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CHAPTER FOQUR

The Power of Christion Traditions

HOW I5 IT POSSIBLE FOR CHREISTIAN COLLEGBS AND UNIVERSI-

ties to mature into first-rate institutions of higher learning
while, at the same time, living out of the faith traditions that gave
them birth? In the field of Christian higher education, no question
could be more urgent. Throughout the course of Western history,
numerous institutions of higher learning originally founded to serve
both the life of the mind and the Christian faith have sloughed off
their Christian underpinnings as part of their attempt to become ac-
ademically respectable,

This pattexn does not imply that Christian faith and the life of
the mind are fundamentally incompatible, But it does suggest that
Christian educators have often failed to. ask in meaningful ways,
“What is there in the Christian faith that can sustain serious intellec-
tual inquiry and the life of the mind?”

We are not asking, “How is it possible for Christian faith and the
life of the mind to merely coexist?” If we frame the question in those
terms, we are beaten before we begin, for if we ask about mere coex-
istence, we confess ,.— quite wrongly, I believe ~ that Christian faith
and serfous intellectual inquiry are not compatible. If we frame the
question in terms of coexistence, therefore, we have set ourselves up
for failure and can surely anticipate that when our institutions
achieve the levels of academic excellence toward which they aspire,
their faith dimensions will inevitably wither.
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We are not asking, then, about mere coexistence, Instead, we are
asking how we can genuinely live out of our faith commitments, Put
another way, is it possible to use the faith commitments of our ¢ol-
leges and universities as the foundation for academic growth and

" maturity? Or put another way stil, is it possible to embrace serious

intellectual inquiry precisely because of our Christian commitments,
not in spite of those commitments?

I'am convinced that the Christian faith can indeed sustain the
kind of work in which Christian scholars are engaged. But for that o
happen, each Christian scholar must begin to ask in a careful and
systematic way, “What is there about the Ghristian faith, what is
there about my own faith tradition, or traditions with which I am
acquainted, that can genuinely sustain the life of the mind?”

We must now explore that question with reference to the Roman
Catholic tradition, on the one hand, and the three great Reforma-
tion traditions, on the other: Reformed, Anabaptist, and Lutheran,

A Roman Catholic Model

When we ask how the Roman Cathalic tradition can sustain the life
of the mind, the first thing we must notice is the diversity that char-
acterizes Catholic institutions of higher learning. After all, Catholic
volleges and wniversities were established not by the church per se
but by a variety of religious orders that bring to the task of higher
education a diversity of emphases. Nonetheless, we find in all Catho-
lic colleges and universities certain uniquely Catholic dimensions
that can sustain the life of the mind,

The first characteristic of the Catholic tradition to which we
should point s its rich intellectual heritage, The truth is, the Catholic
intellectual heritage is so vast, so deep, and so broad that many Cath-
olic intellectuals may find it strange to ask, “How can Christian faith
sustain the life of the mind{” From Justin to Augustine to Lonergan,
From’Origen to Anselm to Teilhard, from Aquinas to Newman to
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Kiing, one finds here a stunning array of intellectual resources to
which, in fact, no other Christian tradition in the Western world can
compare,’ As Notre Dame’s James Turner has written,

We are talking, after all, about nearly two thousand years of
human intelectual effort, of grappling with the problems of
human psychology, social organization, political power, and
aesthetic imagination, of thinking and writing by some enor-
mously gifted people, including at least two individuals, Au-
gustine and Aquinas, who rank among the most profound,
proiific, and creative minds of all eras,

But the most striking aspect of the Catholic intellectual heritage is
its rich diversity. As Turner notes,

This is no simple corpus; it is rife with disputation, disagree-
ment, development, divergence. Heterogeneity and many-
sidedness are among the great strengths of the Catholic intel-
lectual traditions, one of the reasons why they have provided
such rich resources for human reflection, so flexible and
open-ended a source of possibilities for understanding.

In this context, Protestants who imagine that faith/learning integra-
tion is a contemporary Protestant project are simply mistaken. In-
stead, the most widely applied program for integrating faith and
learning in twentieth-century America was the Neascholastic revival
that did so much to shape Catholic higher education from the 1920s
into the 1960s.?

1. Pope John Paul IT both celebrates and seeks to extend the Catholic intellec-
tual tradition in his encyelica] letter, Fides et Ratio (Boston: Pauline Books and Me-
dia, 1998},

2. James Turner, “Catholic Inteflectoaf Traditions and Contemporary Scholar-
ship," a pamphlet published by the Cushwa Center for the Study of American Ca-
tholicism, University of Notre Dame, pp-10 and 5.

3. On the Neoscholastic revival, see Philip Gleason, Contending with Moder- .
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I we ask about specific theological motifs that can nurture the
life of the mind, the sacramental principle looms large in impor-
tance. This venerable Catholic doctrine points to the fact that the
natural world and even elements of human culture can serve as vehi-
cles by which God mediates his grace to human beings. This convic-
tion allows Catholic educators to take the world seriously on its own
terras and to interact with the world as it is.

If, as we shall see, some Protestant educators argue that the
world and the contents of human culture are fundamentally secular
if not brought under the sovereign sway of the Lord Jesus Christ,
many Catholic educators, affirming the sacramental principle, take
sharp issue with that contention. Alice Gallin, former executive di-
rector of the Association for Catholic Colleges and Universities, for
example, has argued that “‘secular’ is not simply nor always the op-
posite of ‘sacred;’ for in a Christian sacramental view of reality, the
secular has a legitimate role and one that is congruent with and not
opposed to faith or religion,” '

This is why David O'Brien of the College of the Holy Cross
points to one of the documents of Vaticar I1, The Pastoral Constitt-
tion on the Church and the Modern World, as a virtual “magna carts”
for Catholic colleges and universities. It functions in this way,
O’Brien argues, since it afficms “the study of the human sciences, re-
spect for non-Catholic, secular culture, dialogue with those beyond
the church, and service to society,” all in the context of the sacra-
mental principle’ Two other Catholic educators — Emmanuel
Renner and Hilary Thimmesh, writing in Models for Christian
Higher Education —argue that “secularization could very well mean

nity: Catholic Higher Education in the Twentierh Century (New York: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1995), PP 105-23,

4 Alice Gallin, “American Church Related Higher Education: Comparison and
Contrast® ACHE presentation, Decemnber 29, 1992, p. 1.

5. David O'Brien, From the Heart of the American Church: Catiolic Higher Bdy-
cation ard American Culture (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 195.4), P 494
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sacramentalization to those who recognized the presence of God in
the world.”6

In a word, thesacramental principle sustains the life of the mind
by placing a very great value both on the natural world and o hu-
man culture, and by reminding us that these realms possess their
own intrinsic legitimacy, whether transformed by the rule of Christ
or not.

The sacramental principle does not imply that the Roman Cath-
olic tradition possesses no serious doctrine of sin, for of course it
does. Nor does it deny the possibility of gentiine secularization. But
it does maintain that one may well find the presence of God both in
the created order and in the contents of human culture. For that rea-
son, the notion of an inevitable slippery slape to secularization
makes far less sense in a Roman Catholic context than might be the
case in some other Christian traditions,

The third characteristic that allows the Catholic tradition to sus-
tain the life of the mind is the universality of the Catholic fuith. As a
global church, Catholicism embraces believers from every corner of
the world — people who hold a variety of political ideologies, w!m
speak a myriad of tongues, who represent virtually every nationality
in the world, and who reflect every social and economic class on the
planet today. . .

The universality of the Catholic tradition should permit the
Catholic university to prize pluralism and diversity and to find a le-
gitimate place at the table for every conversation partner, Many have
argued this case, but no one has done so more effectively than Fr.
Theodore Hesburgh, president emeritus of the University of Notre
Dame. “The Catholic university,” Hesburgh writes,

¥

6, Emmanue] Reaner and Hilary Thinunesh, “Faith and Learning at the Col-
lege of Saint Benedict and Saint John's University;” in Models Jor Christian Higher
Edueation, ed. Richard 'T. Hughes and William B. Adrian (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,

1997}, p. 37-
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must be a bridge across all the chasms that separate modern
People from each other: the gaps between young and old,
men and womnen, rich and poar, black and white, believer and
unbeliever, potent and weak, east and west, material and spir-
itual, scientist and humanist, developed and less developed,
and all the rest, To be such 2 mediator, the Catholic university,
as universal, must be engaged with, and have an interest in,
both edges of every gulf, must understand each, encompass
each in its total community and build a bridge of understand-
ing and love,”

Indeed, the University of Notre Dame grounds its commitment to
diversity and inclusion precisely in its theological tradition, Accord-
ingly, the officers of the university released in 1997 the following
statement, which now appears in aji major university publications,

The University of Notre Dame strives for a spirit of inclusion
among the members of this community for distinct reasons
articulated in our Christian tradition, We prize the unique-
ness of all persons as God’s creatures, We welcome all people,
regardless of color, gender, religion, ethnicity, sexual orienta-
tion, sacial or economie clags, and nationality, for example,

precisely because of Christ’s calling to treat others as we de-
sire to be treated.

Finally, we must consider a theme that Monika Hellwig de-
scribes as the communitarian natyse of redemption. At its core, this
notion holds that the church is not simply the hierarchical mag-
isterium; instead, the church is comprised of all the people of God,
Scattered throughout the world, who together form this commu-

7. Theodore Hesburgh, “The Challenge and Promise of 2 Catholic University,”

in The Challenge and Fromise of a Catholic University, ed. Hesburgh (Notre Dame;
University of Notre Dame Press, 1994), pp. 9-11.
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nity of faith, This means that the life of the mind, if understood
only in cognitive terms, is less than adequate in a Catholic univer-
sity. Instead, as Hellwig notes, the life of the mind must translate
itself into

genuine bonds of friendship and mutual respect and support
[which] are envisaged as the core of the educational enter-
prise, because not only book learning but human formation
for leadership and responsibility in all walks of life are sought
through the community experience of higher education.?

Precisely because it takes “seriously the unity of the human
race,” the communitarian dimension suggests that faculties in Cath-
ofic colleges and universities should place scholarship and teaching
in the service of justice and peace for all the peoples of the world, To
a very great extent, many Catholic institutions have done just that.
As David O'Brien abserves, “president after president [in the world
of Catholic higher education] has repeated the words of the Ameri-
can bishops insisting that pursuit of justice and human digaity is an
essential work of a Catholic institution.”

It is clear that the Roman Catholic tradition is at home with hu-
man reason, with the natural world, with secular human culture,
with human history, with human beings who stand both inside and
outside of the Catholic faith, and with human beings in every con-
ceivable social circumstance, It is precisely this dimension that ren-
ders the Catholic faith, at least in thedry, so compatible with the
ideals of the modern university. .

At the same time, it is entirely possible for the Catholic tradition
to stand at odds witi‘!r the life of the mind. This can happen when
dogmatism displaces inquiry, when a rigid orthodoxy undermines

4. Monika Hellwig, “What Can the Roman Catholic Tradition Contribute to
Christian Higher Bducation?” in Models, ed. Hughes and Adrian, p, 21,
9. O'Brien, From the Heart of the American Church, pp. 86-87.
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* the search for truth, when Catholics so completely identify their her-

itage of faith with particular ethnic or nationalist traditions that
they fail to embrace the universal dimensions of their own tradition,
or when Catholics absolutize those dimensions of their faith that
might otherwise have the potential to break through their own par-
ticularity,

A Reformed Model

On the Protestant side of the ledger, we begin with the Reformed
tradition since that model is so widely known and embraced in so
many Protestant circles of church-related higher education. Admit-
tedly, the Reformed tradition today is hardly monolithic, embracing
as it does a variety of Presbyterian denominations, a variety of
Datch Reformed denominations, and several other communions —

incleding the Southern Baptist Convention — that descend in one

way or another from the work of John Calvin, .

But in the world of Reformed Christianity, only one tradition
has developed a thoroughgoing understanding of how Christian
faith can sustain the life of the mind. Por that reason, the following
description will focus especially on a theoretical understanding that
has its deepest roots at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, Michigan,
an institution related to the Christian Reformed Church.1® Though
birthed at Calvin Collegé, this vision has subsequently exerted an ex-
traordinary impact on ex}angelical Protestant colleges and universi-
ties throughout the country.

If we ask, “In what ways can the Reformed tradition sustain the
life of the mind?” the answer has everything to do with the original

10, Calvin College issued an important statement on the meaning of Christian

education in the Reformed genre in Christian Liberal Arts Education: Report of the
Calvin College Curricudum Study Commitice {Grand Rapids: Calvin College and
Eerdmans Publishing Co,, 1970).
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vision of John Calvin, Simply put, Calvin sought to transform
Geneva, Switzerland, into a model kingdom of God. To achieve this
goal, he sought to place every facet of Genevan life — its religion, its
politics, its music, and jts art — squarely under the sovereignty of
God. Ever since those eatly days, this same vision has motivated Cal-
vinists fo bring all human life and culture under the sovereign sway
of God’s contral. Abraham Kuyper, the Dutch statesman and philos-
opher, expressed this vision well: “There is not a square inch on the
whole plane of human existence over which Christ, who is Lord over
all, does not proclaim: ‘This is Minel™!!

If all of this sounds terribly theocratic, we must also recall that
the doctrine of the sovereignty of God can also move in very demo-
cratic directions. For example, the early French Calvinist Philip
Mornay appealed to this doctrine in his attempt to undermine the
absolute power of kings and place power in the hands of the people,
Likewise, it is no acctdent that the vast majority of the American pa-
triots who sought to resist the tyranny of King George 11l were Cai-
vinists who firmly believed that if God alone is sovereign, no human
being has the right to tyrannize his or her fellow mortals.

Still, in the world of Reformed Christianity, the doctrine of the
sovereignty of God often finds expression in the attempt to trans-
form human culture into the kingdom of God on earth. This is pre-
cisely the vision that sustains the life of the mind in places like Cal-
vin College and in the various evangelical institutions that Calvin
College has influenced, Educators who rely on this vision seek to
place the entire curriculum — and every course within the currica-
Jum — under the sovereignty of God. According to this vision, all
learning should be Christian in both purpose and orientation. For
this reason, Reformed educators employ three fundamental con-
cepts that underscore these objectives.

1, Abraham Kuyper, “Souversiniteit in Eigen Kring” (Amsterdam: Kruyt,
1880), p. 32, cited in James D, Bratt and Ronald A. Wells, “Piety and Progress: A His-
tory of Calvin College,” in Models, ed. Hughes and Adrian, P43,
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‘The first and most important of those concepts is a notion pop-
ularized by Kuyper, the notion of a Christian worldview, As Albert
Wolters points out, Kuyper argued that “Calvinism was not just a
theology or a system of ecclesiastical polity but a complete world-
view with implications for all of life, implications which must be
worked out and applied in such areas as politics, art, and scholar-
ship.” With such a worldview, Kuyper believed, Christianity could
provide broad cultural leadership in the nineteenth century and
compete head to head with other perspectives like socialism or Dar-
winism or positivism.12 With their insistence on a Christian
worldview, Reformed educators contributed to the world of higher
education an awareness of the power of presuppaositions long before
the rise of postmodernist theory.

Central to the notion of a Christian worldview stands the sec-
ond conviction, the notion that afl truth is God’s truth. By this
phrase, Reformed educators mean to say that God is the author not
only of our faith, but also of every facet of the world in which we

live, If this is true, they insist, then there can be no discrepancy be- -

tween Christian convictions and authentic knowledge regarding
other aspects of human life. It is therefore possible to understand ev-
ery facet of the natural sciences, of the social sciences, and of religion
and the humanities in the light of Christian faith without running
the risk of intellectual dishonesty.

It is precisely this conviction that breathes life into the third
concept employed by Reformed educators: the integration of faith
and learning, Because all truth is God’s truth, all learning should be
integrated into a coherent understanding of reality, informed by ex-
plicitly Christian convictions. No one has expressed the theological
rationale for this perspective better than Arthur Holmes in his clas-
sic book, The Idea of a Christian College. There Holmes argues,

12. Albert Woiters, "On the Idea of Worldview and Its Relation to Philosapbyin

Stained Glass: Warldviews and Social Science, ed, Paul A, Marshall, Sander Griffoen,
and Richard J, Mouw (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1985), P 20
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When the apostle writes that in Chyist “are hid all the trea-
sures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3), he refers . . . to
[the fact that] Jesus Christ is . ., Creator and Lord of every
created thing, All our knowledge of anything comes into fo-
cus around that fact, We see nature, persons, society, and the
arts and sciences in proper relationship to their divine Cre-
ator and Lord, . .. The truth is a coherent whole by virtue of
the common focus that ties it all into one, !>

Itisincumbent, therefore, upon Reformed educators to integrate ex-
plicitly Christian convictions into every branch of learning and,
more than that, to discover those common, Christocentric threads
that transform all fields of learning into one coherent whole, 14
Pinally, this triad of ideas — 2 Christian worldview, all truth is
God's truth, and the integration of faith and learning — sustains an-
other notion that s critical to at least one version of the Reformed
understanding of reality: the notion of secularization, One finds in
the Reformed tradition two perspectives on this theme, First, Calvin
himself argued that “the Spirit of God [is] the sole fountain of
truth,” whether one finds that truth in the secular sphere or in divine
revelation,'* Extending this line of thought, many Calvinists today
argue for a doctrine of “common grace.” According to this under-

13. Arthur Holmes, The Idea ef a Christigs College, rev. ed, (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1987), p. 17. : .

14. While many Reformed scholars employ the “integration of faith and Jearn-
ing” language, not every Reformed thinker agrees with this formulation, For exam-
ple, Carl B, Zykstra, president of Dordt College in lowa, argues that the language of
“Integration” implies an artificial conttectedness. What is needed, he suggests, is
language that conveys the real objective of Reformed education, namely, reoting
learning in Christian faith, For this reason, he suggests the phrase “faith-based
learning” as a preferable ideal, “Faith-Based Learning: The Conjunction in Chyis-
tian Scholarship” Pro Rege 26 (Septermber 1997): 1-5.

15. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2.2.18, ed. John T. MeNeilt,
trans. Ford Lewis Battles, The Library of Christian Classics, vol. 20 {Philadelphia;
Westminster, 1960), pp. 273-7.
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standing, God sustains a significant measure of truth, beauty, and
justice, even in the midst of a fallen and secularized world.

At the same time, following another impulse in Calvin, many
contemporary Reformed thinkers view the secular as 2 hindrance to
the Christian presence in the world and therefore seek to overcome it
by transforming it into the kingdom of God.! From this perspective,
secularization occurs when there is even one dimension of human
life that escapes the sovereignty of God, or when we fail to bring all of
reality under the umbrella of a distinctly Christian worldview. Be-
cause the possibility of secularization is so xeal in this context, the no-
tion of a slippery slope s a metaphor that many in this tradition take
very seriously. If one hopss to avoid the slippery. slope toward secu-
larization, therefore, the integration of faith and learning around a
distinctly Christian worldview becomes absolutely imperative.

This aspect of the Reformed tradition stands in stark relief when
we compare it with Lutheranism, on the one hand, and Catholicism,
on the other. For if some in the Reformed tradition argue that the
slippery slope to secularization is a real and present danger, many in
the Lutheran and Catholic traditions acknowledge that the secular
can often serve as a legitimate vehicle of the grace of God,

Clearly, the Reformed tradition sustains the life of the mind by
integrating faith and learning around a distinctly Christian world-
view. One can identify at least three great strengths of this perspec-
tive, whether one subscribes to the Reformed worldview or not.
First, it overcomes fragmentation with its holistic approach to learn-
ing, Second, it frankly acknowledges the reality and power of
worldviews and presuppositions. And third, it provides students
with a clearly defined standpoint from which they can discriminate
between competing perspectives and worldviews. And if one cares
about relating faith to learning at all, one is likely to find the Re-

16. See Nichofas Wolterstorff’s important discussion of the role of the secular
in Reformed thought in Until Justice and Peace Enbrace {Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,

1983), pp. 12 and 40-41,
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formed emphasis on the sovereignty of Gad over the entire learning
process exiraordinarily compelling,

But to what extent does the Reformed perspective encourage ac-
ademic freedom and genuine interaction with pluralism and diver-
sity?'? Put another way, to what extent does the Reformed tradition
encourage the scholar to break through the particularity of his or
her own religious vision and to engage other visions in serious and
compelling ways?

There are two answers to that question. First, if a given scholar
embraces the Reformed worldview, and is willing to understand all
reality from the standpoint of that perspective, she or he will experi-
ence substantial academic freedom. Arthur Holmes, among others,
has made this point abundantly dlear.

Academic freedom is valuable only when there is a prior com-
mitment to the truth. And commitment to the trath is fully
worthwhile only when that truth exists in One who tran-
scends both the relativity of human perspectives and the fears
of human concern,'®

On the other hand, while the Reformed perspective allows the
scholar substantial freedom, to search for penultimate truths within
the context of an ll-embracing Christian worldview, the Reformed
perspective is always susceptible to the twin risks of triumphalism
and distortion, A hypothetical case in point might be a class in world
religions. If, for example, one were to study Buddhism from the
standpoint of a Christian worldview, one might easily run the risk of
distorting Buddhism into something it is not or debunking Bud-
dhism in favor of a triumphalist Christian perspective,

L

17. For a supeeb discussion of the question of academic freedom within a Re.
formed context, see Anthony J. Diekema, Acadentic Freedom & Christian Scholarship
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000).

18. Holmes, The Idea of a Christian College, p. 69.
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And yet, the Reformed tradition contains at its core a powerful
sentiment that can undermine trivmphalism. That sentiment is sjm-
ply the historic Reformed insistence on the finitude of humanking
and of all human thinking and constructions. Arthur Holmes points

" squarely to that conviction when he writes, “Truth is not yet fully

known; every academic discipline is subject to change, correction,
and expansion — even theology” Holmes further notes that even
worldview construction must take on tentative dimensions, A Chris-
tian worldview, he argues, is mercly “exploratory, not a closed 5ys-
tem worked out once and for all but an endless undertaking. . .. it
remains open-ended because the task is so vast that to complete it
waould require the omniscience of God”1®

And yet, the notion that God has called upon his saints to rene-
vate the world is such an overpowering theme in the Reformed tra-
dition that the profoundly Calvinist theme of human finjtude and
brokenness can sometirnes get lost in the shuffle,

A Mennonite Model

When we turn from the Reformed to the Anabaptist/Mennonite tra-
dition, we quickly discover that we have entered into a frame of ref-
erence radically different from the Reformed perspective. The first
thing we notice is that the starting point for Mennonites has more to
do with holistic living than with cognition and more to do with eth-
ics than with intellect. One faculty member at Goshen College, a
Mennonite college in Indiana, summarized very nicely the difference
between the Reformed and Mennonite models when she observed
that if the Reformed model is fundamentally cerebral and trans-
forms living by thinking, the Mennonite model transforms thinking
by living.

This vision represents a challenge to those who think of higher

19. Holmes, The Idea of a Christian College, pp. 58-59 and 66,
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learning exclusively in cerebral terms, Perhaps for that reason, crit-
ics bave suggested that the Mennonite tradition offers no serious
model for developing the enterprise of Christian higher education.
A few years ago, I spoke on the campus of a midwestern church-re-
lated college on the topic, “Models for Christian Higher Education.”
I described my conception of a Catholic model, a Lutheran model,
a Reformed model, and finally 2 Mennonite model for the task of
Christian higher education. When I finished my presentation, a
gentleman noted for his rigorous scholarship rose to ask, “Why do
you speak of a Mennonite model? Mennonites have no serious
model at ail.” Months later, another critic of the Mennonite tradi-
tion shared with me his conviction that education is primarily a
matter of the head. “But Mennonites” he lamented, “focus on
hands and heart” .

Mennonites do indeed “focus on hands and heart” but instead
of constituting a liability, this emphasis is one of their greatest
strengths. For when Mennonites “focus on hands and heart” they
Temind us that human life is more than cognition, They therefore
help us to see that higher education in the Christian genre must be
multifaceted and holistic, helping students to develop every aspect
of their being, not simply their minds.

Yet, if we assume that by focusing on hands and heart, Menno-
nites neglect the life of the mind, we are badly mistaken. Mennonites
prize the life of the mind, but they rarely divorce cognition from life-
style commitments, grounded in Christian faith. More precisely,
Mennonites begin their task by seekiﬂg to implement a vision of dis-
Cipleship that takes its cue from the radical teachings of Jesus, They
take seriously Jesus’ words when he counseled his followers to aban-
don self in the setvice of others and especially in the service of the
poor, or when he amrged his disciples to practice humility, simplic-
ity, and nonviolence, Theirs is a radical vision, to be sure, and one
that stands almost entirely out of sync with the values of the larger
culture.

One who is not accustomed to the Mennonite frame of reference
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might well ask what this perspective has to do with the life of the
mind. How can unconventional virtues like these possibly sustain
the values we associate with the acaderny? Put another way, how
does one move from Christocentric living to critical and pluralistic
thinking?

We can answer that question in four ways, First, we must recall
that sixteenth-century Anabaptism originated in the very womb of
dissent. For well over a thousand years, Europeans had taken for
granted the notion of a state church. No one could imagine a stable
society without it. And the one rite that maintained the state church
was the sacrament of infant baptism. For hundreds of yearssince the
days of Theodosius the Great in the late fourth century, every infant

5

had been baptized within days of its birth, and in that way every —-

child — and as a result, every person in society — was both citizen
and Christian. Church and state were virtually coterminous.

The problem was one of commitment. How could one speak of
discipleship in a church that embraced not only saints, but also
thieves, murderers, liars, adulterers, and those who had no seriois
concern with Christian faith at all? This was the problem that be-
came inescapably clear to a small group of men and women in Zu-
rich, Switzerland, in the early 15205, These people had read the New
Testament and understood full well the radical teachings of Jesus,
They therefore longed for a church composed only of people willing
to commit themselves to lives of radical discipleship. But this would
mean the rejection of infant baptism in favor of the baptism of be-
lieving aduits, '

The Zurich city councit discussed this proposal, but finally re-
jected it with the following affirmation:

Therefore all those who have recently left their children

unbaptized must have them baptized within eight days, Who-

ever does not want to do this must leave our town, jurisdic-

tion and domain with his wife, children and property, or
_await further action against him,

The Power of Christion Traditions 9



Oy

Undaunted, 2 small group of dissenters met in the home of Felix
Manz on January 21, 1525, Their position was both simple and clear;
they must obey God rather than mmen, Accordingly,

After the prayer, George Cajacob arose and asked Conrad
(Grebel] to baptize him, for the sake of God, with the true
Christian baptism upon his faith and knowledge, And when
he knelt down with that request and desiré, Conrad baptized

Following his baptism, George of the House of Jacob baptized all the
others present. In that way, the Anabaptist movernent was begun, As
the Hutterite Chronicle notes, “Therewith began the separation from
the world and its evil works” '

The Zurich city council responded quickly. On March 7, 1526,
the council proclaimed, “Whoever hereafter baptizes someone will
be apprehended by our Lords and, according to this present decree,
be drowned without mercy.”?® Within a few years, virtually everyone
who had met in Felix Manz's home on the night of January 231, 1525,
had been executed. The repression quickly spread, Catholics, Lu-
therans, Zwinglians, and Calvinists all agreed that seditious and he-
retical people like these deserved extermination. Acéordingly, thou-
sands of Anabaptists met their deaths over the next ten to fifteen
years. They were burned at the stake, run through by the sword,
hanged, or tied in bags and dumped into the sea, accompanied by
the taunt, “Here is your water, Anabaptist!”

I have told this story for one reason: In 2 world that prized
lockstep uniformity, Anabaptists dared to question the status quo,
and they paid for their convictions with their lives. It matters little
that their dissent Eegan with commitments of the heart, not with

20. All these citations may be found in The Reformation; A Narrative History
Relnted by Contemporary Observers and Participants, ed. Hans Hillerbrand {New
York: Harper and Row, 1964), PP. 230-33.
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high-leve] theoretical formulations, Regardless of their starting

point, sixteenth-century Anabaptists proved time and again their
commitment to independent thinking. If a willingness to question
conventional wisdom stands at the heart of the academic enterprise,

* then surely the Anabaptist heritage offers important resources for

sustaining the life of the mind,

Second, Mennenites routinely counsel one another to abandon
self in the interest of others and to abandon narrow nationalism in
the interest of world citizenship, For this reason, service to other hu-
man beings, especially to the poor, the marginalized, and the op-
pressed throughout the world, stands at the heart of the Mennonite
witness. If we ask how a global service commitment like this can sus-
tain the life of the mind, the answer is not hard to find. It is diffcu
to abandon self for the sake of others in any meaningful sense unless
one is prepared to take seriously those “others” their cultural con-
texts, and their points of view. This means that Mennonite colleges,
precisely because of their service orientation, are prepared to take
seriously one of the cardinal virtues of the modern academy: the
emphasis on pluralism and diversity,

If one wishes to see how this commitment might play itself out
in an academic context, one need only consider the international
studies program at Goshen College, where 80 percent of all students
spend an entire semester in a third-world culture, serving and seek-
ing to learn that country’s history, traditions, and langnage,

Third, the Mennonite heritage offers its scholars an extraordi-
nary basis from which to engage in critical thinking, The ability to
engage in critical thinking depends on two factors, First, it requires a
Perspective or vantage point from which one can make critical and
discriminating judgments. Second, one’s frame of reference must be
vulnerable to criticism even as the scholar employs that frame of ref-
erence as a basis for critiquing other perspectives. Put another way,
one must have a place to stand, but at the same time, one must be
able to break through the particularity of one’s own intellectual
founﬂati{m.
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In the Mennonite tradition, the vantage point that allows one to
make discriminating judgments is not a theological abstraction.
Rather, it is a story-formed community. Story plays a powerful role
in the Mennonite tradition. The story with which Mennonites most
identify is the story of the “litfle flock” the persecuted remnant, be-
ginning with Stephen, the first Christian martyr, continuing
through the history of the ancient and medieval periods, and finally
erupting into a massive persecution of believers in the sixteenth cen-
tury. Nor is this story a disembodied tale, passed down by oral tradi-
tion alore. Instead, it became incarnate in book form in 1660 when
Thieleman J. van Braght released his Blaody Theater or Martyrs Mir-
ror of the Defenseless Christians, Who Baptized Only Upon Confession
of Faith. . . , From the Time of Christ to the Year o.D, 1660.2! Around
this concept of the “little flock” Mennonites have built an extraordi-
nary sense of community.

A story-formed community like this one could easily nurture a
spirit of tribalism and thereby preclude critical thinking, In all hon-
esty, we must admit that this is precisely what happens in some
Mennonite and Amish circles, But the genius of the Mennonite story
lies in its outward orientation, In other words, Mennonites remem-
ber what it means to be a persecuted remnant, but they also remem-
ber the commitments that brought on the persecutions: the embrace
of nonresistance, the rejection of materialism, the commitment to
the poor, and the passion to emulate Jesus in his ministry to “the
least of these.” 5o long as this story-formed community reaches be-
yond itself to the stranger, to men and women of other cultures and
other faith traditions, to orphans and widows and the despised of
the earth — 50 long as'this is true, the Mennonite story is a dialecti-
cal story. This story affirms a specific faith tradition — but precisely
because of that tradition, the Mennonite story reaches beyond itself
to men and women who tell stories completely different from the

21. Thielemnan |. van Braght, The Bloody Theater or Martyrs Mirrar, trans, Jo-

seph ¥, Sohm {Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 950}
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story celebrated in The Martyrs Mirror, For this reason, the Menno-
nite tradition holds the potential to nurture critical thinking in ex-
traordinary ways.

Binally, because of its historic emphasis on hurmility, the Menno-
nite tradition prepares its scholars to embrace one of the cardinal
virtues of the academic guild: the willingness to admit that my un-
derstandings are fragmentary and incomplete and that, indeed, I
could be wrong,

Yor all these reasons, the Mennonite commitment to a life of
radical discipleship can contribute in substantial ways to a vigorous
life of the mind. Yet, we must also acknowledge that while the Men-
nonite commitment to stand with a radical Jesus js surely one of
their greatest strengths, it can also be a serious liability in the arena
of higher education. Ironically, the very commitment that has often
inspired humility, dissent, and respect for cultural diversity can also
inspire narrowness and sectarian exclusivity, This can happen in sev-

eral ways. It can happen, for example, when Mennonites allow the-

radical teachings of Jesus to become little more than the substance of
ethnic folkways, or when they take seriously the ethical mandates of
Jesus without embracing with equal seriousness the grace of God
whereby he forgives us in spite of our failings and shortcomings.

A‘ Lutheran Model

Wenow must ask, “What resources does the Lutheran tradition offer
for sustaining the life of the mind?” 1 want to begin this exploration
by recalling two comments made to me by two different Lutheran
professors in two different schools. A Lutheran teaching in a Re-

formed institation remarked, “When I first came to this school, I .

couldn’t hook onto this ‘worldview’ business that everyore talked
about. At first I thought I was dumb. I finally decided I was just Lu-
theran""A second person — this time a Lutheran teaching at a Lu-

theran institution ~— spoke of how exhausting it was to teach in a
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Lutheran context. When I asked why, he spoke of the constant inter-
play and tension he felt between the sacred and the secular, These
two comments offer telling clues to the rich resources for sustaining
the life of the mind that reside in the Lutheran heritage.

The first resource the Lutheran tradition offers for sustaining the
life of the mind is Luther’s insistence on human finitude and the sov-
ereignty of God. But having made that affirmation, we must also rec-
ognize that Lutheran theology is not a static and self-contained or-
thodoxy that simply stands there, gazing at itself in all its narcissistic
splendor. Nor is lutheran theology linear or flat or one-dimensional.
Nor can we rightly regard Luther’s theology as an orthodoxy at all i
we understand the word “orthodoxy” in its conventional sense, In-
stead, Luther offets us a dynamic and vibrant vision, always subvert-
ing any confiderice we may have in our own ability to do the good, to
tell the truth, or to get the story right in any full or final sense.

To speak of human finitude, then, is to point not only to our
frailties and limitations or our estrangement from God, from other
human beings, and even from ourselves; it also points to the depth
and breadth of sin that undermines our ability to fully grasp or do the
good. When Luther argues for God’s sovereignty, therefore, his point
is not that Christians should impose God’ sovereignty on an unbe-
lieving world. That would be an impossible absurdity. Rather, when
Luther points to God’s sovereignty, he always points at the very same
time fo human finitude. The sovereignty. of God, therefore, means
thatIam not God, that my reason is inevitably impaired, and that my
knowledge is always fragmentary and'inoomplete.

In the context of higher education and the life of the mind, this
position means that every scholar must always confess that he or she
could be wrong. Apart from this confession, there can be no serious
life of the mind, for only when we confess that we might be wrong
can we engage in the kind of conversation that takes seriously other
voices. And only when we confess that we might be wrong are we
empowered to assess in critical ways our own theories, our own
judgments, and our own understandings.
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This does not mean that we have no confidence in what we
know. We do indeed have confidence in what we know since we are
made in the image of God. At the same time, our confidence must be
tentative, not absolute, since we are victims of sin and the fall. Put

* another way, in the Lutheran tradition, doubt is always the partner

of faith. In his marvelous book, Pxiles from Eden, Mark Schwehn
quotes James Gustafson to the effect that “we believe what we ques-
tion and question what we believe.”?? O, as the father of the boy
with the evil spirit confesied to Jesus in Mark 9, “Lord, I believe; help
thou mine unbelief” In the Lutheran context, one who refuses to
confess that he or she might be wrong has forfeited the ability to en-
gage in critical scholarship and really has no legitimate place in the
academy.

Because of the Lutheran insistence on human finitude, Lutheran
theology always has the capacity to break through its own particu-
larity. Authentic Lutherans can never absolutize their own perspec-
tives, even their theological perspectives. They must always be reas-
sessing and rethinking, and they must'always be in dialogue with
themselves and with others, ‘

But there is more, for if Lutherans must always be in dialogue
with themselves and with others, it is equally true 1o say that they are
free to be in dialogue with themselves and with others. For knowl-
edge that one is justified by grace through faith grants the Christian
scholar a profound sense of freedom to question his or her own best
insights, to revise them, or to discard them and start again. This is
the genijus of the Lutheran tradition, and this is the first reason why
the Lutheran worldview can sustain the life of the mind,

The second resource the Lutheran tradition offers for sustaining
the life of the mind is Luther’s notion of paradox, a theme that
stands at the heart of Lutheran thought, Luther prized the theme of
paradox, not because the notion of paradox was philosophically in-

22, Mark Schwehn, Exiles front Eden: Religion and the Academic Vecation in
Amer{m {Oxford: Oxford University Prass, 1903), P 49,
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triguing, but rather because he found the notion of paradox at the

very heart of the Christian gospel, Indeed, the notion of paradox is
deeply embedded in Luther’s “theology of the cross.” In this upside-
down world of redemption, life emerges from the throes of death,
the first are last and the last are first, and the Christian is the one
who is simultaneously justified and a sinner. Because his “theology
of the cross” stands at the very center of Luther’s thought, so does
the notion of paradox.

Of all the paradoxes that abound in the Lutheran vision, there is
none more supportive of the life of the mind than Luther’s notion of
the two kingdoms. In his view; the Christian lives in the world and in
the kingdom of God — or, put another way, in nature and in grace
— and does so simultaneously. In fact, in Luther’s vision, God em-
ploys the finite dimensions of the natural world as vehicles that con-
vey his grace to human beings, As Luther often affirmed, finitum
capax infiniti, or “the finite is the bearer of the infinite” This means
that both kingdoms — the kingdom of nature and the kingdom of
grace — stand under the rule of God, each in its own way.

Precisely for this reason, Luther suggested that the distinction
we often wish to make between the sacred and secular spheres may
be fraught with far more ambiguity than we may wish to admit. Ac-
cordingly, Luther wrote in his 1520 treatise, “The Freedom of the
Christian,”

It does not help the soul if the body is adorned with the sacred
robes of priests or dwells in sacred-places or is occupied with
sacred duties or prays, fasts, abstains from certain kinds of
foods, or does any work that can be done by the body and in
the body. The righteousness and the freedom of the soul re-
quire something far different since the things which have been
mentioned could be done by any wicked person. Such works
produce nothing but hypocrites. On the other hand, it wil not
harm the soul if the body is clothed in secular dress, dwells in
unconsecrated places, eats and drinks as others do, does not
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pray aloud, and neglects to do all the above-mentioned things
which hypocrites can do.2?

In a word, Luther is telling us here that the sacred and secular

* spheres overlap in remarkable ways and simply do not conform to

the neat distinctions we wish to make from our finite angle of vision,
At this point, the Lutheran tradition greatly resembles Catholic sac-
ramental understandings.

The authentic Lutheran vision, therefore, never calls for Luther-
ans to transform the secular world into the kingdom of God as many
in the Reformed tradition have advocated over the years. Nor does it
call for Lutherans to separate from the world as the heirs of the Ana-
baptists sometimes seek to do, Instead, the Christian must reside in
two worlds at one and the same time: the world of nature and the
world of grace. In Luther's view, the Christian is therefore free to
take seriously both the secular world and the kingdom of God.

This notion carries great implications for the life of the mind,
especially if we think of the life of the mind as one that fosters genu-
itte conversation in which all the voices at the table are taken seri-
ously. In the context of Luther’s two kingdoms, there is no need to
superimpose on other voices a “Christian worldview.” Nor is it im-
portant to “integrate faith and learning” around a distinctly Chris-
tian perspective. Rather, one lives in the midst of a paradox in which
the sacred and the secular intersect and converge. Put another way,
Luther’s vision sustains conversation and dialogue and resists ho-
mogeneous conformity to imperialistic understandings. Luther’s
notion of the two kingdoms is therefore fully capable of sustaining a
commitrment to the Christian faith and a serious engagement with
the secular world 2t one and the same time. For this reason, the no-
tion of a slippery slope to secularization scarcely makes sense in a
Lutheran context,

23. Martin Luther, “Freedom of the Christian in Martin Luther: Selections
from His Writings, ed. John Dillenberger (New York: Doubleday, 1962), p. $4.
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Yet, it may be partly misleading to speak of the notion of para-
dox as I have here. After reading this chapter in an earlier draft, Pro-
fessor Patricia O’Connell Killen of Pacific Lutheran University wrote
the following.

It is as much if not more the quality of living in the paradox
between sovereignty of God and Anitude of humans that
characterizes Lutheran higher education than the deductions
you draw from this paradox for higher education. For exam-
ple, one does not grasp once and for all Luther’s insistence on
human finitude and the sovereignty of God. It takes a lifetime
to grasp this with one’s mind, heart, will, being,

After all, Killen points out, Lutheran faith has at least as much to do
with subjectivity, sensibilities, and aesthetics as it does with formal
and definable intellectual content.? This js why we can never reduce
Lutheran faith to theological formulas that can be codified intellectu-
ally and grasped in some final kind of way. And this is why it is proba.
bly inappropriate to use the Reformed language of “worldview” to
describe the Lutheran theological vision,

It is precisely because Luther has such great appreciation for the
depth of human finitude, because he understands the ambiguity of
the human situation, and because he knows that from the perspec-
tive of the infinite, this world is full of appearances, and appearances
deceive — it is for all these reasons that the Lutheran tradition pos-
sesses such an extraordinary capacity to break through its own par-
ticularity. This is why the principles of the Lutheran vision are fun-
damentally in keeping with the Enlightenment vision that Sidney
Mead describes as the “theology of the Republic,” why the Lutheran
heritage can give us the courage to raise the most radical kinds of
questions, and why the Lutheran vision can do so much to sustain
the life of the mind.

24. Letter from Patricia O’Connelt Killen to Richard Hughes, January 24,1990,
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Now we are in a position to understand why the young scholar
teaching in a Lutheran institution could spezk of his work in that
institution as so exhausting, It s exhausting to constantly question
your own presuppositions. It is exhausting to live in the midst of an

" unresolved tension between the sacred and the secular, And it isex-

hausting to allow the sacred and the secular to dialogue with one
another in the midst of one’s own work. It is far easier to assume
that our presuppositions are true and right. And it is far easier to
superimpose our religious perspectives on the world we seek to
study.

The truth is, the Lutheran tradition possesses some of the most
potent theological resources for sustaining the life of the mind that
one can imagine. Jt encourages dialogue between the Christian faith
and the world of ideas, fosters intellectual humility, engenders a
healthy suspicion of absolutes, and helps create a conversation in
which all conversation partners are taken seriously.

At the same time, the strength of the Lutheran tradition is also
its weakness. As we have seen, Lutheran theology thrives on the
theme of paradox. But it is difficult — incredibly difficult — to keep
both sides of the paradox alive and to nurture each simultaneously.
It is all too easy to sactifice one side of the paradox in the interest of
the other. When the paradox dissolves in this way, the risks can be
absolutism on the one hand and relativism on the other,

These temptations are especially apparent when one considers
Luther's understanding of the two kingdoms. If we accentuate the
kingdom of God at the expense of the secular world, we run the risk
of absolutizing our religious vision and imposing that vision on the
world in which we live, Here one thinks, for example, of the $cholas-
tic theologians who absolutized the dynamic, paradoxical qualities
of Luther’s thought into a rigid, airtight system. Or one thinks of
those early Lutherans in the United States who developed a strongly
catechetical form of their faith since they felt that a catechetical reli-
gion could sustain them in an alien religious culture, It is safe to say
that this version of Lutheran theology is sirply inimical to the life of
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the mind. Yet, rigid codification of Lutheran thought occurs even
within some Lutheran colleges and universities.

On the other hand, if we accentuate the secular world at the ex-
pense of the kingdom of God, we run the risk of relativism, Indeed,
apart from its insistence on the kingdom of God the Lutheran tradi-
tion could easily resemble a flaccid secular ideology in which noth-
ing is ultimate, transcendent, or absolute.

The scholar who hopes to draw on the Lutheran heritage to sus-
tain the life of the mind must therefore find ways to live out the
heart and soul of Luther’s original vision — a vision defined most of
all by the paradox of the Christian gospel.

Looking Ahead

We now have explored four different Christian medels for sustain-
ing the life of the mind: a Catholic model, a Reformed model, an
Anabaptist model, and a Lutheran model, We have discovered that
each of these faith traditions has its own theological resources that
can sustain the academic enterprise,

But we also must observe that none of these traditions hasa mo-
nopoly on the theological motifs we have discussed. For example,
while the Reformed tradition does not accentuate the notion of par-
adox as the Lutheran tradition does, it is nonetheless true that the
seeds of paradoxical thinking — the sovereignty of God and the fini-
tude of humankind — are fundamental to the Reformed perspec-
tive. And while Mennonites do not embrace a vision of the transfor-
mation of society as Reformed Christians do, they surely seek to
transform the lives and hearts of individual men and women, Like-
wise, while one wbuld hardly regard the quintessential Lutheran
theme of justification by grace through faith as a defining motif of
the historic Catholic tradition, that theme has nonetheless played a
defining role in the thought of many Cathalic theologians.

These points are important for several reasons. First, in present-
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" ing these four faith traditions, [ have tried to present ideal types. But

ideal types are rare in real life. More important still is the fact that
many Christian institutions of higher learning — especially evangel-
ical institutions — define themselves with reference to a variety of

* faith traditions and theological motifs. Even schools that are closely

related to specific faith traditions often employ faculty who repre-
sent other faith perspectives,

I am therefore not suggesting that a particular theological per-
spective should be a unifying feature of a church-related college or
university. But 1 am suggesting that scholars who wish to ground
their scholarship in Christian convictions should pay close regard to
these four great traditions of the Christian faith; Roman Catholic,
Reformed, Mennonite, and Lutheran. Indeed, these four traditions
complement one another in important ways, and professors who
can utilize the insights of each of these traditions will enhance their
teaching and scholarship immeasurably.

We niow must turn our attention to a slightly different question:
“What might it mean to seach from a Christian perspective?” Im-
plicit in that question is another: “How can Christian scholars diaw
on various understandings of the Christian faith to sustain them in
their classroom work?” In the following chapter, we will seek to illu-
mine some answers to those questions.
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