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A colleague at Redeemer University College recently shared the fol-
lowing parable: There once was an architect who designed a beautiful 
building. The construction crew came in, dug a big hole and laid a 
perfect foundation. Then the crew left. A crowd gathered to admire the 
beautiful foundation. 

End of story.
He shared this proverb as a means to ask a provocative question: Is 

Christian scholarship and teaching like this? Many of our Christian schools have wonderful 
mission statements, declaring that that all our learning and teaching is based in a Christian 
perspective. We all enthusiastically celebrate these statements, but what are we doing to really 
build on these foundational statements? Are Christian schools simply Christians educating 
or are we also providing distinctively Christian education?

Ever since I read Al Wolters’ Creation Regained, I have been inspired by the wide kingdom 
vision it sketches. In the late 1960s and 70s, many young disciples of Evan Runner, Herman 
Dooyeweerd and others became excited about Reformational thinking and its implications. 
Al Wolters once wrote that “ideas have legs,” but at time I’ve wondered why the legs of the 
Reformational movement haven’t taken us further.

Nevertheless, Reformational thinking has borne fruit in several Christian Colleges and 
organizations and has taken root in far-flung places like South Korea, Brazil and South Africa. 
Redeemer University College, now over 30 years old, is one example of an institution that 
was hatched within the context of Reformational thinking. For myself, it has provided a 
wonderful foundation for thinking about faith and computer technology. Other colleagues 
have fruitfully applied Reformational thinking to fields as diverse as political science, bio-
ethics and mathematics.

Iron sharpens iron
For several years now, a 

small yet determined band of 
professors at Redeemer has met 
every few weeks to read and dis-
cuss Reformational philosophy. 
The “Reformational philosophy 
group,” as it became known, 
has waded through a series of 
readings about Dooyeweerd 
and Reformational philosophy. 
Like iron sharpening iron, we 
have been trying to work out 
together the implications for 
our various disciplines.

At one point we asked our-
selves what we ought to do 
with all our readings and discussion, and the idea of a book started to emerge. We began 
to envision a book that would explore a Reformed perspective with a chapter devoted to 
each of various academic disciplines. Since then, several more professors from a variety of 
other Christian institutions have joined the project. The project now includes authors from 
disciplines as various as music, psychology, engineering, political science, marketing, social 
work, literature, physics and mathematics. The vast span of the disciplines involved is itself 
a testimony to the practical applications of Reformational philosophy. Much work remains 
to be done and a publisher has yet to found, but the book project has steadily moved forward.

On July 28 several people gathered together for a small conference named after the tenta-
tive title of the book: Academy Regained (in a nod to Wolters’ well-known book). The book 
contributors each made presentations on how they were applying Reformational thinking 
in their various disciplines. The day ended with a hearty dinner and was concluded with a 
short pep talk by Al Wolters. He encouraged us to stand firm, because our labour in the Lord 
is not in vain. He gave us these three comments in closing: 

1) The reform of the academy is a long process, but it is a worthwhile endeavour.
2) Success needs to be measured by obedience, rather than success in changing the academy.
3) Like the plumb line in the hands of Zerubbabel (Zech. 4:10), God will see to it that his 

work will bear fruit in its time – whether that be now or in the new heavens and earth.
Like all of creation, the academy, too, needs to be regained. In the end, the work of 

renewal in all areas is the work of the Lord, and we are called to faithfully build on the 
foundations provided by Scripture. This September, as Christian teachers across the country 
return to their classrooms, let us not only admire those foundations but also continue to 
build on them. 

The academy 
regained

Derek Schuurman is professor of computer science at Redeemer University College. He 
is co-authoring a chapter for Academy Regained on the topic of faith and engineering.

Al Wolters speaking at the Academy Regained conference.
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J. Cameron Fraser
One of the last to serve 
in the ancient role of 
Bri tain’s  Lord High 
Chancellor was a humble 
Scotsman by the name 
of James Mackay. Prior 

to constitutional reforms introduced by 
the Labour Government in the early 21st 
century, this office was the second most 
senior ministry in the British cabinet, 
combining executive, legislative and 
judicial powers. Its holder was speaker 
of the House of Lords and, most sig-
nificantly, the person responsible for 
judicial appointments in England and 
Wales. (The office of Lord Chancellor 
as such still exists, but in a diminished 
form.) Mackay was not the first Scot 
to become Lord High Chancellor, but 
the first to do so after having served 
only at the Scottish bar, of which he was 
the leader. Mackay was appointed by 
then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
who considered him “the best lawyer in 
my government.” The president of the 
Law Society of Scotland agreed: “He 
is not only an outstanding man in his 
profession, but one of the most brilliant 
Scottish scholars of all time.” 

James Peter Hymers Mackay was 
born in July 1927 in Edinburgh. His fath-
er, a porter/signalman for the Caledonian 
Railway Company, was an active elder 
in the local congregation of the Free 
Presbyterian Church of Scotland, and 
it was in this theologically conserva-
tive denomination that James’ faith was 
nurtured, leading to his own profession 
of faith as a young man. He would later 
become an elder himself, and served the 
denomination as legal adviser and assist-
ant clerk of Synod for a number of years. 
Even when in later life his public duties 
led him into conflict with denomination-
al leadership, he referred to his church’s 
principles as “the most tender love that 
has ever been described.” In 1958, he 
married his wife Bett, and together they 
had a son and two daughters. 

An integrated approach
After a brilliant career as a practicing 

lawyer, Mackay was appointed Lord 
Advocate of Scotland in 1979. He took 
the title, Lord Mackay of Clashfern, named 
after a tiny hamlet associated with his 
father’s family in the wilds of northwest 
Scotland. Significantly, although appointed 
by Conservative Prime Minister Thatcher, 
Mackay was also considered a suitable 
candidate by Thatcher’s Labour predeces-
sor James Callaghan (1976-79), and it was 
generally agreed that (unlike previous 
appointments) his was not based on pol-
itical considerations. After subsequently 
serving as a judge, Mackay became Lord 
High Chancellor in 1987. He resigned a 
decade later as the longest serving Lord 
High Chancellor continuously in office 
in the 20th century. He continues today 
in his late 80s to be active in the House 
of Lords. His public record (in and out of 
government) on such issues as divorce, 
embryo research, assisted suicide and vol-
untary euthanasia, Sunday trading, welfare 
reform, immigration and same-sex mar-
riage can be readily found on the Internet. 
Among the voluntary positions he has held 
is Honorary President of the Scottish Bible 
Society. He also served in 2005 and 2006 
as Lord High Commissioner (the Queen’s 
representative) to the General Assembly of 
the Church of Scotland.

British Christians in political life gener-
ally approach their calling with less of a 
thought-out Christian philosophy of pol-
itics than, for instance, those who have 
been influenced by the Dutch theologian-
politician Abraham Kuyper and his theory 
of “sphere sovereignty.” To approach pol-
itical life without a comparably developed 
Christian philosophy can lead to compart-
mentalizing, where faith and politics have 
little to do with one another. James Mackay 
cannot be accused of this. His approach has 
been to work for the best possible com-
promises in the interests of maintaining 
justice and peace, while seeking to safe-
guard religious rights and limit the harmful 
effects of non-Christian legislation. 
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Learning from Lord Mackay: Lord 
High Chancellor and man of God




