from God, thereby equipping them to function positively as kingdom citizens.  For example, a nursing student is taught nursing within the framework of a Christian worldview, helped to see his or her vocation as a valid divine call, and equipped to make a difference in the world by means of his or her nursing vocation.  In order to do this, the institution itself must model kingdom stewardship and responsibility.  “Some may see liberal arts education and a kingdom world view as distinct, while not mutually exclusive.  In an attempt to be inclusive and ‘liberal,’ in the best sense of the word, college administrators and faculty members may strive toward raising competency of students in relating to an increasingly global environment, without ever seeing that multi- or lateral-cultural competency should not be separated from the practice of providing a liberal arts education. Globalization and liberal arts education are connected as constitutive parts of the college by the reality of the kingdom of God.”
  

A Brief History of Christian Higher Education in America


Is the purpose of this university compatible with and as radical as the purpose of the first institutions of higher education in this country?  The history of higher education in the United States, from the founding of Harvard, spans three hundred and fifty years, and, unquestionably, the earliest colleges in America were Christian institutions.  Brubacher and Rudy state, “the Christian tradition was the foundation stone of the whole intellectual structure which was brought to the new world.”
  Christian piety was not separated from intellect and early educational institutions set the pattern for all of society.  Ganger and Benson identify a three-fold distinctiveness of a Christian college from these early institutions.  The first was an emphasis on biblical foundations with the assumption of faith underlying all curriculum.  A second distinction was the integration of all truth, with the presupposition that all truth is God’s truth.  A final distinctive of the Christian college was an attempt to develop a Christian worldview.
  

A Christian Worldview & Higher Education


“Cultures pattern perceptions of reality into conceptualizations of what reality can or should be, what is to be regarded as actual, probable, possible, and impossible.  These conceptualizations form what is termed the ‘worldview’ of the culture.”
  Worldview is the system by which cultural members process reality and is also the foundation of values and mores.  According to Kraft, “worldview lies at the very heart of culture, touching, interacting with, and strongly influencing every other aspect of culture.”
  Every member of a given society is conditioned to interpret reality in terms agreed upon by members of that culture.  Seerfield defines a Christian worldview as “an awareness on the part of the individual that whether he eats or drinks, plays or studies, whatever he does issues from a heart committed to a true and jealous Almighty God revealed in Jesus Christ recognizing God’s sovereign control on him, and indeed, over the entire universe.”
  This has particular relevance to the issue of Christian higher education.


Inherent in Christian belief is the discovery of truth, and this leads to a striving for education in order to explore truth.  With regard to Christian higher education, what has clearly taken place over time is the separation of Christian faith (piety) from the pursuit of truth (academics).  Douglas Sloan calls this the two-sphere theory of truth.
  This is the notion that one may separate academics from faith.  We now encourage initiatives in the integration of faith and scholarship when in reality, separating the two is an artificial cleavage.  In other words, effort to integrate faith and learning introduces nothing new but takes us back to the original intention of education in America.  If God is truth and all truth is of God, truth should always be embraced with spiritual awareness and moral accountability.  “At Christian schools we must believe that there is an underlying unity of truth.  We must refuse to separate religion and life.  We must refuse to separate the question of meaning from the total academic pursuit of truth…  Christian higher education is nothing less than the attempt through the individual and communal activities of thinking, teaching, researching, discussing, performing, and living to understand the totality of life, history, and the universe in relationship to the lordship of the crucified and risen Jesus Christ.”
  

Christian Higher Education and The Kingdom of God


“At its best, the Christian college … exists as a community of faith and learning that exhibits the prophetic insight, purity, passion and plurality of Christ’s kingdom in their collective life…  It is our awareness and conviction of the relationship between the mission of the kingdom and the return of Christ that should shape the mission, educational goals and strategic priorities of our institutions.  Our approach should be guided by the fact that the kingdom has already come in Jesus Christ, is coming and will one day come in full public display.”
  College campuses play a critical role in shaping the student as to the way he or she will relate to God, self, others, and the earth.  Slimbach prefers the term “global Christian education.”  He uses the term to refer to “comprehensive efforts by Christian colleges, universities, and seminaries to enhance the capacity of students and staff to function competently in an increasingly urban, multicultural, and interconnected environment, and to make personal and public policy decisions that reflect the character and commitments of the kingdom of God.”
  To shift from Slimbach’s terminology of globalization, ‘Kingdomizing’ a campus is a multi-faceted process, both top-down and bottom-up.  It must touch every aspect of the collective campus culture.  From strategic planning to student affairs, the configuration of the student body and faculty to the residential environments, the academic curriculum to extra-curricular activities—our campuses can either assist or impede the development of students into kingdom citizens.
  

Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper gave us a vision of reclaiming every square inch, every “thumbprint” of God’s creation, for the kingdom.  Longman states, “Christian colleges ought to be the ‘holy of holies’ for that action in the arena of higher education.”
   Christian higher education is the impetus to develop kingdom citizens, and the process of developing kingdom citizens should never be a mere experiment, addendum or addition to an already overcrowded curriculum.  This understanding of Christian higher education is not the intersection of the intellect with a Christian worldview but the actual discovery of God’s purposes for the individual in learning to think and live as a kingdom citizen.

The Epic Call

College students today face a dilemma of epic proportion.  Living in an age that increasingly rejects absolutes in any form, students face a glaring contradiction.  On the one hand, the majority of Americans are convinced that there is no objective meaning in life.  According to a poll by the Barna Group, an amazing sixty-six percent of all Americans believe that “there is no such thing as absolute truth.”  The percentage is even higher among young adults, with seventy-two percent of those between eighteen and twenty-five rejecting the existence of absolutes.  Equally shocking is that the poll reveals fifty-three percent of those who describe themselves as evangelical Christians believe that there are no absolutes.  

On the other hand, individuals of all ages are seeking for purpose and meaning as never before.  “On the one hand ‘spirituality’ is at a high point; there’s never been a day in the Western world where you find surveys – like the one MTV recently conducted – that say 99.4% of young people believe in God.  On the other hand, even with the peak of spirituality, Christianity is at the bottom of the list.”
  The very language of current American culture exemplifies this search for meaning, most significantly among college students immersed in a postmodern cultural shift.  Epic is a favored term of postmodernity and ranks in popularity along with the adjective extreme.  Very recently four young men recorded their journey around the globe in search of what they called, “the epic life.”
  According to Funk & Wagnalls Standard Desk Dictionary, an “epic” is “a long, narrative poem in elevated style, typically having as its subject heroic exploits and achievements or grandiose events.”  As an adjective, “epic” means “of, pertaining to, or suitable as a theme for an epic” (Funk & Wagnalls 1983).  In other words, the current or postmodern preoccupation with extreme living or the epic life evidences an entire culture’s longing for a higher purpose and clearer meaning in life.  According to a recent poll by researched George Barna, today’s college students are motivated by two things: (1) relationships and connectedness, and (2) investing themselves in pressing causes they believe in.  Os Guinness underscores this reality when he states:



Deep in our hearts, we all want to find and fulfill a purpose



bigger than ourselves.  Only such a purpose can inspire us



to heights we know we could never reach on our own.

A majority of college students could relate to the desire of Danish thinker Søren Kierkegaard: “The thing is to understand myself, to see what God really wants me to do; the thing is to find a truth which is true for me, to find the idea for which I can live and die.
  In postmodern language, only in discovering this purpose are we able to experience an epic life.  The Apostle Paul speaks of the Christian adventure in these terms:



“Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already 

 been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for

 

 which Christ Jesus took hold of me.” (Philippians 3:12)

Benne suggests three necessary components of Christian higher education: vision, ethos, and the Christian persons who bear that vision and ethos.  The Christian vision “conveys a Christian view of the origin and destiny of the world, of nature and history, of human nature and its predicament, of human salvation and of a Christian way of life.”
  Secondly, an ethos that embodies patterns of moral action and particular virtues provides clear guidelines as to how we should live together.  For Christians, “the practice of vocation is central; all humans are called by God to exercise their gifts in service to others through specific roles.”
  For too long ministry professionals have been the only individuals thought to have a divine call on their lives.  Finally, persons who bear the vision and ethos must participate meaningfully in the life of the institution.  It is this second component that relates clearly to postmodern students.  Distinctive Christian higher education in a postmodern culture must take seriously the demand of college students to find a cause considered worthy of the ultimate self-sacrifice.  Those Christian schools that stop short of developing kingdom citizens fail their postmodern students as well as the kingdom of God.

Kingdom Stewardship


“Kingdom citizenship is a matter of kingdom stewardship.”
  An important statement is made in Luke 12:42-48, “from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.”  These are terms of stewardship.  The best commentary on this statement is found in Luke 19:15-19 (Jesus’ parable of the ten minas) and in Mattew 25:20-23 (Jesus’ parable of the talents).  The idea is that of capital which is deposited with someone in order that he or she may do business with it, and in return provide the capital along with earned interest when asked of him or her.  The original sum may vary and accordingly also the increase that is rightfully asked.  What is meant here is plain, all that we are and have are a capital investment from the Lord that we are to invest and return to him with interest.  There will be an accounting of our blessings.  Blessed is the one who can meet that accounting joyfully, but woe to the one who has proven unfaithful.


Individual believers are expected to use all God has given to yield an increase in God’s kingdom.  What we have and what we are was never intended to remain ours.  We have not been given a single thing that is to be kept to ourselves and for ourselves.  Too many of us have been adversely affected by a consumer mentality in Christianity today.  In contrast, each of us is a kingdom resource!  Our spiritual gift(s), personality, intellect, physical body, emotional self, finances, etc.—all are part of what makes each of us a kingdom resource.


Institutions should be seen as kingdom resources as well.  Too often we lose sight of the real purpose and potential of Christian institutions.  Institutions easily become self-centered and self-serving.  They become castle-building societies rather than kingdom outposts on the frontier.  If we’re not intentional and very careful, we are merely selling “construction tools” to help narrow-minded students build their own egocentric castles.  Instead, we should be instilling a Christian worldview in students that encourages them to see themselves as resources to build God’s kingdom.  Too often, Christian institutions pat themselves on the back if they have a majority of Christian faculty who pray from time to time to begin class and refrain from identifying too closely with “the world.”  Imagine what could happen if Christian colleges re-envisioned themselves as kingdom resources?  Think of the kingdom-sized impact that could be made by faculty and nursing students, business students, science students, music students, ministry students, behavioral science students, etc., if these human resources were channeled in a strategic manner to make a kingdom difference somewhere in the world!

Conclusions

The implications for being a Kingdom Campus are threefold:

1.  As a Kingdom Campus we must believe that there is an underlying unity of truth, thereby refusing to separate religion and life into two separate and distinct spheres.  We must refuse to remove the question of meaning from academic pursuit.  Faculty and students operating as a community of scholars engaged in ongoing dialogue, thinking, teaching, researching, discussing, performing, and living to engage life, history, and the universe in relationship to the lordship of the Jesus Christ.

2.  A Kingdom Campus takes seriously the fact that God designs each life as an epic adventure to be guided by a significant purpose.  Ultimately, each Christian pilgrim is to travel in a manner that honors and glorifies God.  Imminently, each individual has a specific purpose to fulfill that may accurately be termed one’s calling.  A “calling” is every individual’s God-ordained role as he or she ministers according to his or her spiritual gifts in and through Christ’s body (the Church) as part of his or her pursuit of Christ as ultimate concern.  A Christian university must approach each academic discipline from this perspective and equip students to discover and prepare for an epic call, regardless of what vocational expression that takes, so that students begin even during their college years to develop a worldview and lifestyle conducive to and inseparable from being on mission with God.  This cannot be accidental or incidental to our task.  Instead, it must become the purpose that drives administration, faculty, and staff to equip divinely called kingdom citizens with a worldview that honors God and a sense of divine call that propels them to make a kingdom-sized difference in this world

3.  A Kingdom Campus adheres to kingdom stewardship.  Only when the institution takes seriously kingdom stewardship as a kingdom resource does it actually model kingdom citizenship.  Christian colleges and universities are blessed with human, financial, and physical resources that, when channeled strategically, can make a global impact and in the process, model for students the responsibility and potential of kingdom citizenship. 
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