
  [image: 9780830840717.jpg]


  The Pietist Vision of Christian Higher Education


  Forming Whole and Holy Persons


  Edited by


  Christopher Gehrz


  



  [image: IVP Academic Imprint]


  www.IVPress.com/academic


  


  InterVarsity Press



  P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426
World Wide Web: www.ivpress.com
Email: email@ivpress.com


  ©2014 by Christopher Gehrz


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from InterVarsity Press.


  InterVarsity Press® is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA®, a movement of students and faculty active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges and schools of nursing in the United States of America, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students. For information about local and regional activities, write Public Relations Dept., InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA, 6400 Schroeder Rd., P.O. Box 7895, Madison, WI 53707-7895, or visit the IVCF website at www.intervarsity.org.


  Scripture quotations, unless otherwise noted, are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by permission. All rights reserved.


  While all stories in this book are true, some names and identifying information in this book have been changed to protect the privacy of the individuals involved.


  An earlier version of chapter three appeared as Jenell Williams Paris, “A Pietist Perspective on Love and Learning in Cultural Anthropology,” Christian Scholar’s Review 35 (Spring 2006): 371-85. Copyright © 2006 by Christian Scholar’s Review; reprinted by permission.


  Cover design: Cindy Kiple

  Images: Bethel University campus: © Bethel University 
graduates: © zhudifeng/iStockphoto


  ISBN 978-0-8308-9713-1 (digital)

  ISBN 978-0-8308-4071-7 (print)


  


  For G. W. Carlson and the other


  Bethel Pietists on whose shoulders we stand


  Preface


  Janel M. Curry


  [image: ding.jpg]


  


  I am a product of the Pietist tradition of the Upper Midwest, as embodied at Bethel University in St. Paul, Minnesota. When I attended Bethel as an undergraduate, both my spiritual and my intellectual life were enriched and shaped by being introduced to a broad range of Christian scholars and Christian intellectual streams of thought. It was the beginning of a journey that demanded both my heart and my head—my whole person. In many ways, my vocational and academic journey, as a geographer and now also as a provost at an evangelical institution of higher education, has involved exploring the balance between the experiential aspects of faith that focus on personal transformation and the intellectual implications that involve precise thinking and the development of theoretical constructs.


  After my graduation from Bethel, I spent a term of service with the Mennonite Central Committee, compiling a history of the Houma tribe of Louisiana for its application for federal recognition. This intellectual journey was one that was focused on service, but it led me into deeper theological questions that have continued to shape me over my lifetime about the nature of community, culture and nature. The experience shaped the trajectory of my scholarly life, which has involved research on how communities of faith live in relation to their theological constructs. My personal journey has also embodied this need to grow and understand God’s claim on both my heart and my mind.


  I went on to spend a great deal of my career among Dutch Calvinists and found their intellectual and theological constructs to represent a way of thinking that was extremely powerful, giving me great insights into the relationship between religious worldviews and the living out of our faith in our communities. Out of that theological understanding I began to explore the variety of Christian religious worldviews and their communal expressions, particularly around the lived relationships among individuals, communities and nature.


  But in the end, intellectual constructs and correct doctrine, no matter how accurate and transformational to our thinking, don’t transform our hearts or replace our need for a personal relationship with Jesus, a relationship that must be nurtured in order to sustain us in challenging times. So in the midst of benefiting from the rigor of the Reformed tradition, I have been drawn back toward the relational emphasis of my pietistic heritage. More recently I have been drawn to social trinitarian theology. Traditional theological reflection on what it means to be made in the image of God has centered on traits that are possessed by individual humans such as “rational thought.” Social trinitarian theology identifies being in the image of God with being created for relationship. This relational emphasis builds an organic and vital faith over one that focuses on order and rationality. And while I have benefited from the Calvinist tradition and its emphasis on the sovereignty of God, I am also drawn to pietistic theological traditions that remind us of God’s personal interaction with humanity, bringing God from his distant position to one that recognizes his personal engagement with us, which is necessary for a personal relationship of love to develop.


  In the end, I believe I am drawn back to the “posture” of my pietistic heritage as represented at Bethel. This tradition asks us to be intellectually rigorous and theologically conservative yet to live with an openness and warmth grounded in a spirit of humility that puts personal religious experience over debates about theological forms. It is a posture that asks God to radically transform our lives—to first listen rather than critique. The habit of listening leads to greater hospitality and invites dialogue. This posture asks each individual to develop the spiritual discipline of listening to God through the practice of prayer and Scripture reading.


  It is this combination of academic rigor, evangelical spirit, deep faith, high regard for Scripture, and the practice of prayer that drew me to Gordon College. It reminded me of the Bethel College I experienced, where an individual’s intellectual journey—the journey of the mind—has to be joined with the individual transformation of the heart. And this journey takes place in the context of a community that is on that same journey. The pietistic heritage and Christian higher education: devoted heart, keen mind. It is a lifelong journey. The following essays reflect many perspectives on the Pietist tradition in higher education, out of which my journey began.
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  I’m grateful to have had the chance to help bring this book into being, but I know full well that it wouldn’t have happened without the support, advice and hard work of many other people. A few of them I can acknowledge here, with apologies to those I’ve missed.


  From the broader ecclesia: Jake and Rhonda Jacobsen first sparked my interest in seeking a “usable past” in Pietism for Christian scholarship and higher education. The National Network Board of the Lilly Fellows Program provided two grants that were essential to the development of this book. Jared Burkholder, John Fea, Devin Manzullo-Thomas, Tracy McKenzie and other members of the Conference on Faith and History have helped me understand what it means to be a Christian historian and a scholar for the church. The Evangelical Covenant Church has become again for me what it was in my childhood, a fellowship of “mission friends” such as Mark Pattie, Kurt Peterson, Steve Pitts, Glen Wiberg and the late Jim Hawkinson, all of whom embody the Pietist ethos of which we write in this book.


  Then to the people, past and present, of my ecclesiola, Bethel University. Jay Barnes and Deb Harless have been ceaseless advocates of our efforts to seek a “usable past” in Pietism, and Deb Sullivan-Trainor and Barrett Fisher are the best deans one could hope to work for. Carrie Peffley was kind enough to offer feedback on the Lilly proposal that led to this book, and two of her colleagues in Bethel’s humanities program, Dan Ritchie and Paul Reasoner, were among the many to make suggestions as we thought aloud about aspects of the Pietist vision for higher education. Keith Brooks opened up a substantial portion of the fall 2013 “Not Ready for Prime Time” series of faculty presentations for our contributors to offer previews of their work; Ann Gannon represented the Bethel Library well in making those presentations come off as well as they did. I couldn’t talk them into writing chapters, but Gary Long and Tim Essenburg also gave up two days of lovely June weather to sit inside a classroom for the workshop that launched this project; their questions, concerns and suggestions no doubt have found their way into this book.


  I’m lucky to be part of a department that’s as collegial as it is committed to teaching and service. I could write paragraphs about each of my fellow Bethel historians, but I especially need to thank three of them: Sam Mulberry, for inviting me to give a talk on innovation that inadvertently provided the organizing theme for this book’s conclusion; AnneMarie Kooistra, for her feedback on that conclusion; and Diana Magnuson, who, as the archivist of the Baptist General Conference and Bethel University, makes possible the work I do as a historian of Bethel. Several years apart from each other, my teaching assistants Taylor Ferda and Jacob Manning helped me, respectively, to research the history of the Brethren traditions and to proofread this manuscript.


  Then to the contributors who did the real work on this book: thanks for helping launch this conversation and for letting me convince you to take time away from your own important work as teachers and scholars to think, talk and write about Pietism. Special thanks to Jan Curry, Roger Olson, Jenell Paris and David Williams for mentally revisiting your time at Bethel, having long since moved on to bigger and better things elsewhere. (Roger and David also physically revisited Bethel—David twice—to speak to our faculty about the themes in their chapters.) Sara Shady was kind enough to offer comments on the introduction and conclusion. Kent Gerber was tireless in passing along resources to his fellow contributors as he came across them in Bethel’s digital library. And Christian Collins Winn has been a wonderful partner on this, our fifth Pietism-related collaboration. (Among other things, Christian suggested that I get in touch with David Congdon, who has been as fine an editor as one could imagine; I’m grateful to him and the rest of the editorial team at IVP for taking a chance on this book.)


  Finally, I’m most thankful to Katie, Isaiah and Lena—for putting up with too much of me talking about Pietism and too little of me being a husband and father while I threw myself into this project. I’ll be home earlier than usual tonight.


  


  Christopher Gehrz
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  To the extent that these institutions seek to structure their work


  around a Christian mission at all, [Christian colleges and universities]


  inevitably must draw upon their historic Christian identities or


  church connections. They really have little other choice


  since institutions cannot convert from one tradition


  to another as an individual might.


  



  Richard T. Hughes,


  Models for Christian Higher Education


  Does Pietism Provide a “Usable Past” for Christian Colleges and Universities?


  Christopher Gehrz
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  Pietism “breathed a badly needed vitality” into European Christianity after the Reformation, according to historian Mark Noll.1 In North America, argues theologian Roger Olson, “it became the main form of Protestantism,”2 a founding influence on several denominations and contemporary evangelicalism, whose roots Molly Worthen suggests we should trace “all the way back to European Pietists’ zeal for private Bible study and personal holiness.”3 And while Noll is far from alone in bemoaning how some offshoots of Pietism tended toward anti-intellectualism, another leading church historian emphasizes that “from its earliest days, Pietism was intimately bound up with education.”4 One of Philipp Jakob Spener’s original six “pious wishes” had to do with educational reform, and his call for renewal resonated among university students such as August Hermann Francke. Later, through his leadership of the University of Halle and an array of schools, Francke placed education at the center of his vision of Pietism “changing the world by changing people.”5


  Why, then, is what you’re reading the first book devoted to considering how Pietism can sustain its own distinctive approach to Christian higher education? And why are people associated with one small university in the American Midwest the group to start that conversation?


  Pietism as Movement and Ethos in American Religious History


  As a historical movement that produced its own institutions, Pietism is largely confined to the seventeenth, eighteenth and perhaps nineteenth centuries and centered primarily in Germany. Defined in these terms, we should not expect to see Pietist churches, colleges or other organizations in the United States in the twenty-first century.


  But as Roger Olson has argued, “Pietism was and is a ‘spirit’ or ‘ethos’ more than any socially perceptible form.”6 Such an ethos is what Baptist historian Virgil Olson had in mind when he claimed that “pietism” would always arise in reaction against “superficial Christianity whether it be found in rotting formalism, a thinned-out evangelism or a misfired scholasticism, or anything else that has the form of piety and lacks the power thereof.”7


  That spirit has taken a wide variety of forms in the centuries since certain German Protestants were first labeled “Pietists” by their critics. What do these Pietisms have in common? Pietists at all times and in all places seek a more authentic Christianity: not inherited or assumed, coerced or affected, but lived out through the transformative experiences of conversion and regeneration. Suspicious of “dead orthodoxy,” Pietists subordinate doctrine to Scripture—with an irenic, or peaceable, spirit prevailing in matters where the Bible leaves open a range of interpretations (or where Pietists encounter those of other or no religious faith). Clergy and laity alike form a common priesthood actively engaged in worship, education, evangelism and social action, in the firm hope that God intends “better times” for the church and the world.


  As an early modern movement and an enduring ethos, Pietism has shaped a wide array of American denominations. Since Radical Pietists from Schwarzenau first immigrated to Pennsylvania in 1719 and founded the German Baptist Brethren (which developed into the present-day Church of the Brethren, Brethren Church and Grace Brethren), Pietists have come to these shores. Throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, German Pietism could be found at the origins of denominations like the Brethren in Christ, United Brethren, Mennonite Brethren and what’s now the North American Baptist Conference. (They were also present in Lutheran and Reformed churches throughout this time.8) A new wave of Pietist immigration took place between 1850 and 1930, as millions of Norwegians and Swedes left a Scandinavia experiencing both economic upheaval and evangelical revival to seek new starts in North America. For example, pietistic Swedish Baptists began settling in the Midwest just before the Civil War and came together (loosely) as the Swedish Baptist General Conference in 1879. (It dropped the ethnic adjective during World War II and began using the “missional name” of Converge Worldwide in 2008.) Other Scandinavian-American Pietists helped found what are now the Evangelical Covenant Church and the Evangelical Free Church, plus a variety of Lutheran synods.


  All of these denominations founded institutions of higher learning. Even if we exclude the many schools chiefly associated with Methodism and with nondenominational evangelicalism (both strongly influenced by Pietism, of course) and set aside seminaries, we’re left with a long list of American colleges and universities with roots in Pietism (see table 1.1).


  Several of these schools have long since abandoned any but the most nominal of Christian identities. But even among those that would describe themselves as “Christian” or “church-related,” Pietism is rarely treated as anything but a distant origin, a relic of a past that’s not terribly useful in the present.


  Table 1.1


  
    
      	Denomination

      	College/University
    


    
      	Augustana Evangelical Lutheran Church (now Evangelical Lutheran Church in America)

      	Augustana College (Rock Island, IL)

      Bethany College (Lindsborg, KS)

      California Lutheran University (Thousand Oaks, CA)

      Gustavus Adolphus College (St. Peter, MN)

      Midland Lutheran College (Fremont, NE)
    


    
      	Baptist General Conference (now Converge Worldwide)

      	Bethel University (St. Paul, MN)
    


    
      	Brethren Church

      	Ashland University (Ashland, OH)
    


    
      	Brethren in Christ Church

      	Messiah College (Mechanicsburg, PA)
    


    
      	Church of the Brethren

      	Bridgewater College (Bridgewater, VA)

      Elizabethtown College (Elizabethtown, PA)

      Juniata College (Huntingdon, PA)

      Manchester University (North Manchester, IN)

      McPherson College (McPherson, KS)

      University of La Verne (La Verne, CA)
    


    
      	Church of the United Brethren in Christ, USA

      	Huntington University (Huntington, IN)
    


    
      	Evangelical Association (now United Methodist Church)

      	Albright College (Reading, PA)
    


    
      	Evangelical Covenant Church

      	North Park University (Chicago, IL)
    


    
      	Evangelical Free Church of America

      	Trinity International University (Deerfield, IL)
    


    
      	Evangelical Synod of North America (now United Church of Christ)

      	Elmhurst College (Elmhurst, IL)
    


    
      	Fellowship of Grace Brethren Churches

      	Grace College (Winona Lake, IN)
    


    
      	Lutheran Free Church (now ELCA)

      	Augsburg College (Minneapolis, MN)
    


    
      	Missionary Church

      	Bethel College (Mishiwaka, IN)
    


    
      	Moravian Church in North America

      	Moravian College (Bethlehem, PA)

      Salem College (Winston-Salem, NC)
    


    
      	United Brethren in Christ (now UMC)

      	Lebanon Valley College (Annville, PA)

      Otterbein University (Westerville, OH)

      Shenandoah University (Winchester, VA)

      University of Indianapolis (Indianapolis, IN)
    


    
      	U.S. Mennonite Brethren

      	Fresno Pacific University (Fresno, CA)

      Tabor College (Hillsboro, KS)
    

  


  


  The Unusable Past: Pietism and Anti-Intellectualism


  Historians tend to be uneasy with the notion of a “usable past,” a phrase that originated with an essay asking, “If we need another past so badly, is it inconceivable that we might discover one, that we might even invent one?”9 But like nations, families and other groups, learning communities would have little sense of collective identity if they made no attempt to make meaning of their pasts.10 So historian Richard Hughes writes, of Catholic, Mennonite and other Christian colleges and universities, “to the extent that these institutions seek to structure their work around a Christian mission at all, they inevitably must draw upon their historic Christian identities or church connections. They really have little other choice since institutions cannot convert from one tradition to another as an individual might.”11


  Yet Hughes and coeditor William Adrian did not include a “Pietist Tradition” alongside the Lutheran, Reformed, Wesleyan and other sections of their influential 1999 book, Models for Christian Higher Education. And the chapter that has the most to say about Pietism isn’t terribly flattering. Equating his institution’s “pietist phase” with a fundamentalist strain within the Mennonite Brethren, Fresno Pacific professor Paul Toews celebrates the neo-Anabaptist professors who drafted the “Fresno Pacific College Idea” in the 1960s. They were inspired by Harold Bender’s 1943 speech, “The Anabaptist Vision,” which “articulated a usable past that could also become a means for defining the present and shaping the future.”12


  Toews’s historiography of Fresno Pacific suggests how Pietism has often been overshadowed by other influences, such as Anabaptism and evangelicalism. (Much the same seems to have happened at Messiah College and various schools in the Brethren traditions, such as Elizabethtown, Ashland and Grace.) But the deeper problem is Toews’s association of Pietism with a closed-minded fundamentalism.


  While those scholars who identify with the ethos of Pietism understandably resent the charge of anti-intellectualism,13 it’s all too easy to find historical examples of Pietist hostility to higher learning. In 1831 and again in 1857 the Annual Meeting of the German Baptist Brethren prohibited college education, which was viewed as an especially prideful way of conforming to the pattern of the world. They heeded the example of one of their Radical Pietist forebears, Gottfried Arnold, who had resigned from the University of Giessen in 1698 because he found that “it was impossible to be a real Christian in such a secular and pagan atmosphere. University education corrupted youths and led to vanity.”14 Likewise, the Methodist ethicist Michael Cartwright finds the early United Brethren strongly pietistic not solely because they prized the “faith of the ‘warm’ heart formed in a personal relationship with God,” but because their “evangelical aspiration . . . to ‘raise up’ a holy people for the Kingdom of God was not always conjoined with visions of ‘higher education.’” Despite their growing need for schools to train clergy, the United Brethren inherited “the intellectual conflictedness of the Pietist religious heritage about how to unite ‘head’ and ‘heart.’”15


  A similar head-heart tension bedeviled Scandinavian-American immigrants such as the Norwegian Lutherans who founded Augsburg College in 1869. For years that school competed with St. Olaf College, with faculty, students and other supporters of each taking to the immigrant press to cast aspersions on the other. Carl Chrislock sums up the debate in the college’s centenary history: “Augsburg spokesmen claimed that their institution fostered true Christian piety, while St. Olaf nurtured a dangerously ‘humanistic’ view of the world.” While everyone respected the academic excellence of St. Olaf, Chrislock concludes that it was hard for the Pietists of Augsburg to shake the idea that their program “tended to substitute piety for scholarship.” As late as 1926, a woman applying to teach French found that Augsburg was known, if at all, as “a center of narrow pietism where an outsider could not survive for more than a year.”16


  Toward a Usable Past


  Against this view of Pietism, there have been attempts to retrieve its founders’ concern for education and demonstrate how a “religion of the heart” can sustain the life of the mind within the modern-day American university. Church of the Brethren leader Donald Miller, for example, credits the influence of Radical Pietism for certain Brethren educational emphases: a commitment to love, joy, truthfulness and other virtues, an openness to new evidence and new interpretations, and an emphasis on preparing students for lives of service.17 Probably no other denomination has embraced its Pietist heritage as enthusiastically as the Evangelical Covenant Church, whose current president claims that the ECC is “what you get when Pietists join together to do mission.”18 The late Covenant historian Zenos Hawkinson placed his denomination’s two most famous educators, North Park founder David Nyvall (president from 1891–1905 and 1912–1923) and Karl A. Olsson (North Park president from 1959–1970), in a line that traced back to A. H. Francke, the original “Pietist schoolman”:


  . . . a university graduate profoundly discontented with the state of the church and determined to see it reformed. He was mainline in theological conviction but hungry and thirsty for living faith experienced in the company of others. He tended to place less emphasis on creed than on Bible, less on erudition than on pastoral care, less on the authority than on the responsibility of the pastoral office. The Pietist schoolman was urgent about his responsibility to the children of common people. Francke loved to say that his duty was twofold: God’s glory and neighbor’s good.19


  No doubt some of that ethos continues to permeate North Park, but appeals to Pietism are now few and far between in a college that now trumpets its urban location and multicultural community.20 And Brethren schools like Elizabethtown College, with their emphases on nonviolence and service, make much more of their Anabaptist than their Radical Pietist roots.21


  But not far from Chicago, in St. Paul, Minnesota, one of North Park’s cousins has frequently returned to Pietism in search of a usable past: Bethel University.


  Trained Minds, Burning Hearts: Bethel University and Pietism


  Emerging from the same revival as the Covenant Church, Swedish Baptists began to arrive in the United States in the 1850s. In 1871 a sailor turned preacher named John Alexis Edgren founded a Baptist seminary in Chicago, his first (and, until the next year, only) student arriving in the midst of that city’s Great Fire. The seminary eventually found a permanent home in St. Paul, Minnesota, merging with a secondary school in 1914 and adding a junior college during the Great Depression. Bethel College began its four-year program in 1947 and became a master’s-level university in 2004.


  While Edgren’s oft-quoted emphases on conversion, biblical knowledge, spiritual and moral formation, and friendly, helpful relationships between teachers and students certainly evoke the pietistic ethos of the Swedish revival, early historians of Bethel and the Baptist General Conference (BGC) tended to emphasize their movement’s continuity with other Baptists, or even Anabaptists. But by the 1950s, BGC historians such as Adolf Olson and his son Virgil made clear that it was Pietism that set their Conference and its college and seminary apart from others in the Baptist and evangelical worlds.22 From 1955 to 1957 alone, Virgil Olson wrote two articles on Pietism for Bethel Seminary’s journal; college dean Clifford Larson and history professor Dalphy Fagerstrom gave talks to the faculty on, respectively, education at Francke’s University of Halle and “usable elements” in European Pietism; and Covenant Church president Theodore Anderson visited campus to speak on “Our Pietistic Heritage.”


  Overseeing all of this was Carl H. Lundquist, Bethel’s longest-serving president, who returned to Pietism through his term (1954–1982) to explain Bethel’s distinctiveness.23 Chapters below will discuss Lundquist’s educational philosophy in much greater detail, but one example here will suffice. Seeking to explain what distinguished Bethel from other colleges—even those related to churches—in his 1965 report to the BGC, Lundquist stressed four characteristics: conservative theology, evangelistic purpose, irenic spirit and distinctive living. While any two or three, he claimed, could be found at other colleges, that all four came together at Bethel reflected the unique and continuing influence of its origins in the Swedish Pietist revival of the nineteenth century.24


  George K. Brushaber succeeded Lundquist in 1982, just in time to preside over one of the worst financial crises in the institution’s history. Seeking to revive enrollment both by broadening the school’s appeal and by reversing declining interest among BGC youth, Brushaber pledged that Bethel would be “just the same as never before.”25


  A vocal minority of long-serving professors complained that, in embracing a more generically evangelical identity, Bethel was losing sight of its Pietist heritage. In 1985 philosopher Stan Anderson provocatively said, “If Bethel College is not distinctly different from other American Christian liberal arts colleges, then maybe Bethel ought not to exist because we may have too many of them.” To recover a distinctive identity, he encouraged faculty to “study the past to learn who we are and what we have been. We would find more of value in Conference and Bethel history than most of us think is there; the Conference was not just another American fundamentalist denomination.”26 Ten years later, after enrollment had recovered and new adult programs were beginning, history and political science professor G. W. Carlson still warned that “This [Baptist pietist] heritage is one that ought not to be discarded with great ease. The new generic evangelicalism may not be compatible with many of the traditional, pietist, Baptist distinctives.”27


  In recent years Bethel has seen a striking resurgence in appeals to Pietism. (And here I’m very much a participant-observer.) At either end of the summer of 2006, anthropologist Jenell Paris and former theology professor Roger Olson outlined for our faculty how Pietism might shape distinctive approaches to Christian scholarship and higher education. Two years later George Brushaber was succeeded by provost Jay Barnes, who has described himself as an “evangelical with Anabaptist and Pietist leanings” and an “irenic, Pietist evangelical.” With substantial support from Barnes and other administrators, Bethel faculty have started to make the school something of a center for a renewed wave of scholarship on Pietism. For example, a 2009 research conference drew American, Canadian and European scholars and spun off a book on The Pietist Impulse in Christianity that included chapters by Houghton College president Shirley Mullen (a former Bethel instructor) and then–North Park professors Kurt Peterson and R. J. Snell exploring Pietist views of learning and education.28 In his preface to that book, Barnes asserted that “Pietism shapes the culture and trajectory of Bethel University,” where education has always “been characterized by a devoted heart and a keen mind.”29 The latter phrase echoes some words of Virgil Olson’s carved into a plaque that sits in the president’s office: “With the trained mind there must be the burning heart.”30


  A Pietist Approach to Christian Higher Education


  But how has Pietism shaped Bethel’s culture such that it is recognizably different from other Christian colleges and universities? At Bethel we often resort to phrases like “a devoted heart and a keen mind,” “whole and holy persons” and “the irenic spirit” without knowing how they’re rooted in Pietism. Few faculty and administrators, and still fewer students, alumni, trustees and staff know the history and theology of the Christian tradition that shapes our community.


  To help deepen our understanding of Pietism and higher education, in June 2013 I facilitated “The Pietist Idea of the Christian College,” a workshop attended by fourteen current or former members of the Bethel faculty and staff. Having previously read books on Pietism and speeches and articles by several of the Bethel Pietists mentioned above, we spent two days discussing teaching, research, community, outreach and service. Most participants agreed to spend the summer and fall developing some of the ideas discussed into writing projects. With the addition of a few other contributions, the resulting papers became the book you are reading.


  We begin with a set of chapters exemplifying how distinctive emphases and practices might be recovered from the history of Pietism and applied to Christian higher education today. David Williams encourages evangelical educators seeking to integrate faith and learning to remember that their roots are in Puritanism and Pietism; in particular, he finds helpful the German Pietists’ organic understanding of “new birth” and the anti-authoritarian impulse within the Pietist conventicle. Kathy Nevins revisits Spener’s Pia Desideria and discovers that his understanding of Christian community reinforces her own approach to teaching, in which students and professor work together to develop as more whole and holy persons. Drawing on the sermons of John Wesley and literature in her field of anthropology, Jenell Paris argues that the central intellectual virtue for Pietist scholars is not faith defined by propositions but love of people. Phyllis Alsdurf contrasts Carl Lundquist’s pietistic vision for Bethel with fellow neo-evangelical leader Carl F. H. Henry’s famously un­realized desire for an “evangelical Harvard.” Finally, Roger Olson revisits his own past to find how a Pietist ethos can inspire institutions of higher learning that both value transformation over information and promote sincere questioning and critical thinking.


  Next to “anti-intellectual,” probably the most familiar negative stereotype attached to Pietists is that they’re “world-denying,”31 so we continue the conversation with a set of chapters investigating how Pietist scholars and students can engage the world beyond the Christian college. Dale Durie retrieves the German Pietists’ enthusiasm for a “common priesthood” in order to help Christian colleges prepare their students to serve the common good. If they are to help restore civil discourse to a polarized society, Christian Collins Winn contends, Christians need to heed Spener’s advice and cultivate the virtues of openness, humility, love and hope. Marion Larson and Sara Shady argue that interfaith education serves several Pietist purposes, making students more spiritually mature and more loving of neighbors, even in matters controversial.


  To add some balance to a roster heavy on scholars from the humanities and social sciences, we’re happy to include responses from Richard Peterson and Nancy Olen. Both find that several of the book’s recurring themes—the conversional nature of whole-person education, love as a virtue, and preparing students to seek “God’s glory and neighbor’s good”—permeated their experiences with Bethel’s signature programs in physics and nursing, respectively. (Of course, we should also hear from scholars in other professional fields and the fine arts, plus specialists in student development and campus ministries, to cite but a few holes. As I’ll reiterate before this introduction concludes, this is just the beginning of the conversation!)


  We close with a set of reflections on the practical challenges facing any Christian college seeking to affirm a Pietist identity today. Ray VanArragon probes whether Pietists might celebrate one intellectual virtue (open-mindedness) to the detriment of another (concern for truth), and Joel Ward asks whether a Pietist university can maintain organizational coherency given Pietists’ emphasis on subjective experience. (Both turn to tried-and-true Pietist remedies: prayer, Bible study and conventicles.) Kent Gerber urges Pietists to learn from the example of Harold Bender, who successfully promoted his “Anabaptist Vision” partly by curating resources at Goshen College that supported a new wave of Anabaptist scholarship. Samuel Zalanga warns that it may be difficult to sustain a Pietist approach to Christian higher education as neoliberal economics reshape American colleges and universities. Finally, I offer a conclusion that suggests how Pietist educators, in the face of a potential “restructuring” of higher education, might simultaneously embrace change and rethink innovation.


  Our goal is to present an approach to Christian higher education that is Pietist not just in content but tone. First, if you noticed a heavier use of the “academic I” than is typical for books like this, that’s intentional. Karl Olsson once observed that “the first relevant thing that pietism says is that personal time is important,” with spiritual autobiographies having been staples of Pietist reading and writing since the days of Johanna Eleonora Petersen and A. H. Francke.32 So I encouraged our contributors to extend that tradition by sharing their own stories. Second, without resorting to frequent proof-texting, much of what we have to offer serves as extended meditation on scriptural passages (Mt 22:39 and Lk 24:32 have already made appearances; Rev 21:5 looms large at the end of the book) and themes (e.g., new birth, new life, priesthood), remembering that Spener’s first proposal for renewing the church in his time was that “thought should be given to a more extensive use of the Word of God among us.”33 Third, we pray that Bethel’s much-ballyhooed “irenic spirit” prevails in this collection. Christian Collins Winn is right to insist that “irenic” is not the same thing as “nice,” and sometimes we do critique other traditions’ approaches to bring into relief what’s distinctive about our own. But I hope that we’ve done so with humility, avoiding needless controversy. In the words of nineteenth-century Swedish revivalist C. O. Rosenius, “We should certainly fear and tremble, if devotion for this same confession [pietism] involved some necessity to be prejudiced against all other confessions, or even to suspect their capability to serve as a means to draw their adherents into the one sheep fold.”34


  When I first began to research Pietist models of higher education, I had the notion that I’d one day write a Pietist version of Arthur Holmes’s Idea of a Christian College.35 But it quickly became clear to me that such a work, if it were to reflect the ethos that inspired it, should not come in the form of a sermon but a conversation. If we are casting a “Pietist vision” for higher education, it does not belong to one person but to a community whose members worship, pray, study, serve, rejoice and lament together—people who have a common purpose, even if they’re rarely of one mind.


  So think of yourself as listening in as members of one learning community—a conventicle or ecclesiola, if you will—discuss how Pietism has shaped what they do as teachers, scholars, mentors, curators, colleagues and neighbors to Christians and non-Christians alike. This is not meant to be the final word on Pietism and Christian higher education but the beginning of a conversation that is both specific to one institution and widely resonant with sisters and brothers in Christ serving at an array of other colleges and universities—especially those that might yet recover their own “usable pasts” from Pietism.


  Part One
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  Teaching, Scholarship and Community in the Pietist University


  Students should unceasingly have it impressed upon them that


  holy life is not of less consequence than diligence and study,


  indeed that study without piety is worthless.


  



  Philipp Jakob Spener,


  Pia Desideria


  



  



  The relation between teacher and students should not be that of


  superior and subordinate, but one of real friendship and helpfulness,


  remembering that One is our Master, and we are all brethren.


  



  John Alexis Edgren,


  founder of Bethel University


  1


  Pietism and Faith-Learning Integration in the Evangelical University


  David C. Williams
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  What is the function of the evangelical university? Is it to further scholarship through academic inquiry? Is it for the purposes of spiritual formation? There is, of course, widespread agreement that an evangelical university does and should do both of the aforementioned, but there is no clear consensus on how the two should be related.


  Articulating the relationship between these two ends falls under a number of terms like “faith-learning integration,” and these issues are pursued primarily at the level of particular academic disciplines—for example, “How does studying physics relate to faith?” But how one understands the relationship between the notions of faith and reason dictates how those in evangelical institutions of higher learning allocate resources, determine what has value and what is honorable, and decide how the Christian life is articulated, understood and lived. Investigate any decision of significance made at evangelical universities in depth and you will discover a position (consciously held or not) on the relationship between faith and reason. No question is more important for determining the function of an evangelical university, yet very little consensus exists regarding the answer.


  To some extent, this is because evangelicalism has, like Augustine, a kind of dual parentage that creates specific kinds of tension. The events that shaped evangelicalism to the greatest degree—the Great Awakenings that occurred in Britain and the American colonies during the 1730s and 1740s—embody the tension between the Pietist and the Puritan/Reformed influences. The towering figures of these events were John Wesley and Jonathan Edwards; both were influenced by Pietism as well as Puritan/Reformed theology. The Pietist roots carried a strong emphasis on the experiential, while the Puritan/Reformed strain tended to prefer a “strong interest in correct doctrine and orthodoxy from Protestant Scholasticism. The post-Reformation thinkers embedded within Puritanism lent to evangelicalism a commitment to doctrinal correctness with a strongly Reformed flavor.”1 Roger Olson calls this tension an “unstable compound” because the streams of Pietism and Puritanism combine two extremely strong impulses that at times are in conflict.2


  I will address two specific problems that arise because of the tension between the Reformed and Pietist positions. The first problem is that the Reformed side of the equation has produced an extremely articulate and influential way of approaching the issue of faith integration, but universities with roots in Pietism have been less interested in matching the precision of the Reformed tradition’s answer to Tertullian’s question “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” This is not to say that many of these pietistic institutions have not flourished in the world of higher education and scholarship, but arguably a student or faculty member at an institution like Bethel will be less able to specify a relationship between the life of the mind and the life of the Spirit, than, say, their counterparts at Dordt or Calvin.


  Working from John Calvin’s position on how Christianity should engage culture, Reformed thinkers and universities have produced powerful arguments for “transforming culture” (as Richard Niebuhr plots their position on his “Christ and Culture” categories3) that provide a mandate for how faith considerations are related to academic inquiry.4 Figures such as Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff have altered the landscape of contemporary academic philosophy and the role that Christians play in its practice. Plantinga’s “Reformed Epistemology” and his critiques of naturalism are ones with which all philosophers must contend.


  Reformed universities, then, have a clear “usable past” within the history of evangelicalism that allows for the communication of a very specific approach to faith-learning to their administration, faculty, staff and students. Because there is a historical relationship between scholarship and faith that can be used to answer the questions regarding why one would have to study x at a Christian university, the Reformed tradition can offer accessible reasons for answering these types of questions. Why has it been so difficult, though, for evangelical universities that do not come out of the Reformed tradition to explain how the life of the mind relates to the life of faith?


  The second problem manifested by the tension between the Reformed and Pietist impulses affects all evangelical universities to a degree. Every evangelical university is concerned with both the academic as well as the spiritual life of students and aims to cultivate the “whole person.” The experiential impulse to create community and foster rich forms of spirituality is, however, most often the task of Student Affairs (residence life, student development, campus ministries), concerning itself with leadership, community and spiritual life. The academic disciplines, on the other hand, tend to the minds of students. Or so it is assumed. In worst-case scenarios, the academicians can feel that the increased professionalization of the Student Affairs arena creates a cottage industry that dilutes the aims of the university and marginalizes academic pursuits. Student Affairs can view academics as failing to deal with the “whole person,” treating students as minds simply and neglecting the most important aspects of their development. A university can have brilliant academic and Student Affairs programs, but it is quite rare for there to be much communication between these aspects of the university. Why?


  The attempt to address the “whole person” in evangelical universities will inevitably embody the “unstable compound” of evangelicalism: the experiential energies of Pietism become housed in Student Affairs, while the Reformed energies shape the culture of the academicians. Evangelical universities, then, do appeal to the “whole person” but do so in a highly bifurcated fashion, with students compartmentalizing their university experience accordingly. If there is no overall structural narrative that shapes the relationship between academics and Student Affairs, then those who participate in the life of the university will fail to have a narrative that specifies the function of the university.


  Asserting that one must maintain “balance” between one’s spiritual life and one’s academic development is at least a start, but simply encouraging the development of good multitasking allows the student or faculty member to successfully avoid discovering the relationship between a living, vibrant faith and academic inquiry. The question here is not one of time management or simply balancing competing tensions but the function of the evangelical university.


  I argue that two aspects of Pietism’s usable past are useful in addressing the two problems outlined above. I will show that Pietism’s emphasis on new birth (Wiedergeburt) can provide the basis for thinking about a distinctively pietistic conception of faith-learning integration, and that the conventicle model so essential to Pietism provides a way of overcoming the bifurcation between Student Affairs and academics.


  Salient Features of Pietism’s Usable Past


  If we are enquiring into the function of the evangelical university, then the first question we need to ask is whether or not historical Pietism is relevant for the history of evangelicalism. Evangelical universities wishing to utilize a usable evangelical past have only been able to see as far as Edwards and Wesley, but the scholarship of the late W. R. Ward has opened up the seventeenth century to evangelical institutions that are rooted in the traditions that come out of that period.5 In a tribute entitled “Rewriting the History of Evangelicalism,” Mark Noll and Bruce Hindmarsh assert that


  Ward changed the historiography of early evangelicalism. He turned the globe back a quarter turn toward Europe and turned the calendar back a century toward the post-Reformation era. Single-handedly, his herculean scholarship reconstituted 18th-century Anglo-American evangelical history in terms of 17th-century Central European history. This is one of the great contributions in all of modern historical scholarship.6


  If Ward’s recovery of Pietism in evangelical history is as significant as Noll and Hindmarsh claim, then it surely warrants a look at how this history might contribute to the issue of faith integration in contemporary evangelical universities. For example, Bethel University comes out of Swedish Baptist Pietism, in which figures such as Johann Arndt, Philipp Jakob Spener and August Hermann Francke are treated as formative, yet these figures lack the evangelical bona fides of Edwards and Wesley. Ward’s account of early evangelicalism shows conclusively that Pietism’s heritage is central to the development of evangelicalism.


  If it is the case, though, that we have only been using a portion of evangelical history to think about the function of the evangelical university, then Ward’s scholarship seems to open up new possibilities for thinking about the Christian life relative to the life of the mind. The following section will consider some aspects of the Pietist heritage that may be useful in thinking through the question of how faith relates to learning in evangelical universities that resonate with the Pietist side of the tension yet have failed to consider the importance of their own historical roots for how they understand what it means to be a Christian university.


  Wiedergeburt: Pietism on the relationship between humans and nature. One way of contrasting a pietistic orientation to faith-learning integration with the Reformed model is to analyze the relationship between human beings and the created order.7 There is a longstanding debate in Christian theology about realism, or the belief in the extramental existence of universals (e.g., moral and scientific principles). This was Thomas Aquinas’s view, and it maintains that universals are instantiated in the created order and available through the use of reason. Universals like species and genera were real things found through the investigation of nature. The idea that one could discover truth through the investigation of nature opposed Augustine’s view that universals are known through illumination. Martin Luther, however, goes beyond even Augustine and accepts a view regarding nature that was influenced by nominalism. Nominalism is the view that universals are not real and that nothing exists but individual bodies that perform purely individual actions. That Luther was highly influenced by nominalism is well known, but the implications for Reformed theology are less well considered.8
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