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What Can the
Evangelical/Interdenominational
Tradition Contribute to Christian

- Higher Education?

Harold Heie

1 hope to initiate a conversation. My overarching proposal is that Christians
working out of different Christian traditions in the context of higher edu-
cation need to create forums for conversation that will enable us to talk to
each other so that we can learn from the strengths and distinctive emphases
of each tradition. I will challenge the evangelical/interdenominational tradi-
tion to begin this conversation. Such a conversation will require, however,
that we be honest about the limitations of our respective traditions and open
to the possibility that other Christian traditions can help us address these
limitations.

My call for conversation will emerge from some preliminary reflections.
After dlarifying what I take to be the three distinctive emphases of evangelical
expressions of the Christian faith, I will summarize what I understand to be
the strengths and weaknesses of each of these distinctives as they pertain to
the task of Christian higher education. I will then speak on behalf of several
Christian traditions often not designated “evangelical,” exploring the ways they
have enriched my own evangelical faith, leading me to embrace what T will
call “chastened” forms of the evangelical distinctives. I will then explore ways
in which a chastened evangelicalism might improve existing expressions of
evangelical Christian higher education.

After this fragmentary simulated “conversation,” T will conclude this essay
with reflections on why an evangelical Christian college that is interdenomi-
national in nature may be an ideal setting in theory, if not yet in practice, for
continuing this conversation and for creating further forums for conversation
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that will istincti
. M&mou.nbmzn us all to learn from the distinctive emphases of each Christian

Who Is an Evangelical Christian?

My task is considerably complicated by lack of agreement as to what it means
to vmama “evangelical Christian.” As William Abraham has pointed out, the
term “evangelical”is a “contested concept,” the “proper use of which inevitabl
invalves endless disputes about their proper uses on the part of their users uw
But one may even consider the meaning of the word “Christian” to be 8.=._
ﬁmmun&u_m. I'am using the word “Christian” to refer to any person whose beliefs
mﬁnEan.m, and practices are rooted in the “Christian story,” with its E&o.n Eommm
of creation, fall, H&n,Bm&oP church as witness, and consummation.2
. But, n.nmu. which Christians are “evangelicals™? Various attempts at defining
evangelical” are fraught with shortcomings. One m_.,uwuownr is to go back to
the na.qno_omuw of the word, and propose that an .mﬁﬁmnmn& is one who is
committed to the “evangel” (the “gospel” or “good news”), which can be stated
as follows: God has manifested unconditional love and grace in and through
Jesus n,u.im.n to reconcile humanity to God’s self and to redeem all of the created
o._.%ﬂ But S.EH.::B»E to the “evangel” is not peculiar to “evangelical” Chris-
_M_WHMM Mﬂﬂﬂ.“ﬂﬂ%ﬁ to the redemption kernel of Em. Christian story is embraced
Donald Dayton takes an historical approach to defining the word. He points
out that the term “evangelical” has been applied to any religious tradition rooted
in one of .En following three movements: (1) the sixteenth-century Protestant
wwwoﬂnmuo? (2) the revivalist movements in America in the eighteenth and
uSR.nm:E centuries, which were in turn rooted in English Puritanism and
Continental Lutheran Pietism; and (3) the twentieth-century postfundamental-

ist, nec-evangelical movement emergin, i
g after the modernist-fundam, i
el ; t-fundamentalist

1. Wiliiam J. Abraham, quoting W. B. Gallie, in The Comj f
: \ . B. A oming Great R : i
the ,MEMH Evangelical Tradition {San Francisco: Harper & Row, Gmm& P wm§§~ Recovering
- I have argued elsewhere that our articulations of mum notifs 1
. g th se motifs need to capture
..muﬂ.omn_aa w&ﬁ@ nwmn all Christians can share, while allowing for diversity in _..Mpﬁm
.m”nob ,o._.mnn vnwow. _H..o_. example, the belief that “God created the world” is first-order.
I Sw M:anmﬁ.mm. rMﬂuOom created the world is 2 second-order issue. See Harold mnmn.
anted: tian Colleges for a Dynamic E licalism,” Christi E ; .
Manch 1990 e ol i vangelicalism,” Christian Scholar’s Review 21
3. See Donald W. Dayton and Robert K, Johnston, The Vari 7
. : X ariety of American E li-
M&aﬂ Eas.nnnm O_..o<n" InterVarsity Press, 1991), pp. 47, 48, and 245; and Stanley uﬁmu“m”h.
evisioning Evangelical Theology (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), pp- Nu..nu
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But when many in the Dutch Reformed tradition learn that Dayton’s
definition would classify them as “evangelical,” they are uncomfortable with
that designation, at best. For many Dutch Reformed, the word “evangelical”
conjures up the idea of the necessity of a “crisis conversion,” which is contrary
to their emphasis on the baptism of children who are then nurtured to grow
gradually into maturity as Christians. And there is good reason for that con-
cern, since a distinctive emphasis in the evangelica! tradition has been on a
“conversion experience.”

Tn light of this example, the best approach for understanding the word
“evangelical,” at least for purposes of this essay, may be sociological. 1 therefore
will attempt to identify certain “distinctive emphases” that are typically as-
sociated with the word “evangelical” at the present time.

I draw here on a proposal made by David Bebbington that three distinctive
emphases of evangelicalism are biblicism, conversionism, and evangelistic ac-
tivism.# 1 will argue that a Christian is evangelical if his or her beliefs, attitudes,
and practices emphasize some version of these distinctives (albeit, possibly in
some “chastened” form, as in my case). { am using the word “evangelical,”
therefore, to apply to a Christian institution of higher education when that
institution expects (explicitly or implicitly) all or most of its faculty and
administrators to emphasize some version of these distinctives.

BiblLicism

Bebbington uses the word biblicism to refer to “a particular regard for the
Bible” or, as Mark Noll has stated, “a reliance on the Bible as ultimate religious
authority:*3 This distinctive points to the centrality that evangelicals accord to
the biblical record. Evangelicals do not view the Bible as just one great book
among many. Rather, they view it as the primary vehicle for God’s revelation
of the nature of Christian faith and practice. This seems most appropriate
since it is the biblical narrative that unfolds the “Christian story” that is central
to all Christian traditions. Although we as Christians often disagree in our
interpretations of the biblical record, it remains the primary source for helping

4, David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 17305 to the
1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), pp. 2-14. Bebbington actually proposes a fourth
distinctive of crucicentrism which emphasizes that the reconciliation of humanity to God
is “achieved by Christ on the cross” (p. 14). I do not include this in my analysis since, based
on my judgment, many Christians besides evangelicals share this focus since it is the
redemption kernel of the Christian story.

5. Bebbington, Evangelicalism, p. 3; and Mark Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994}, p. 8.
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us to understand the Christian faith. Evangelicals serve all of Christendom
" well by emphasizing this point.

Evangelical Christian colleges typically express in a programmatic way this
emphasis on the authority and centrality of the biblical record by including
study of the biblical text in the undergraduate curriculum. Most if not all
evangelical Christian colleges require biblical studies as 2 part of their general
education requirements,’ and most make attempts to uncover ways in which
biblical understanding can fllumine and enrich understandings gained from
study in the various academic disciplines. .

However, there are some tendencies of biblicism that place limitations
on the Christian faith and on Christian higher education. One is a tendency
to undervalue sources of knowledge about Christian faith and living other
than the Bible, sometimes to the point of extending the insight that the
Bible is the ultimate authority and primary source for our understanding
to the questionabie view that the Bible is the “sole” source for our under-
standing. This tendency is sometimes aggravated by a questionable intui-
tionist epistemology which holds that the Bible is self-interpreting and,
therefore, Christian believers can always directly apprehend the spiritual
truths to be found in the biblical text. This view of the Bible as the “sole”
source of understanding can at times manifest itself in a lack of commitment

to serious study in the academic disciplines within the humanities, fine arts,
social sciences, and natural sciences. In additien, the intuitionist epis-
temology that sometimes accompanies this view can lead to devaluation of
the serious study of theology that ought to complement biblical studies,
and to the neglect of the contributions that tradition, pronouncements of
the church, experience, and reason can make as we seek to interpret the
Bible adequately.

A second limitation of biblicism is a tendency toward too narrow a view
of the meaning and significance of the biblical record. As Mark Noli points
out, “Evangelicals have . . . been distinctive for the shape of their belief in the

6. With some exceptions, the magnitude of this biblical studies requirement has gener-
ally decreased over the past quarter of a century, as a result of the intense academic
departmental competition for those precious general education credits (which also seem
to be shrinking due to the perceived need for students to accumutate more credits in their
acaderic specializations). Whereas the biblical studies requirement at a number of evan-
gelical Christian colleges used to comprise as much as a full “second major.” or at least a
“minot” (appzoximately 18 semester credits), the present requirement is more likely to fall
in the range of four to twelve semester credits. There are some good reasons for this
reduction in specific biblical studies requirements (see n. 9), but it is also ironic in light of
the fact that the level of biblical literacy on the part of students enrolling in such colleges
is generally on the dedline. Nevertheless, some level of biblical studies is still considered
important at evangelical Christian colleges.
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Rible — that is, for a literal hermeneutic, for a ‘scientific’ mmvﬂow% to the verses
of Scripture that was molded by the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, .moﬂ
keen preoccupation with the doctrine of biblical Enmnw,.bam and for fascination
with details of the apocalypse.”” Making crucial distinction vw@mmw ,.Hrﬁ is
“distinctive” to evangelicalism and what is “essential .8 Orﬂm:munﬁ Zm.:
points to a larger meaning of a proper emphasis on the ?.E.m" “What is m&nﬂ.ﬁ
to Christianity . . . is a profound trust in the mmo_n.»w voEHEmsm to the Savior
and for orienting our entire existence to the service of Oo.m. Noll notes that
even the classic internal witness of 2 Timothy 3 .,aEu.rmmEﬁn the saving and
orienting purposes of the Bible much more than the Bible's potential to serve
as an immediate source of detailed knowledge.’ .

The Reformed tradition has helped me understand how one d:m_% over-
come the limitations of excessive manifestations of biblicism mu_..m intuitionism.
It has instilled in me a comprehensive view of God's soverelgnty that makes
the intended rule of Jesus Christ extend to all aspects of creation. .Hrn.nnmo.nm_
scholarly work in the academic disciplines is an important area of .5<mmﬁm.mco:
of God’s activity, for God has been active, not only redemptively in mua history
of Israel and the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, but also in nature,
human life, and history.

As central as the biblical record is, it is not the only source of my _..Emﬂ-
standing about Christian faith and practice.? I have also learned correctives to
an extreme form of biblicism from Christian believers who speak of pro-

" nouncements of the church as important sources of Christian understanding

{as in Roman Catholicism or Eastern Orthodoxy), or of reason mﬂn.m.xmn:mnmn
as sources of understanding that complement the Bible and .ﬁmm_dou. (asin
Methodism’s Wesleyan quadrilateral). As I come to the task of EamnmﬂmaSm._En
Bible, I need to benefit from these other sources of Christian :b&»ﬁﬂﬁ..&um,
and I can do so without compromising my belief that the Bible is my primary
source and ultimate authority. . . .

In light of what we can learn from these other Qﬁ.m.cm: voices, nﬁwm&_mam
might do well to embrace a “chastened” form of biblicism that I call biblical

centrality.”

7. Noll, Scandal, pp. 243, 244.
. Noll, Scandal, p. 244.

W. Mo.a fortunate wQ. evangelical colleges that over the years they have mnﬁnn&. faculty
committed to this Reformed emphasis. The positive curricular Hmm,._: has been an increase
in general education requitements in the various academic m.mmnmv:nnm m.nx_. sometimes, in
theology, as a complement to biblical studies. Of course, in light o.m the increasing biblical
illiteracy of students noted in 1. 6, this broadening of general education expectations creates
some strong faculty disagreements regarding the appropriate balance between these various
areas of study.
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Biblical Centrality: The biblical record is the primary source and ultimate
zuthority for our understanding of the Christian faith and the implications
of that faith for our lives. Such biblical understanding needs to be com-
plemented and enriched by theological reflection and by understanding
gained from study in other academic disciplines, and from the gifts of
' Christian tradition, reason, and experience,

This view of biblical centrality has important implications for current
expressions of evangelical Christian higher education. Foremost, it calls us to
greater seriousness about the “integration of knowledge” rhetoric typically
presented in the first few pages of our evangelical college catalogs. Qur rhetoric
has far outdistanced our actual practice of integrating knowledge.

In brief, it is not sufficient to separately value two important spheres of
knowledge that empirically ovetlap: the sphere of biblical and theological
understanding and the sphere of knowledge claims in other academic disci-
plines. To try to separate these into two side-by-side spheres is co-existence,
a form of intellectual dualism, not integration. Such dualism i commonplace
among evangelical Christians. As ah antidote to this dualism, 2 fundamental
assumption of evangelical Christian higher education should be that the in-
teraction of these two spheres of knowledge must be intentionally explored.
Fully recognizing the tensions that can exist between knowledge claims in these
two spheres, the evangelical Christian scholar must nevertheless seek for in-
terrelationships between the two spheres, and for ways in which knowledge
claims in each sphere can illumine, enrich, and complement claims in the
others. Whereas evangelicals generally embrace the view that Dbiblical and
theological understanding can inform knowledge in other academic disci-
plines, they need more fully to embrace the “second direction” for integration
of knowledge: knowledge in other academic disciplines can inform our biblicat
and theological understanding. Based on the assumption that there is unity
of truth, the goal is to develop a unifying conceptual framework informed by
Christian ideas for interpreting and acting in the world.

This “biblical centrality” thesis also points to the need for evangelical
institutions of higher education to reaffirm the importance of both biblical
studies and theological reflection. But how is that practically possible, given
the meager level of basic biblical literacy that many of our students bring to
college? It is foolish for us to think that we can adequately compensate for
years of pre-college neglect by providing comprehensive instruction in biblical
studies. We need to be much more creative.

Our thetoric about the integration of the sphere of biblical and theological
understanding with the knowledge claims in other academic disciplines sug-
gests the possibility of an “across the curriculum” approach to biblical and
theological :smﬂ.ﬁb&bmg rather than viewing such understanding as the
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primary responsibility of the “Biblical and Religious wnc&m.m Department.” Of
course, students need to_gain some significant knowledge in the two mwwﬂ.,mm
before they can effectively-begin integration. Therefore, there remains a sig-
nificant need for biblical studies during the :bmmn&mmm. years, but wom“mzx more
emphasis could be placed on developing a “thematic wmﬁm,.aoar and then
establishing expectations for students to take more responsibility for their own
biblical learning within that framework.

But the greatest changes may need to occur in the :m.ﬁm?.&mmm years, when
students have the maturity needed seriously to pursue m._n.EBmawﬂﬁ quest.
Students need some introduction to theological reflection in .@.ﬁ upper-class
years. But again, that should not be viewed as the responsibility of one de-
partment. A more integrative strategy would be to mun_.awmm the offering of
integrative seminars in the various academic disciplines &:Em the mwvﬁ-nm.mwm
years (not a new idea), but with a greater intentional .monc.m on integrating
relevant aspects of biblical studies and theological nmmmnnon..moin.ﬁv it can-
not be assumed that all faculty are well prepared for such an Eﬁnbso.:& focus
on integrating biblical and theological understanding. More attention must
therefore be given to faculty development programs that mnoﬁmm faculty with
adequate resources and time to pursue their own integrative quest.

Conversionism

Bebbington uses the word conversionism to refer to the :_.um:umm numﬁ lives need
to be changed,” that persons need to “turn away from mrm::mﬁm in repentance
and to Christ in faith ! Some evangelicals emphasize the “deep mma.ﬁm that
is experienced when such a conversion takes place, Some m<mmma:n&m also
emphasize the view that the tell-tale signs that such w.ﬂmbmmoﬂmu.mﬂws has taken
place are a deep desire to immerse oneself in Hrm.m?:ﬁﬁm_ &mﬂmwnnmu such as
personal prayer and Bible study, and 2 renunciation of certain lifestyle habits
deemed incompatible with the Christian faith. o .

These emphases have made some very positive contributions tothe nrﬁmr
and to Christian higher education. They point to the truth that _ummﬂm a Chris-
tian is not just a matter of giving intellectual assent to a set of vm.:mmw. mm&nv
it involves a commitment of the whole person that mrocﬁ.vm Fam nwmnmﬁm.
And although there have surely been some excesses of .mEocoumrmE in evan-
gelicalism, it is important for all Christians to be reminded of the truth that
to “feel deeply” is an indispensable aspect of our humanness. . o

These emphases are expressed in a variety of ways at evangelical Christian
colleges. First, although evangelical Christian colleges are not churches, they

10. Bebbington, Evangelicalism, pp. 3, 5.

251



THE EVANGELICALY/ INTERDENOMINATIONAL TRADITION

do typically conduct regular chapel services for students and faculty, with
attendance often required of students. Although chapel programming is
varied, it will generally include thernes related to spiritual transformation and
growth, even including, at times, evangelistic efforts aimmed toward the con-
version of students. Although it is difficult to generalize, it may be fair to say
that such chapel programs often reinforce the importance of deeply felt reli-
gious experience. .

The evangelical emphasis on the spiritual disciplines also finds healthy
expression at evangelical Christian colleges through such means as residence
hall Bible studies and prayer groups. The evangelical emphasis on personal
lifestyle habits consistent with Christian commitment is also expressed at gur
colleges, Many evangelical Christian colleges have tended toward an in loco
parentis model, accompanied by attempts to define meaningful limits for
student behavior. A Positive contribution of this concern has been a general
avoidance of campus student behavior that is judged to be inimical to the
Christian faith (e.g,, fraternity binge drinking, although what goes on off
campus couid be a different matter),

The evangelical emphasis on spiritual transformation and growth is related
to an emphasis on “holistic” student development at evangelical Christian
colleges. Students are not disembodied intellects. Rather, they are persons who
think, feel, act, worship, play, relate to others, and have bodies that need caring
for. Qur colleges typically believe that each student should learn about and
develop each of these aspects of his or her being, and we often provide
extensive student development programming toward that end.

Yet, there is also a dark side to sorme of these conversionist emphases. The
etnphasis on feeling can degenerate into a mindless emotionalismn that deni-
grates the importance of adequately reflecting on the meaning of what one is
feeling. By failing to recognize that our feelings are not self-interpreting and
that they gain meaning as we interpret them in the light of our current
framework of thought, such anti-intellectualism enslaves us to our emotions.

And in those collegiate settings where there-is an overemphasis on deeply-felt
religious experience, the intellectual task of “integrating knowledge” takes a
back seat, despite our common college catalog claim that this is Christian
higher education’s most fundamental distinctive.

One limitation of the view that the transformed life brought about by
conversion finds expression primarily in terms of the spiritual disciplines and
‘sanctified lifestyle habits is a tendency toward privatization of one’s religious
commitment. In its most extreme form, this becomes a subjective individual-
ist bordering on a “spiritual narcissist” in which a person is so concerned
about “personal holiness” and “feeling good. about oneself” that he or she is
of no earthly good to anyone. Surely the meaning of a “transformed life” must
be big enough to capture the corporate nature of the Body of Christ and to
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embrace our Christian responsibilities to other human beings and the rest of
’ ted order. . .

Ooﬂw MMMWM liability of legitimate concern for student lifestyle wmcnm cCcurs

when this concern is manifested in an extreme in loco parentis Bo%w w_..,mﬁ

suffocates students by making too many choices for them, thereby ro Em

them of the development of “ethical discernment” that should be a major goal

. L . er-
* of Christian higher education. Of course, this issue immerses us in the p

ennial tension between law and Christian liberty. It .mm appropriate mo“HMe.M”w
gelical Christian colleges-to proscribe mEann._umwmﬁo.H (at HMmmﬁ onc mswm o
that is inimical to the Christian faith (recognizing HmmE.Em"m ammmw_mmm onts
to what behaviors fall into this MmﬁmmM,Qv..wﬂ ﬁm@%ﬂﬂmﬂwﬂﬁw MMMMW&UM i
i too often erred on the side o 2
Mﬂﬂmmwmmmmm Mmmﬂmﬂmwanmﬂ of discernment that is essential to growth toward
OE.%”MM m”“ww.p n%..ﬂ.immmnm from other traditions have had much to say about
overcoming ﬁrm liabilities of excessive conversionist mn.ﬁwmmnm.. The wnm_”om““”
and Lutheran traditions can teach us that _.‘.,am gradual coming to .nnammw
o Cerence. s hing o sa e et cmession xperence
i ience. It is one thing to sa :
Mmo MMMH“Mw MUN WM”.K to Christian faith, But it is mE.n_.% going ﬂwo far to m_mmm.ﬂonwwm
it is the only path to faith. We need to allow .n.o_. a AEQ..&Q oammmnmwwﬂ  storie
in this regard. Here again, Mark Noll Huuoq_mam us 459 a hnm» nmmmbam&
when he contrasts evangelical &mmunmﬁm. 3&.&&5928. mmr are es: e
to Christianity: “Evangelicals have vnwb.&m.cnn.ﬂ:a in mnmE:HMm e nﬂmﬂa >
version. But what is essential to Christianity is the eq._gom.m. e mMoB_E ted 10
God, from the beginning of faith until mnmﬁr.. Some E&S.mc s Emw rmwn :
being drawn to faith through a crisis conversion; other believers may
i tory to tell”1: . .
&m.%rmmﬁm%owﬁ& tradition especially can ﬁﬂoi.am us sﬂ.r a noﬂmQWm_mmamam
excessive preoccupation with “feeling” through its commitment to Mﬁmﬁ w e ot
the mind as an expression of worship om" mou. of course, it .M,nww at mes be
necessary to remind some Reformed nra“.umbm .Emﬁ an mﬂ.? li el nw_” HM. Jee
alism'is as unworthy as a mindless emotionalism. The ideal is bo
ink deeply. .
mnnﬂwwbbm %_“WHEWHHH the Lutheran, wamoa.ﬁm. Episcopal, QEQMWMMM
Eastern Orthodox traditions can _MmeMmH%M_H_MnW Mn”d MMM M..w_“mmwﬁ mMEnm e
i ith “private spirituality” (w
”.MWMM-W%MMH HMH Mmummwnmb ncmﬁau can cause oum.S lose wﬁg of EM _S%MMMH
nature of the church and of worship. g.oun.mwmnn.ﬁﬁ ?mEM rec M,,%m e
uncomfortable with “an evangelical spirituality which seemed 10 se

11. Noli, Scandal, p. 244.
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center-stage,” where “an act of individual or corperate devotion seemed to

depend on the fervor we brought to it as individuals*12 Instead, he found
himself attracted to a “liturgical worship in which one enters into an act larger
than oneself, prior to oneself, and not experientially dependent on oneself and
the fervor one brings to it,” where he could “forget {

r_..anE...EmnoGoB"m
action not contingent on [his] .. . own feelings at the moment for its effi-
ggvvu—.m A .

In light of these correctives provided by other Christian voices,
might do well to embrace a “chastened”
by the word “commitment”

evangelicals
form of conversionism best captured

Commitment: A Christian personally appropriates the “go0d news” of the
Gospel through a commitment of her or his entire being, whatever the
means of that BEEHBQ,H may be. Such commitment should be cele-
brated with other Christian believers and should be expressed i a personal
integration of one’s thinking, feeling, and acting, ,

This focus on commitment expressed through personal integration has an
important implication for current expressions of evangelical Christian higher
education. Despite our stated emnphasis on the holistic development of stu-
dents, there js still an nsidious tendency toward bifurcation, where an ern-
phasis on the life of the mind and an emphasis on deeply felt religious expe-
rience and other “non-intellectyal” aspects of personal growth coexist at best,
Orat worst create considerable tensions between “teaching faculty” and student
development staff. Such tensions may be due to an excessive “student services”
model for student development that places meager emphasis on learning, as

if 2 college were a health $p2, 2 church, or a counseling center.

Since colleges exist primarily for learning, a corrective to excessive preoc-
cupation with student services is a model that places the focus for both
“teaching faculty” and student development staff on student learning. The
only difference should be that “teaching faculty” foster student learning inside
the classroom, while student development staff foster student learning outside
the classroom.

It is unfortunate that student development staffs generally have not at-
tained parity with “teaching faculty” as educators at evangelical Christian
colleges, A partial explanation for this situation may be an overemphasis on
“student services”

by some student development staff. But some “teaching

12. John Edward Skillen, “Religious Crisis Durin
Autobiography” in Bruce G. Wel
Tapestry Press, 1994), p. 104,

13. Skillen, “Religious Crisis,* p. 104,

& My College Years: Notes for a Spiritual
bb, ed., Christianity, Character and Liberal Arts (Acton:
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f: » also contribute to this disparity by their belief that all mE.uau.ﬁ HHM_MW
s biace :de the classroom, including related out-of-class assign " )
EWQ. . EMH ble empirical evidence to the contrary. > true partners W
e renchin faculty” and student development staff will vﬂ possible only
_mmmwmms MMMMFM%EEW themselves to being “educators,” helping students to
0 sel .
wmﬁ.u imﬁqﬂ will foster holistic development. el inctitations
This focus on commitment also suggests that some M m»o 2l institudions
f higher education could do more to encourage students xamine el
fundemes i “worldview” commitments which often are tacit and inar lat
?H.&manaﬂm imﬂmoh. students to come to our colleges rmsmpm been .nnﬂ%
w e ereed fn o neelical institutions since childhood, sometimes _mm&um.%
HHE.dmn..mm o nﬂp.m w_m set of “hand-me-down” beliefs that they have never mnn .
nm,ma MMM%WMM woiﬁ& the goal of appropriating their own set oM.MM”nM.».ﬁM“_ .
cvangel isti more to create a suppo ;
e OM.M.”MMHNBBMMNMWHMM Mwnoﬁmm& to mmwn__mun. and uoﬂmunﬁwww
Bm“_.w ,MMWU&H? in conversation with other Christian believers an
1e

" students who have other faith commitments.

WW ﬂunﬁ mm&
Hm”—n s11ggestlo ﬁ.w..—m.n a n.n—.&.mnwn mmpﬂr ! 5

5 I § 5 cominltme t nwﬂﬂ@ 1o UN TES:

1 u m 1 mu 51 n

in act; 018, not just in Hm_:h;h:_. NHP&. maﬂu— i Hmm& to Con mmnm.n—o Cm a ﬂ:.:&.

evangelical distinctive.

Evangelistic Activism

« i ospel in
Bebbington uses the word activism to refer to n.,,.n nNMMnHWMH”UWMMmeM:n&m
: the conversion . 1
» with such effort focused on — £ sionatel
%w“ww%ﬂ in their concern for sharing the Christian faith ﬁa%mmua&an is w
« mmunicating the gospel. As a result of this evangelistic mn& .M_un pread
" tendency to emphasize immediacy of results: the gosp _wc.m e
it
mﬂowwnwm possible throughout the world so that many may be “save
ass
ation, . o the
e %ﬁﬁﬂmamwan activism has made some é:wzm nonn.&wcowwwwo o
chy _.n_“ and to Christian higher education. Because “good uwﬁmmo”wm gospel
wrMHmm itis commendable to have asense of Emmmmw. mw”.ﬂ”wwﬂm”m ﬂ.m a need for
. iblical concept of “tru ;

i s. Furthermore, the bibli ( ? 10 v that
o oﬂw.m“mmn_ for it embraces the Hebraic rather than mmcﬂm_mﬁ.%r Smc&m "
wﬂpum i mum “doing” ought to be two sides of %.m same coin. me.:w,m he
. Mwﬁmwmﬁﬂgm strictly cognitive to “carry around in one’s .rnm o.nm " Em.wmE
W.mnnm.uﬂﬂq- is moanm—uw—bm to be acted on, to be lived out. This MHWEH&O&NH pro-
has often found expression at evangelical colleges through

14. Bebbington, Evangelicalism, pp. 3, 10.
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.mumgmmﬁmvao&mm%cansamnn_ mmnEQHrmowvonEmQSam_gm_.nm._m gospel”
with others.

 Yet, an emphasis on evangelistic activism also has its limitations. First is the

tendency of many evangelicals to define appropriate activism almost exclusively
in terms of outreach geared toward the redemption of individual people. But the
biblical record suggests that all of the created order needs redemption. The
biblical record also calls Christians to work toward the redemnption of social and
political structures and to redeem the “good earth” that God created. Some
pockets of evangelicalism have adequately embraced this larger view of creation
and redemption, but we still have a long way to go. And as we travel that path,
other Christian traditions have much to teach us,

Once again, the Reformed tradition, with its comprehensive view of God
as sovereign over all aspects of creation and it commitment to the transfor-
mation of all creation, can help us better to understand the nature of our
creation-wide responsibilities. We can alsa learn from Christians in the Ana-
baptist/Mennonite tradition. Evangelicals would do well to emulate their corn-
mitment to serving all the needs of people, not just those labeled “spiritual;”
their social concern for justice for the poor and disenfranchised of this world;
and their commitment to “peacemaking” in a world torn apart by conflict.

Another limitation of evangelistic activism results from jts pragmatic em-
phasis on immediate results. This emphasis does not create an environment
conducive to rigoroizs Christian scholarship on evangelical Christian college
campuses, for the results of serious scholarship are Hot necessarily immediate.
What is lost in this preoccupation with immediate results is the flourishing of
Christian thinking about the nature of all of God’s creation. In turn, this loss
cripples dissemination of “Christian voices” within the larger academy and
within a culture that needs to hear Christian perspectives. This latter task of
doing and disseminating Christian scholarship is often long-term arduous
work without immediacy of results. But, as so many Christians from the
Reformed tradition have emphasized, doing Christian scholarship is a vital
Christian calling. If Christian academics do not energetically pursue that
calling, we will zbandon our culture to non-Christian ways of thinking,

This tendency to undervalue Christian scholarship because it often lacks
immediate results is further aggravated by the self designation of most evan-
gelical Christian colleges as “teaching institutions,” where faculty are hired
primarily to teach students, not to do research. In theory, scholarship —
integrative or otherwise — is saidto be important, but scholarly work is clearly
a secondary responsibility relative to the primary responsibility of teaching.
And because teaching loads are typically high at such institutions, there simply
isn’t much time left for serious scholarly work during the academic year.

In light of these reflections on some limitations of activism and some
correctives provided by other Christian voices, evangelicals might do wel] to
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* i el
brace a “chastened” form of activism that I call comprehensive gosp
em

activism.”
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To make this possible, evangelical Christian nw eges modiy ek
i ow If-designation as “teaching institutions, s&ﬁm scholar] y ork e
o elly 2. noWMmJ. responsibility relative to the primary responsib ity 0
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MMMN mwmn what lead to faculty advancement. But “teaching institutions” may
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invite their own form of abuse. In th i
: . ¢ past thirty-pl
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15, See Heie, “Wanted”

bonndars P- 267, for my related Proposal for appropriate “theclogical
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Conclusion: Evangelical/Interdenominational Christian Colleges
as Communities of Conversation

By now, the reader should detect my gratitude to various Christian traditions
that have helped me to refine my understanding of what I mean when I profess
to be an evangelical Christian. But for the most part, T have limited myself in
this essay to those few Christian traditions that I have had the good fortune
to be immersed in at various times in my career as an educator. There are
many other Christian traditions from which I still need to learn. The entire
contents of this book should provide further grist for a more extended con-
versation between Christian educators from many traditions, one that will
enable all conversants to learn from the distinctive emphases and limitations
of each tradition.

This brings me, at long last, to the distinctive contribution to Christian
higher education of the evangelical Christian college that is intentionally inter-
dentominational (in contrast to evangelical colleges whose identity is primarily
tied to one Christian tradition or denomination). The empirical reality about
evangelicalism is that it is interdenominational. There are believers in many
Christian traditions and denominations who embracevarious forms of the three
evangelical distinctives I have elaborated in this essay. Therefore, an interdenom-
inational evangelical Christian college has a unique opportunity to gather to-
gether for conversation faculty and students who are evangelical representatives
of many Christian traditions or denominations. But that conversation is still too
narrowly defined. In the spirit of this book, that conversation should be opened
up to include Christians from all traditions, evangelical or otherwise. I therefore
pose a challenge to evangelical/interdenominational Christian colleges to create

such communities of conversation.

Of course, my call for conversation is easier said than done in an era when
civil discourse in on the decline, even within — or especially across — differ-
ent Christian sub-cultures. One would think that the conversation for which
1 call is already in place at evangelical/interdenominational Christian colleges,
given their interdenominational nature, but that has not been my experience.
In my eighteen vears at two evangelical/interdenominational Christian col-
leges, I have seen very few conversations across a broad spectrum of faith
traditions regarding theological differences and the implications of those dif-
ferences for the academic disciplines and for living well,

I've often wondered why this has been the case. It may partially reflect the
fact that our own theological sophistication as faculty members outside the
field of theology often does not exceed the advanced Sunday school level. But
I think there are two deeper reasons: a fear of where such “controversial”

conversation may lead (will the results cross agreed-upon theological bourd-
aries?), and the fact that Christians, not to mention others, have not learned
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how to disagree with each other with kindness, sharing our differing partial
glimpses of God’s truth in love. This fact reinforces the need for a broad
definition of “theological boundaries,” as well as a need for the humility and
charity necessary for authentic human conversation to flourish, The humility
of which I speak is open to the possibility that some of my present beliefs are
false, and I can correct a false beljef by listening to someone who disagrees
with me. The charity of which I speak means I should putthe best construction
on what another person says by trying to se¢ things from his or her perspective,
And I should alwayd express disagreement with kindness. Possibly the reason
we experience such meager authentic conversation js that we often lack these
qualities.
If my analysis of our tendencies toward non-conversation are correct, then
it will be a formidable challenge to create communities of conversation like
‘those called for in this essay. Such communities will not emerge by themselves;
intentional strategies must be implemented. T have argued elsewhere that such
strategies must include broad, community-wide commitment to aspire to
conversational ideals including humility and charity, the intentional orchestra-
tion of a plurality of differing “Christian voices” regarding the issue at hand,
and curricular and co-curricular means for “teaching disagreements” rather
than ignoring or camouflaging them 16
If interdenominational evangelical Christian colleges can create and main-
tain such communities of conversation across Christian theological traditions,
then these colleges can make a profound contribution to Christian higher
" education and, then, to all of higher education by inviting all scholars to “join
the conversation.” That ideal is the ultimate educational challenge as we move
toward the end of this century,

16. For further elaboration, see Harold Heie, “The Postrmodern Opportunity: Christians
in the Academy,” Christian Schalar’s Review, forthcoming.
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1. Roger Rosenblatt, “Defenders of the Faith,” Time (November 12, 1084): 112,
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