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A couple days ago I gath-
ered with my faculty book 
club. An ordering mishap 
meant we didn’t have a 
weighty tome to dig into, so 
I subbed in an address that 
Parker Palmer gave some 

20 years back, called The Grace of Great 
Things: Reclaiming the Sacred in Knowing, 
Teaching and Learning. There’s much to 
commend in Palmer’s address, but I was espe-
cially struck by one of his reminiscences of a 
professor. Palmer writes how the prof “would 
make a vigorous Marxist statement,” but then 
“a puzzled look would cover over his face, 
and he would step over here and argue with 
himself from a Hegelian viewpoint. It wasn’t 
an act. He was really confused.” It was some 
time later that Palmer realized what the deal 
was: his prof “carried a community within 
himself, a community of people long gone.” 
He got to hang out all the time with Marx 
and Hegel and Troeltsch. Parker concludes 
that the heart of liberal arts education is the 
privilege to talk with dead people; people 
literally pay $25,000 a year to learn how to 
have conversations with dead people!

Speakers of late
It made me wonder what use we have for 
dead people, in an age that’s so besotted 

with innovation, trends and the illusion that 
things are just ineluctably getting better and 
better. It made me wonder what space there 
is for dead folks at the university of Water-
loo, which is my other parish, and a place 
where those sorts of things are basically a 
creed, however often they’re unspoken or 
unconsciously affirmed. 

I hope my campus ministry brings a bit 
of that liberal arts vibe to that big research 
and technology giant in Waterloo. And so 
on Thursday evenings I host a dinner fel-
lowship on campus; we call it the “Soup 
& Speaker Series.” Basically, a bunch of 
us gather around a meal, and after dinner 
listen to a speaker hold forth on some aspect 
of faith and university life. But this fall I 
don’t have any speakers booked. While 
on parental leave, I just couldn’t find the 
logistical wherewithal to invite and host 
eight or nine speakers. 

I was grateful for Palmer, then, who re-
minded me that not all speakers need to be 
alive. So this week, my friend Gus joined us 
for dinner. Gus has been dead a long time – 
since August of the year 430, in fact. even 
though he’s long gone, he’s still got a reputa-
tion. He famously consoled the Romans after 
their city was sacked by a bunch of hairy 
northerners. He’s also one of the originators 
of the autobiography, an especially relevant 

part of his CV nowadays, as memoir is one 
of our burgeoning literary genres.

Making dead friends
Gus spoke to us from a portion of that auto-
biography, specifically from a part where he 
remembers his time as a student in Carthage. 
Though his perspective tipped in from a cen-
tury long past, it wasn’t dusty and irrelevant. 
He spoke of the thrill of discovering philoso-
phy, and how that “altered his prayers” and 
directed him toward seeking wisdom. He 
warned of the dangers of getting a big head, 
of knowing that you’re really clever and smart, 
and how that can lead you astray. He recom-
mended to us the careful study of the Bible, “a 
text lowly to the beginner but, on further read-
ing, of mountainous difficulty and enveloped 
in mysteries.” He mentioned, obliquely, as if 
embarrassed, how his mom paid his tuition. 

A couple students bolted after Gus was 
done talking – these sepulchral voices can 

be startling (though maybe they just needed 
to get to class). The rest of the crew, though, 
17 or 18 of uW’s brightest, really appreci-
ated Gus’ presence and the conversation he 
sparked. I think I’ll invite some more dead 
friends to join us this term. 

It’s hard to make friends, isn’t it? We’re so 
busy, so distracted these days – it’s not easy 
to find the time. Here’s the cool thing about 
making dead friends: they’re always around. 
Like literally 24/7, 365. They don’t go away 
to the cottage. They’re not distracted by cell 
phones. You don’t have to clean your house 
to have them over. 

If you’re lonely and looking for some 
cracking conversation this fall, can I rec-
ommend you look up Augustine, this old 
bishop from North Africa? He’s always up 
for a chat. 
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Times have been tough 
for many institutions of 
Christian higher education. 
Changing demographics, 
rising tuition and student 
debt, fierce competition 
from universities and trade 

schools and a diminishing commitment to 
Christian education have contributed to an 
onerous climate for Christian colleges. How-
ever, despite these pressures, the mission 
of Christian colleges in Canada remains as 
essential as ever, namely to equip students 
guided by the Scriptures to be agents of re-
newal in schools, communities and the wider 
public square. Despite these external pres-
sures, there is much that a Christian college 
can do internally to help remain sturdy in the 
face of challenges.

The primary thing Christian colleges must 
do is to remain laser-focused on their mission. 
The book The Dying of the Light recounts 
numerous historical examples of Christian 
colleges that began with a mission to provide 
Christian education and later lost their way. 
Christian colleges generally fall into four 
streams: the Catholic, Evangelical, Anabaptist 
and Reformed streams, each of which has a 
unique approach to engaging culture. Straying 
from one’s roots in an attempt to attract more 
students results in “mission drift” and can 
alienate the original supporting community. 

The faculty at a Christian college are the front-
line keepers of the mission, and a faculty is 
built one hire (or fire) at a time. Likewise, a 
Reformed Christian college must remain true 
to its Reformed mission, engaging contem-
porary issues in a manner that is “hospitably 
Reformed” as it interacts with students, sup-
porters and the wider world.

A Christian college must not only remain 
true to its founding mission, it must also 
remain relevant. The employment land-
scape has changed dramatically over the 
past two decades; a basic bachelor’s degree 
is no longer a ticket to secure and meaning-
ful employment. Many Christian colleges 
that are thriving offer a variety of profes-
sional and technical programs which are 
typically nested within various liberal arts 
“core courses.” While a general liberal-arts 
education is a many-splendoured thing, there 
is a perception that professional programs 

are important to get a toe-hold in a competi-
tive and specialized job market. One senior 
Christian college administrator told me that 
the most commonly used word in Christian 
higher-education circles is STeM (an acro-
nym for Science, Technology, engineering 
and Mathematics). A Christian college can 
provide students with professional creden-
tials while simultaneously rejecting the in-
creasing specialization rampant in public 
higher education by offering a Christian 
worldview and blending STeM courses 
within the liberal arts (sometimes referred 
to as STeAM – Science, Technology, engi-
neering, Arts and Mathematics).

A third element essential for a Christian 
college to flourish is competence. Higher ed-
ucation is a highly competitive environment, 
and we need to ensure we are employing best 
practices. Besides qualified faculty, Christian 
colleges need to enlist the help of savvy and 
experienced marketers, IT professionals, 
media experts and finance people. Christian 
college salaries are sometimes not com-
petitive, but when qualified and dedicated 
professionals are attracted and retained they 
can be worth their weight in gold. It should 
also be recognized that although PhDs are 
generally clever people, they do not always 
make the best administrators. excellence is 
not the only goal: the mission and Christian 
perspective that animates a Christian college 

must be evident not only in its teaching, but 
also in how it is administered.

Finally, structures must be put in place to 
both support and hold institutions account-
able. While Christian colleges should be 
generously supported by their community, 
this support must come with accountability. 
Indeed, donors must be absolutely confi-
dent that their dollars are carefully used 
to further the stated mission. The faculty 
and staff report to administrative leaders, 
administrative leaders report to the board, 
and the board must be accountable to the 
supporting community. The community 
has a responsibility to hold the board and 
administrative leaders accountable to the 
stated mission. The structure of our insti-
tutions must encourage good governance, 
regular and transparent reporting, and ef-
fective membership meetings.

While times are tough in Christian higher 
education, their mission in the Canadian 
landscape remains more important than 
ever! With a laser-focus on mission, relevant 
course offerings, competent faculty, staff 
and leaders and effective accountability, it 
is my hope that my grandchildren will also 
be able to benefit from a Christian university 
education. 
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