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The Challenges and Opportunities
We stand on the doorstep of a new century
with great hopefulness, but also with an
awareness of the difficult times in which we
live. Values clarification will certainly rage
into the third millennium. Educational is-
sues will continue to be complicated by so-
cial problems such as poverty, the
breakdown of families, and the ravages of
crime, drugs, and AIDS.1  Further, James
Mecklenburger, Director of the Institute for
the Transfer of Technology to Education, has
loudly proclaimed that “Information Tech-
nology is the most powerful educational
force since chalk.”2  Others view such tech-
nology less positively.3  Nonetheless, the
high technology age is here, bringing both
blessing and curse.

Clearly, we must remember that High
Tech is not enough. High Touch is manda-
tory for followers of Jesus. Jesus, the master
teacher, first called His followers to be “with
Him” before He sent them on mission.
Christian higher education must take ad-
vantage of new opportunities that facilitate
learning, break down traditional barriers,
and provide new and powerful information.
High Tech may be a useful servant, but it
makes a horrible master. More important
questions even than the use of technology
loom before us today. We must determine
the purpose of education, or more specifi-
cally, the purpose of Christian education, as
well as the common values we want to share
with the next generation.4

The restlessness that characterizes so
much of Western society stems in part
from the enormous changes in our coun-

try and in our world. Leith Anderson says
these changes “promise to be greater than
the invention of the printing press, greater
than the Industrial Revolution.”5  At the
heart of these paradigmatic changes is the
fact that truth, morality, and interpretation
are being ignored, if not rejected outright.
Therefore, Christian higher education
faces some formidable challenges.6

Throughout education and culture, the
very existence of objective truth is being
challenged. We observe this phenomena
in the academy in the post structuralism
of Lyotard,7  the deconstructionism of
Derrida,8  the radical subjectivism of Fou-
cault,9  and the reader-focused hermeneu-
tic of Stanley Fish.10  It is even found in
popular culture, exemplified in the lyrics
of the country music group Diamond Rio,
who sing that “it’s all interpretation, if you
want to know the truth you have to read
between the lines.”11  A normative view of
truth and a Christian world view are re-
jected or devalued, seemingly lost in our
contemporary culture.

Recently a high profile culture-watcher
observed this trend’s impact on Christians
by noting that “an unbelievably small pro-
portion of believers have what is called a
Christian worldview . . . and because most
Christians don’t think like Christians, they
can’t act like Christians. Because they don’t
act like Christians they can’t have much
impact on the world in which they live.”12

The Call: Toward a
Great Commandment Model

Christian higher education has an op-
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portunity at this unique time in history to
step forward as a leader in the larger field
of higher education to prepare students
to enter the changing world of the twenty-
first century. In order to answer this call
we must commit to the words of Jesus
found in Matthew 22:36-40. Here we are
told to love God with our hearts, minds,
and souls, and to love others completely.
Jesus’ words command a wholehearted
emotional, volitional, and cognitive devo-
tion to God. This kind of “love” for God
will then result in obedience to all He has
commanded.13  These words provide the
foundation for our mission in our chang-
ing, postmodern world.

The purpose of Christian institutions
is to educate students to be prepared for
whatever vocation God has called them,
to equip them with the competencies
necessary to think Christianly and to per-
form skillfully in the world, and to teach
them to be servant leaders who impact the
world as change agents based on a full-
orbed Christian world and life view. In
other words, we are called to be Great
Commandment schools.

The first and greatest commandment
includes loving God with our minds. As
T. S. Eliot writes:

The purpose of a Christian education
would not be merely to make men
and women pious Christians: a sys-
tem which aimed too rigidly at this
end alone would become only obscu-
rantist. A Christian education must
primarily teach people to be able to
think in Christian categories.14

Learning to think Christianly impacts
our homes, our businesses, our health care
agencies, our schools, our social struc-
tures, our recreational activities, and, yes,
our churches too. To love God with our
minds means that we depart from secu-

lar mindsets in the way we live and love,
the way we worship and serve, the way
we work to earn our livelihood, and the
way we learn and teach.

As we prepare to enter the twenty-first
century we need more than just new and
novel ideas and enhanced programs; we
need distinctively Christian thinking, the
kind of tough-minded thinking that re-
sults in distinctly different action. To
achieve this end we need to hear afresh
the significance of Jesus’ words for us. We
must, as T. S. Eliot has written, “be able to
think in Christian categories.”15  To do so
means we must be able to define and hold
to a world-and-life view grounded in the
truth of God’s revelation to us. It means
seeing life and learning from a Christian
vantage point; it means thinking with the
mind of Christ. This process involves the
whole of our human personality. Our
mind is to be renewed, our emotions pu-
rified, our conscience kept clear, and our
will surrendered to God’s will. Applying
the Great Commandment entails all that
we know of ourselves being committed
to all that we know of God.16

Twentieth-Century Hostility
Towards Christian Thought

Never before in America has it been so
important to awaken our institutions of
higher learning to the significance of these
words of Jesus. As George Marsden has
suggested in his groundbreaking work, The

Soul of the American University, we have
moved from a time of “Protestant estab-
lishment” to one of “established unbe-
lief.”17  Russell Chandler adds that colleges
and universities affiliated with mainline
Protestant denominations are in for a hard
time, due to both budget blues and an ero-
sion into secularization. He adds that the
slide into secularism is already well under
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way and destined to be virtually complete
by 2001.18  Mark Schwehn contends that the
modern university has forgotten its spiri-
tual foundations.19  Similarly, University of
Chicago professor Dorothy Bass laments
that most church-affiliated colleges and
universities have become so totally secu-
larized that it is hard to know a church-
affiliated college when you see one.20  While
some experts are not as pessimistic, it is
generally the case that higher education in
America has shifted from a foundational
vantage point where the knowledge of God
provides the context for all forms of hu-
man knowledge to one that is hostile to
Christianity. Today the focus of the univer-
sity tends to be one in which the “uses of
the university are merely for better knowl-
edge and higher skills.”21

Indeed, Clark Kerr, former President of
the University of California, has proudly
noted that the vision of Christian higher
education has been shattered forever, with
empirical thinking taking the place of moral
philosophy, and research the place of teach-
ing.22  What Clark Kerr wrongly sees as posi-
tive gains are more rightly interpreted by
Bill Readings as signs of decay. In fact, Read-
ings declares that the university has become
an autonomous bureaucratic institution—
a ruined institution—without a grand nar-
rative of culture to carry out its work.23  I
contend that, regardless of the directionless
musings of postmoderns like Derrida,
Lyotard, and others, there is a grand
metanarrative, a larger story, that can shape
our thinking and learning. It is found in the
the Great Commandment.

Sadly, the problems with the modern
university have moved beyond the loss of
moral philosophy, or the rise of autono-
mous bureaucracies, or even the “politi-
cal correctness” of the academic elite. The
problem is deeper. We have lost the “uni”

in university. We have lost sight of the
foundational questions.

Toward A Recovery
of Christian Foundations

In the late 1800’s nothing matched the
financial and political dominance of the
railroad. Trains completely dominated the
transportation industry of the United
States, for they moved both people and
goods throughout the country. Then a new
discovery came along—the automobile—
and, incredibly, the railroad industry
failed to take advantage of its unique po-
sition to own its development. The auto-
motive revolution was happening all
around them, but they failed to use indus-
try dominance to take hold of a new op-
portunity. Tom Peters points out the
reason: they did not understand the busi-
ness they were in. They thought they were
in the train business, when in fact they
were in the transportation business. Time
passed them by, as did opportunity. They
could not see their real purpose. They
failed to ask themselves the key founda-
tional questions.

For the railroad industry, foundational
questions would have included, “What
business are we in?” “What is the goal of
our efforts?” Answering such questions
would have led them to realize they were
not really in the railroad business at all,
but in the transportation business. Their
ultimate goal was not the preservation of
a particular system of transportation, but
transportation itself.24

A more contemporary example of this
problem was pointed out by Ron Pobuda
of the National Audiovisual Association,
who wrote, “If Sports Illustrated magazine
understood it was in the sports information
business, not the publishing business, then
two decades ago we would have had the
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Sports Illustrated Channel, not ESPN.”25

Such is the power of a foundational
question: it gets underneath momentary
methods, tools and fads, thereby keeping
an organization focused on its most basic
identity and objective.

The Primary Purpose of
Christian Higher Education

Our primary purpose is not just the
educating of business students, or nurs-
ing students, or art students, or music stu-
dents, or science students to the latest fads.
Nor is it to remain bound to certain meth-
ods of delivering this information. Our
goal is not just the teaching of certain sub-
ject matter. Our mission is both broader
and more basic than that.

In recent days, David Damrosch, Pro-
fessor of English and Comparative Litera-
ture at Columbia University in New York
City, has penned a sane and sound analy-
sis of the specific challenges facing higher
education at the conclusion of the twenti-
eth century. His work, entitled We Schol-

ars: Changing the Culture of the University,
proposes several reforms meant to alter
the culture of American academic life.26

He recognizes the changes that have been
brought about in higher education with
the rise, expansion, and multiplication of
disciplines. Yet he proposes that the prob-
lem we face is not necessarily increasing
academic specialization. Rather, it is the
lack of interrelatedness between the dis-
ciplines. This unwillingness to relate dis-
ciplines to one another has resulted in a
fragmentation of knowledge. The fragmen-

tation of knowledge should alarm all commit-

ted to Christian higher education, for it strikes

at the foundation of our purpose!!

Damrosch calls for an interdisciplinary
community approach to teaching and re-
search, simultaneously generalizing and

specializing. He discourages the isolation-
ism of the academy and urges that the
university reshape itself by working in
concert even across established field
boundaries. He rightly recognizes that
disciplinary fragmentation dates from
decisions made a century ago when the
modern American university assumed its
current form. Damrosch’s suggestions are
noble and helpful, but shortsighted. They
fail to address the most important aspect
of the problem, which is not specializa-
tion, but a specialization brought on by a
fragmentation of knowledge. This atomi-
zation has resulted in a false dichotomy
between the life of the mind and the life
of faith. It is here that Christian institu-
tions seeking to put into practice the im-
plications of the Great Commandment can
enter this important conversation.

I would suggest that loving God with our
minds, thinking Christianly, points us to a
unity of knowledge, a seamless whole, be-
cause all true knowledge flows from the One
Creator to His one creation. Thus, specific
bodies of knowledge relate to each other not
just because scholars work together in com-
munity, not just because interdisciplinary
work broadens our knowledge, but because
all truth is God’s truth, composing a single
universe of knowledge.27

Becoming a Great Commandment col-
lege does not mean blurring disciplinary
boundaries—not at all! It means taking
varying and at times seemingly conflict-
ing approaches and traditions, and seek-
ing to interpret and explain subject matter
under the Lordship of the Creator God,
the revealer of all truth. If we can learn to
integrate faith thoroughly within our vari-
ous disciplines, drawing on the long
Christian tradition to do so, we can restore
coherence to learning.

Then education will not only mean the
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passing on of content to our students, but
also the shaping of character. Then it will
move toward the development and con-
struction of a convictional world and life
view by which we can see, learn, and in-
terpret the world from the vantage point
of God’s revelation. We must therefore
seek to build a Christian liberal arts uni-
versity where men and women can be in-
troduced to an understanding and
appreciation of God, His creation and
grace, and humanity’s place of privilege
and responsibility in God’s world.

Understanding and
Appreciating our Heritage

It might be helpful to realize that the
goal of Christian education, rightly under-
stood for the past two thousand years, has
been this faith and knowledge integration.
The starting point for this integration has
rested on the foundation of the words of
Jesus’ Great Commandment and the wis-
dom literature of the Hebrew Scriptures,
which reminds us that the fear of the Lord
is the beginning of knowledge, wisdom,
and understanding (Pr 1:7; Ps 111:10; Job
28:28). Thus, the beginning point for
thinking, learning, and teaching is our
reverence before God the Father almighty,
maker of heaven and earth.

The search for knowledge, the quest for
truth—phrases so familiar as to be cliches
in education—must not be uttered care-
lessly. For when we seek knowledge and
truth from the Christian perspective we
begin with God who is omniscient, God
who is truth. This foundation has pro-
duced a legacy of those committed to a
passion for learning based on the presup-
position that all truth is God’s truth. Thus,
as Christians related together in a learn-
ing community, faculty, students, staff,
and administrators must seek to take ev-

ery thought captive to Christ and to love
God with all our minds.28

Perhaps Justin Martyr, a philosopher in
the second century (100-165 A.D.), was the
first in post-apostolic times to articulate
the need for faith and learning. He said
whatever has been uttered aright by any
person in any place belongs to us Chris-
tians.29  In Alexandria in the next century
both Clement and Origin instructed their
converts not only in doctrine but in sci-
ence, literature, and philosophy.30  In the
fifth century, Augustine stated that every
true and good Christian should under-
stand that wherever we may find truth, it
is the Lord’s.31

This legacy may be traced across the
centuries and in most every culture, for
wherever the Gospel has been received,
the academy and Christian learning have
followed. This legacy can be traced
through Erasmus, Luther, Calvin, Knox,
Melancthon, and Comenius to the found-
ing of major institutions in this country.32

When commenting on the place of the
humanities John Calvin states that

If we regard the Spirit of God as the
sole fountain of truth, we shall nei-
ther reject the truth itself, nor despise
it wherever it shall appear, unless we
wish to dishonor the Spirit of God.
For by holding the gifts of the Spirit
in slight esteem, we condemn and
reproach the Spirit Himself.33

Calvin’s contemporaries, Luther and
Erasmus, though with different emphases,
underscored Calvin’s convictions.
Erasmus maintained that “all studies,
philosophy, rhetoric, (and literature) are
followed for this one object, that we know
Christ and honor Him. This is the end of
all learning and eloquence.”34  The com-
mitment of Erasmus and Calvin to a pro-
gram of studies so single-mindedly
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Christ-centered places them among the
forerunners in the integration of faith with
all living and learning. Their sense of
wholeness in studies and teaching, in art
and science, in ethics and etiquette, in
politics and government, provides a strik-
ing model for us.

Today’s Christian colleges and univer-
sities must seek to become heirs of this
great legacy. We must move toward be-
coming Great Commandment schools by
seeking to understand and cherish God’s
revelation and holy creation in our disci-
pline-related explorations.

The Great Commandment:
Applications

Being a Great Commandment institu-
tion means more than the integration of
faith and learning, it involves the integra-
tion of faith and living. Jesus tells us to ap-
ply our love for God with heart, mind, and
soul by loving others. Divine love issues
in interpersonal love. Such application af-
fects work and school, home and church,
politics and play. It impacts the most el-
emental aspects of our daily lives, for all
thinking must be accompanied by action.

This means we must seek to serve one
another by demonstrating the love of God
to students, colleagues, and others who
have contact with us. We must show love
and respect for those we serve. We must
attempt to work for their highest good. As
Francis Schaeffer observes, “If we do not
show love to each other the world has a
right to question whether Christianity is
true.”35  The implications of a commitment
to the Great Commandment call for us to
be student-friendly in our educational
delivery systems and service-oriented in
our dealing with faculty, staff, alumni, and
other constituencies. At the heart of this
commitment is the visible demonstration

of valuing one another. We must model
the love and forgiveness of Christ.

Conclusion
Finally, what is required of us at this

time is a commonly held vision—but not
just any vision. We need vision shaped by
commonly held values—values estab-
lished on the Word of God, that lead to a
firm commitment to Christ and His king-
dom, values consistent with the worship
of God and the love of learning.

We must constantly remind ourselves
that we are not called just to be great pri-
vate institutions of higher learning, but to
be distinctive Christian colleges and uni-
versities. To start with the wrong goal is
to run the wrong race.

Not too long ago a world-class runner
was invited to compete in a road race in
Connecticut. On the morning of the race,
she drove from New York City, following
the directions—or so she thought—given
to her over the telephone. She got lost,
stopped at a gas station, and asked for
help. She knew that the race started in the
parking lot of a shopping mall. The sta-
tion attendant also knew of such a race
scheduled just up the road and directed
her there.

When she arrived she was relieved to see
in the parking lot a modest number of run-
ners preparing to compete—not as many as
she had anticipated; and an easier race than
she’d been led to expect. She hurried to the
registration desk, announced herself, and
was surprised by the race official’s excite-
ment at having so renowned an athlete
show up for the race. No, they had no record
of her entry, but if she’d hurry and put on
her number she could make it before the
race started. She ran, and naturally she won
easily, finishing minutes ahead of the first
male runner.
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Only after the race, when there was no
envelope containing her sizable prize and
performance money, did she discover that
the event she had run was not the race to
which she had been invited. That race was
being held several miles farther up the road
in another town. She had gone to the wrong
starting line, run the wrong course, and
missed her chance to win a valuable prize.36

We all must run the right race. As the author
of Hebrews says, we must run with perse-
verance the race marked out for us with our
eyes focused on Jesus (Heb 12:1-2).

We therefore need a vision established
on the values of the priority of worship
and service in all aspects of life. This vi-
sion must seek to develop a generation of
students who can be agents of reconcilia-
tion to a factious church in a hurting and
broken world. Let us strive together to
build great Christian liberal arts univer-
sities established upon commitment to the
coherence of knowledge and God-re-
vealed truth. Let us submit to the Lord-
ship of Christ and exemplify the Great
Commandment in all that we do.37  I be-
lieve a Great Commitment to the Great
Commandment’s implications and appli-
cations will produce a Great University,
something which can only be accom-
plished by God’s Grace and for His Glory.
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