Spiritual
Openness:

The Question of

QueStiOnS As students progress

through our system
and then move physi-
cally away from fam-

ily to academy or col-

omeone asked me the other day whether it was OK

for La Sierra University to grant degrees to students lege/universit:y, tbe

who still had questions about their faith. Or has Ad-

ventist education failed if it doesn’t produce gradu- f , ,

ates who have resolved all doubts in favor of a set- Process 0 queStlonlng
tled, committed faith?

I think it was Ottilie Stafford of Atlantic Union College 1s not onbl lnevltdble

(South Lancaster, Massachusetts) who wrote that college

should unsettle the mind. Questioning has to be an essential but éllSO 1’186'635617")/
part of the university experience. It’s part of what a university .

is all about—to ask, explore, stretch, challenge, and question. dnd deSZrﬂble.

While in college, I joined a small group of
B y D an s m i t h upper-division theology majors in a seminar

by one of the more “provocative” professors.

I had recently returned from the mission field, and was relatively naive about theological
controversy. Every Wednesday night, he would throw out unsettling questions about Scripture—How did
we know what was directly revealed from God or spoken by Jesus Himself, and what was added by later
writers or the early church? How could we resolve the different stories about Peter’s denials of Christ?
Every Wednesday night, [ would slink back to my room, my simplistic faith in Scripture shattered. 1t would
take all week in other theology and ministry classes to rebuild my faith, only to be laid low again during
another night of wrestling with difficult evidence. I was terrified: If I couldn’t rely on the insignificant de-
tails of Scripture to be scrupulously correct, how could 1 know that John 3:16 or 14:1-3 was accurate? And
I wondered how the college could allow such a heretical professor to remain on staff.

But gradually he led us to principles of biblical interpretation and a theology of inspiration that made
more sense, that could handle all of the evidence. So when, 10 years later, a variety of controversies hit the
church, I had already been prepared and sensitized to the issues. My faith had a safety net. Other pastors
left the church—but [ stayed. And in hindsight, that professor became my favorite teacher.
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It is one of Christian education’s de-
velopmental tasks to move students in
the direction of what faith development
people call “Personalized Faith.” ' As
students progress through our system
and then move physically away from
family to academy or college/university,
the process of questioning is not only in-
evitable but also necessary and desir-
able. It must be encouraged, even man-
dated, if they are to move into their
professional lives with owned beliefs
and values as “thinkers, and not mere re-
flectors of other men’s thought.”

The Valuegenesis study showed
clearly that at least we on the church
side of the aisle have not accomplished
this very well.

Church Climate—Opinions of
Students in Grades 6-12

(Percentage represents “quite
true” or “very true”)

Most members want to be chal-
lenged to think about religious is-
sues and ideas—35 percent

My church challenges my think-
ing—31 percent

It encourages me to ask ques-
tions—28 percent

It expects people to learn and
think—40 percent

It is open to new ideas—37 per-
cent’

Valuegenesis showed that the trend
deteriorated from sixth to 12th grade:

Most members want to be chal-
lenged to think about religious is-
sues and ideas—42 to 31 percent

My church challenges my think-
ing—49 to 22 percent

It encourages me to ask ques-
tions—45 to 23 percent

It expects people to learn and
think—356 to 33 percent

A Frightening Process

My own guess is that having students
question is frightening, both for them
and for those of us who love them and
the God and spiritual community to
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It is one of Christian
education’s develop-
mental tasks to move
students in the direc-
tion of what faith
development people
call “Personalized
Faith.”

which we hope they will stay connected.
But we must not be afraid of the ques-
tions. We should have faced them our-
selves and worked through them to an-
swers that “work” for us. Truth can and
must never be afraid of further inquiry.
“Age will not make error into truth, and
truth can afford to be fair. No true doc-
trine will lose anything by close investi-
gation.”

We can learn from the way science
handles new discoveries. The scientific
method is immediately applied to try to
disprove the new “truth” and to probe for
weaknesses in it. This hardens and re-
fines the truth so that it will stand the
tests of other researchers. We must let
each generation do the same with theo-
logical truth.

I pastor in an institutional context
that includes kindergarten through uni-
versity. Obviously, as students mature,
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there must be a gradual transition from
being “didactic” to “Socratic.” But at
every level, we can embrace the value of
asking questions. In our university con-
text, I believe that the following repre-
sent a Christian school’s role in encour-
aging questioning:

1. Foster questioning. Initiate the
process. Expect students to ask ques-
tions. I try to model this in my preaching
by sharing the questions and moral
dilemmas that I wrestle with.

2. Create a context in which the
questions can be asked safely. Help stu-
dents explore a variety of answers.

3. Be there to provide guidance in
the search process, and to recommend
helpful resources.

4. Explore options or answers that
have been advocated by the world’s reli-
gious philosophies, systems, leaders, and
inspired documents. Every philosophy or
religious system is wrestling with the
same metaphysical and ethical issues—
only the answers are different.

5. Provide a safety net. As students
begin to question and challenge the reli-
gion of their parents or of their previous
teachers and pastors, their faith may
begin a “free fall.” We need to be there to
provide a safety net, to suggest core, fun-
damental, irreducible faith statements;
ie.,

* There is a God;

* He is personal;

* Christ, grace, and spirituality are
critical to life, now and eternally;

* Christian community is vital to
growth;

* “Don’t hurt yourself while you ex-
plore.”

We should offer certain anchor points
that students can hold onto while they go
through the somewhat destabilizing
process of exploring their faith.

6. Model and mentor a reasonable
and pragmatic faith. One of the most
powerful messages students can receive
is that there are bright, thoughtful people
on campus who are not only extremely
successful, but also seem to have things
pretty well figured out in their private,
personal, and spiritual lives. Therefore,
their views, beliefs, values, and spiritual
rituals are worth looking at.

7. Advocate, after establishing a cli-
mate of openly looking at the most im-



portant issues of life, a particular
view, which, on an Adventist cam-
pus, will of course be Christianity
and the best of Adventism. It is es-
sential to our mission that in addi-
tion to fostering an atmosphere of
inquiry and exploring all the op-
tions, we can share and advocate,
without embarrassment or apology,
what we believe.

Discreetly but passionately, I
preached this past Sabbath on
Paul’s sermon on Mars Hill in
Athens (Acts 17). Paul was not
afraid to walk the streets of that
city, the cultural capital of the
world, the philosophical community
of the great Greek philosophers. He
entered the marketplace unafraid
and participated in the debate. He
did not put down their gods—but in
an atmosphere of respect and toler-
ance, he passionately advocated be-
lief in the True God, the God “in
whom we live and move and have
our being.” It is a wonderful model
from the ultimate university town of
2,000 years ago, where Paul mod-
eled the virtues of questioning, dia-
logue, exploring, and discussing the
deepest and most critical issues of life,
but also unashamedly exalted through
personal testimony the God of Creation
and the resurrected Christ. Paul prom-
ised that this God of the universe is not
far from “each one of us.” And then he
allowed each listener to decide for him-
self or herself.

Beyond certain community mini-
mums, we cannot demand that students
agree with or practice what we believe in
order to graduate, but we must have
shared our testimony in the best way
possible before they leave. We should al-
ways do so carefully, treating sensitively
those of other faiths, while leaving room
for personal decision and disagreement.

At this point, I want to speak specifi-
cally to a college/university setting, but
still with relevance to our entire educa-
tional system: We are not a Bible col-
lege, indoctrinating students into a nar-
row, prescribed set of doctrines and
practices, without exposure to or discus-
sion of alternatives. But neither are we a
secular university, exposing them to the
world’s philosophies, religions, and val-
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ues dispassionately while expressing no
personal preferences or convictions. We
care deeply about what our students be-
lieve. We have an agenda. It is a matter
of life and death to us. So we share it
with the young people whose lives and
futures weigh heavy on our hearts.
That’s our mission.

Richard John Neuhaus,® at a recent
inauguration service for a university
president, discussed what a Christian
university is and what it is not. He sug-
gested that the ultimate consideration of
each board and university administration
must be: Does being a Christian univer-
sity, with Christ as its beginning point,
“limit” the search for truth, or does it “il-
lumine” that search? If we actually be-
lieve that Christ is “the way, the truth,
and the life” (John 14:6 KJV), that His
teachings are the truth, and the truth will
make us free (John 8:31, 32), then does
not starting from Christ illumine all hon-
est search for truth?

Neuhaus observed that Harvard Uni-
versity began with the word Veritas sur-
rounded by “Pro Christo et Ecclesia”—
for Christ and the church. In the past

century, that legend was reduced to
just the one word, Veritas.

“For with you is the fountain of
life; in your light we see light”
(Psalm 36:9, NIV). Adventist edu-
cation must maintain a careful bal-
ance. It must foster within its grad-
uates a lifetime habit of asking
questions, wrestling with evidence
that doesn’t fit the traditional, easy
answers, encouraging “good doubt”
that leads to better answers, beliefs,
and doctrines that are ever more
meaningful and relevant to one’s
faith; while passing on and advocat-
ing the faith that means everything
to us.

And so, while we believe that
questioning is integral to our mis-
sion, as part of a church that has al-
ways believed in the importance of
free choice and thinking for one’s
self, we cannot help ourselves—we
hope that every graduate from our
schools has at least a relationship
with God when he or she leaves. We
hope that they will celebrate the
grace of Jesus Christ, and value and
share the best of Adventist beliefs

and life-style. We hope that they have
come to love being part of a worshiping
community—a community that cher-
ishes asking questions. Which, of course,
is what the Great Controversy is all
about. &

Dan Smith is Senior Pastor of the La Sierra
University Church in Riverside, California.
Previously, he ministered at churches with
primary schools and on the campus of New-
bury Park Adventist Academy in southern
California.
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