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Annotation: Bethel College Chapel, March 5, 1982 (Particular Bethel College unknown). Cautioning against 
careless use of the word, Christian, Ted Ward stresses that Christian colleges have a terrible 
responsibility to be Christian. He suggests twelve characteristics of a Christian college. 
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Perhaps, like yourselves, I am sensitive to the ways we use the word, Christian. Those of us 
who define ourselves, describe ourselves, and identify ourselves with one another as Christians are 
especially sensitive to how that word is used. And I suspect as we grow older and as we become 
more critical and more careful in making the discriminations and the choices that we have to make 
in life, we become even more aware that the careless use of the term, Christian, can produce some 
very unfortunate consequences; partly because a careless use of the word, Christian, causes us to lose 
something of our distinctive and to become something of a confusion to people around us who are 
spending their time wondering what in the world it is that a Christian is and claims to be.  

I was so strongly concerned about this that about ten years ago I went on a kind of a 
campaign to stamp out the use of the word Christian as an adjective because I became sensitive to 
the fact that it its overuse as an adjective raises more questions than it resolves. For example, I 
cannot tell at a distance of 10 feet whether a book is a Christian book or not.  

I am never really sure whether I’m looking at a Christian library or not, even if it has a lot of 
Christian books in it. I’m not sure I know a Christian movie when I see it and if you’ve seen 
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Chariots of Fire lately, you may wonder if you’ve got any capability of determining that, too. Because 
certainly, although that film has all the earmarks and characteristics of a public consumption film not 
produced by Gospel Films in Muskegon, Michigan, it has very distinctly a Christian message in the 
clarity and in a resounding quality that we have rarely seen in Muskegon, Michigan films so 
Christian. 

I’m not sure I can tell a Christian school when I see it. When I go into a Christian 
elementary school quite often I find teachers doing just about what teachers do in any other school; 
treating kids just about the same way they’re treated anywhere else in formal education. 

I’m not sure I can tell whether a car is a Christian car, however, I usually can discriminate the 
bumper stickers. In fact, I’ve even wondered if I could tell the difference between a Christian 
bumper sticker and any other kind because some of the Christian bumper stickers that I see 
nowadays seem to be about as full of hate as any of the non-Christian bumper stickers, so I’m 
having a lot of trouble with the word, Christian.  

And I came to talk to you today about what it means to be in a Christian college because I’m 
not sure we’ve thought much about that either. What does it mean to be part of a Christian learning 
community? Which is another way to ask the question that we’re trying to deal with today as a 
Christian and a learning community. What is a Christian college? Now we assume that a Christian 
college is a place where Christians go. Well, I’m here to tell you that there are an awful lot of 
Christians at Michigan State University. In fact, if I were speaking this morning at this very hour to 
the Christians at Michigan State University, I’d be speaking with a group larger than you could hold 
in this chapel, to say nothing of the handful of chairs here. It certainly is not true that a Christian 
college is the only place that Christians go to college, and if I were to assemble the Christians on the 
faculty at Michigan State University, I suspect I could get together a group for lunch today that’s 
larger than your faculty here. So it certainly is not a question of it’s the only place where Christians 
teach. I’ve been at Michigan State University for 26 years now and before that was at the University 
of Florida and the University of Miami and every place I’ve been I’ve found that there are 
Christians. I’m not all that lonely. What, then, is a Christian college? Well, perhaps it’s a place where 
it’s only right to be a Christian and if you’re not a Christian you’re out of place. Maybe it’s some kind 
of a discriminating place that only lets in the right kind of people. If that’s the case, it does violence 
to what our Lord taught in terms of what it is to be a Christian as light and salt in a needy world. In 
fact, I would argue that, if we’re really serious about being Christians as collegians, what we ought to 
be is where we can be in contact with people of the world and make an influence for Jesus Christ. 
So what, then, is a Christian college? Well, it’s a place that calls itself a Christian college.  

One of the things I’m desperately concerned about in this time is that places that call 
themselves Christian college rarely ask that question—what does it mean to be a Christian college— 
and do something about it. Because I’m not here to suggest that Christian colleges don’t have their 
place. I’m not here to suggest that Christian colleges are passé. I’m not here to suggest that Christian 
colleges are phony or unreal. I am here to suggest that Christian colleges have a terrible 
responsibility to be Christian. And it’s that challenge, both for students and for faculty, indeed for all 
of us as Christians, that motivates me to be interested in the Christian colleges. 

I spend a lot of my time as a consultant in higher education working with college faculties 
and with groups of people concerned with quality education. And I am particularly involved in that 
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respect among institutions that are Christian colleges, Christian liberal arts colleges, church colleges, 
interdenominational colleges, call them what you will, all sorts and varieties and stripes. All have the 
same heavy severe responsibility and that is to be continuously defining and working toward 
communities of learning that are Christian.  

I’d like this morning to give you an overview of what it means to be a Christian college in a 
very brief sweep. You’ve heard of the Ten Commandments. I’m going to give you twelve criteria. 
I’m going to take the Ten Commandments and extend it by two. Because the transparency machine 
is back there and the microphone is up here, I’m going to do something I don’t ordinarily do and 
that is I’m going to lay the whole transparency out in front of you at once and then I’m going to ask 
you to kind of follow it through with me and we’re going to look at it point by point. 

First of all, a Christian college is a place. We are in a place. It is a place. It is where 
something is happening. It has a kind of geographical reality. A Christian college is a place but, more 
important, a Christian college is a community. It’s a place where people and, in fact, it’s a place 
where many people form a community. Now let’s run through these things one by one. 

First of all, a Christian college is a place where the people of that place are more important 
than the things. One of the things that I think we have to be very sensitive to in a materialistic 
society, and we are in a materialistic society, is the tendency to exaggerate our exalting of things. Yes, 
God prospers us in certain ways and we can be thankful for the resources that come our way; the 
things that we have that can be used wisely in service of humanity for the glory of God. You can be 
thankful for a campus that has good resources. You can be thankful for a piece of geography in this 
region. You can be thankful for this building. You can be thankful for the heating plant that makes it 
comfortable. We can be thankful for all these things, and all these things are important; but 
sometimes institutions exalt the things and offend the people. This can happen in a college. It can 
happen any time people take such pride in what they have that they become insensitive to who they 
are. As people of God, we must be people in a place where people are more important than things. 
This should be a sense of lifestyle for all of us, and through life we should continue our concern that 
we always find ourselves in places where people are more important than things.  

A college is a place where people come together because they want to learn. They want to 
develop. They want to mature. People who come to a college don’t just simply transfer their 
residence to some other place after having spent so many years in their home and becoming very 
tired of being awakened in the morning with the same old menu for breakfast. We then want to go 
to some place where there’s a much more exciting menu for breakfast and change the scene so that 
it is not the same forces that motivate our day. But there’s a lot more to it. If that’s all we do in 
going to college, then we’re going to be most unhappy with what we find because a college is a place 
where people come together primarily because they want to learn. It is a learning place.  

Now learning is not simply a matter of showing up in order that you can hold your empty 
bucket in front of somebody who shovels in the stuff. Learning is a process of developing and you 
bring to a learning environment; you bring to the learning place who you are, and what you become 
is in the blueprint that you bring along with you. The people in the place who make it a learning 
place for you are people who facilitate your development. Learning is not just a matter of gaining 
information; storing up more stuff in your mind like filling a library shelf. It is a matter of becoming 
something because of what you are, and those of us who are in a learning place because we want to 
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mature are apt to find that place very congenial and very exciting. Those of us who really don’t care 
about our development because we haven’t emerged to the point yet in our own sophistication, in 
our own maturity; that we’re not beyond those childish things that presume that somehow life will 
take care of itself, and we really don’t need to invest very much of ourselves in any kind of effort to 
improve ourselves and to become well-rounded and to become the kind of confident person that 
we’re capable of being. We give those responsibilities over to parents and then we give them over to 
teachers, and then we come to college and we continue to give them over to teachers and we behave 
in college years much the same way we behaved before we came to college. And such a person is apt 
to become very frustrated because college is a place that makes sense; because people have come 
together wanting to become more mature and more developed, and this involves breadth. It 
involves taking some of the categories of your life that have formerly been those things that you’re 
really not interested in. Who cares about literature? Who cares about art? Who cares about that stuff 
in music? We know what’s good, you know. Well, when we come to college, we have to 
compromise some of that willfulness. We have to compromise it with the reality that there are other 
values; that there are other things in a broader view of the universe and that we can become more 
full, more whole, more complete, more human, and more in harmony with God and man as we 
become more mature, more developed, broader in our outlook. 

College, especially a Christian college, is a place where there is freedom to make mistakes. 
It’s been said, wisely, that where there is no freedom to make mistakes, there is no freedom to learn. 
The great difference between learning and indoctrination is at that very point; in that capability of 
making mistakes and being interested in the correcting of those mistakes and the refining of one’s 
skills and one’s understandings. I hate to see any kind of a learning community that is so punitive, 
that is so coercive, that is so strict that it presumes that people won’t make mistakes. Whether we’re 
talking about in the social realm or in the intellectual realm, there’s got to be space in which to make 
mistakes. Now people can violate the nature of such a place and misuse it if they assume that college 
is a place where you ought to make mistakes. There’s a great deal of difference. It’s not a place where 
you would want to make mistakes, but where, when those mistakes that are a natural part of 
stretching and growing and exploring, when those mistakes occur.  

There is—and this is the fourth point in this set—there is a redemptive restoration at work. 
It’s particularly Christian to be concerned about the processes of restoration and redemption. It is 
not in the great heart of Christianity to be primarily concerned about rules and regulations, and 
about the coercions that bring people into conformity. That’s not the genius of Christianity. You 
have that in civil law. There’s nothing unique about that. What is unique about Christianity is that 
spirit of forgiveness that operates between people in a dorm, operates between faculty and student, 
operates between faculty and faculty. A sense in which—as we surely will—we violate one another’s 
prerogatives. We violate one another’s territory. We let each other down. It’s inevitable. It’s life. 
We’re all human. We’re all frail, but there is a spirit of restoration. There is a spirit of redemption 
that is less concerned about punishment than it is about the restoration. Now this does not suggest 
that there is no place for punishment. If we understand God’s relationship to his people since the 
covenants of the Old Testament, we know that God expects certain kinds of things; and God has 
standards, and we are in a position to know what these are. He has provided his Word that we might 
come to a fulfilled understanding of what it is to be a Christian in a Christian community. And when 
we violate, many times there are prices to pay; but, again, the genius of Christianity is at the cross 
where Jesus Christ laid down everything not as an ultimate punishment for all, but as an ultimate 
emblem and reality of redemption.  
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As a Christian community, then, we ought to be characteristically a redemptive community 
thinking first in terms of how can we make things right. How can we restore? How can we bring 
back the fellowship; the person who has fallen from fellowship for this reason or that? That makes 
for a very distinctive sort of a place. And, in that sense, it makes for a sort of safe place. In many 
respects, the Christian college should be a safe place where it is safe to develop. Where it is safe to 
make mistakes. Where it is safe because there is a redemptive, restorative spirit. But, at the same 
time, that carries a responsibility because that place is more than a place. It’s a community, and to be 
a community we have to look at some other kinds of things. 

First of all, to be a community people must be in the role of support to one another. A 
community cannot exist apart from that mutual bearing of one another’s burdens. A community is 
more cooperative than it is competitive. Competition tends to fragment communities; cooperation 
tends to cement communities, to build them together. This does not suggest that intramural sports 
are somehow evil. That would be an exaggeration of the point. But I would say that, if we walk 
through this campus year after year over a course of four years and become more and more skillful 
in our competitive modes at the price of becoming more sensitive at the cooperative level, that 
you’re not getting a Christian education. It’s as simple as that. The results of four years in a Christian 
college should be that you have highly refined skills of human cooperation so that you are in a 
position to build supporting community.  

The Christian community that is a Christian college is a respecting community. Human 
dignity is held very high. A sense of history is held at a very high premium. We’re very well aware of 
that which has gone before and we respect what it is that people have made possible for us because 
of the heritages they have left for us. And I’m not talking simply about piety. I’m talking about 
respect for that community reality that brings us today into a platform from which we can reach to 
the stars. Science proceeds by every researcher standing on the shoulders of previous research. 
People in the sciences do not take their credits from being loners. They take their credits from being 
good workers on the foundations that others have laid. That is a respect for what has gone before. 
That’s what we’re here to learn otherwise we are like so many Americans today simply muddying our 
way through a private exploration of a universe that, in fact, has already been charted. More’s the 
pity that Christians cannot see that learning, itself, is a community reality. The work of God in our 
midst is as a community work.  

We are a sharing community. The Christian college is a sharing community in which what we 
do is not simply take things into ourselves, but taking things into ourselves so that they might 
immediately be moved into interaction with other people. I wish we could understand more about 
community studying, for example. It sometimes happens in a highly competitive educational 
environment that people think only in terms of how to improve their own grade. The fact is, if you 
want to improve your own learning, the chances are help somebody else improve his grades is one 
of the best ways to get at it. There’s a lot to be gained by sharing in studying; a lot to be gained by 
sharing and preparing ourselves for those various kinds of tasks and hurdles that we have to face not 
as loners, but as sharers.  

The Christian community, at bottom-line, is a responsible community. We cannot evade that 
sense of responsibility that puts every one of us front and center in front of the God who watches. 
Now I do not stand before you arguing some sort of a vindictive God who is there ready to catch 
you if you slip off the straight and narrow. But I tell you that those of us who believe in a personal 
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God are very aware that our God can be offended, and that that which pleases him the most is the 
emergence in the human being of a sense of responsibility, a sense of concern, a sense of awareness 
of what one is, in a community, in relationship to others of that community.  

One of the responsibilities, I believe, that a faculty shares, that an administration shares, that 
the Dean of Students shares is an accounting for the responsibility that is yours. Every one of us has 
a responsibility, and we can be called to task at any time for that responsibility. Sometimes these 
produce the great tensions of college life because we don’t like to be called to responsibility 
sometimes. We’d rather just pretend that we don’t have a responsibility to anybody but ourselves. 
You know, we have this big ‘I’ syndrome that is so characteristic of what we’re being encouraged to 
be and to do by American standards in the society of our time.  

We are our brother’s keeper. If not keeper, at least, we are our brother’s brother and that 
implies a responsibility. I think when the question was asked of God, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” 
it was asked with that kind of cynicism that we would ask it again today. You know, what is my 
responsibility? Why should I be called to account for anyone else? The fact is that our Lord 
describes us as brothers. His community is a community of brothers and sisters as a family. If you 
don’t read that, take a hard look at the first twelve verses of Matthew 23 where we see that the 
nature of the community, both in terms of leadership responsibilities and in terms of educational 
standards, is that not of independence, but a responsibility of sharing, of respecting, and supporting. 
We are in a place, but more important, we are a community. 

But, as a matter of fact, we’re many people and we’re different. We have many things that 
make us unique and one of the marvelous things about Christianity is that it respects individual 
uniqueness. There are religions in the world that are not very strong on this matter. In fact, they 
would have us to believe that virtually everybody ultimately narrows and narrows and becomes more 
and more alike until we become one in appearance, one in behavior, one in values, one in standards, 
one in speech with some kind of a religious image; and pretty soon we all lose our individual identity 
and we become some kind of a representation of an amorphous whole. There are religions in the 
world that are pretty strong that are like that. Christianity is not like that. Christianity presumes that 
every one of us is unique and different. We are many people. That’s why our communities are 
usually, on the one hand, tense communities because when people are very different, it means that 
they’ve constantly got to interact; they’ve constantly got to work out differences and be productive 
within those differences. One of the exciting things, of course, is that difference is a great stimulus 
for quality. And we’re different in different ways, and we’re qualitative in different ways, and we’re 
strong in different kinds of things. Some of you, if I were to say, who’s a good swimmer in here, you 
could point to one or two or three or four or maybe we could even get a hand in the air. Who is 
really good in math? And we could get some hands in the air. Who is really good at driving a bus? 
And we could probably find a few of those. They need them out there today. They have some 
survivors on the road that I’m wondering about.  

But through it all, we are not only unique and different but, as many people, we have some 
things in common and I want to identify this with you in the last series. We are many people who 
share together four elements. We are people who seek. We are people who do not presume that we 
have already arrived. We are not people who already have all truth somehow wrapped up with a 
strap around it dragging along behind us on two-wheeled carts. We are people who are seeking. 
There is much in God’s universe. There is much in God’s Word that we will never fathom, though 
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we spend a whole life to do so. That’s the exciting thing about being a scholar in this world. It’s a 
great thrill to continue to recognize that no matter how many questions you answer, no matter how 
much understanding you get, there’s always more. That’s exciting! It sure beats being so frustrated, 
as so many people are, that they’ve seen everything, they’ve done everything, what else is there? 
People who become educated in a community that is Christian recognize that their great motive in 
common with others is that they are seekers. 

We recognize ourselves to be important. We recognize knowledge to be important. We 
know the fulfillment of our humanity is important, and all these importances track back to what it is 
that God has created. He has created us to be inquirers and he has created a universe for us to 
inquire into and it’s wonderful! We are people who feel and if sometimes, within the academic 
community, we put such emphasis on that seeking and that fulfilling of knowledge that we forget 
that we are also people who need to continue to fulfill our feeling, our feeling for one another, our 
feeling for life, our feeling of respect for ourselves, our feeling of esthetic sensitivity, our feeling for 
art, our feeling for music which must continue to expand and must continue to develop in its 
fullness. We are people who feel.  

Christianity is not purely an intellectual religion. Christianity is not 25 propositions to be 
memorized and sworn to. Christianity is a life to be lived and it is a life that is centered on faith, 
hope, and love. And if you’re serious about faith, hope, and love, you know that your experience in 
life has to be a lot more than just an intellectual experience. It has to be a feeling experience. We are 
people who feel. We are people who need to use a community like this to develop empathy. How 
many of us can say, I really have a broader awareness of what it feels like to be different than when I 
originally arrived at this campus? You’re developing empathy. You’re seeing through other people’s 
eyes. You’re more able to see what it means to see the way that other person sees, to feel the way 
that other person feels, and to feel how I feel when you gentlemen are so insensitive. We need to 
develop in empathy. We need to mature because we’re a community that must feel. We’re a 
community that must do more than just intellectually respond or intellectually turn off. We’re  
people who need to learn to feel because we are an empathetic community. We are a community 
that must learn to trust. There are social skills that we need to develop. There are relationships that 
we need to develop.  

This could get to be a long chapel. Thank you, Philip. We need to develop the affiliating with 
people that will allow us to become partners in process with one another. People who really feel and 
really trust and really worship together. All these go together. The Christian community is a 
community, as scholars, seeking intellectually, feeling emotionally, trusting spiritually, and 
worshipping with that essence that is the core reality of the human being because we are not just an 
accumulation of parts. We are created in the image of God. And the image of God is a spirit reality, 
and that spirit reality must be nurtured. One of the greatest pains is, for the Christian, to be nurtured 
in every other aspect except the worship aspect. One of the greater strengths of a Christian college is 
that the worship aspect can be brought front and center and be made part of all other of the aspects 
of learning and development, and that’s the way it should be. Because we are people created in the 
image of God, developing because of resources that God has given us, and utilizing a community 
which is many people operating together in a place.  


