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Preface


Former Speaker of the US House of Representatives Tip O’Neill (1912-1994) is famous for saying “All politics is local.” While international and national issues may occasionally dominate public concern, people are usually most engaged with matters closer to home. The same is true with higher education. There are thousands of universities in the United States, along with hundreds of national associations, societies, and institutes devoted to higher education. Yet those of us who study, live, and work in this world experience it firsthand only in one, two, or three places. I have read widely in the history of higher education and participated in national and international conferences. Still, my understanding of its nature and the challenges it faces has been shaped most decisively by my day-to-day experience as a student and as a professor. In that sense, all education is local.

This book draws from my twelve years as a university student, thirty-six years as a professor at a Christian university, and an ongoing engagement with the history and theory of higher education. It explores current issues under discussion in American universities broadly; yet those who know me will recognize the decisive way local concerns and controversies have influenced the way I frame these national debates.

I love life as a university professor. I love the university—the buildings, lecture halls, students, laboratories, and the symbols and ceremonies that define academic life. I am thankful for the contributions that state and private secular colleges make to the common good. But I am an unapologetic advocate of the Christian university. It offers something to our society that secular universities cannot: a vision of life grounded in Christian faith. And it is in service to Christian higher education that I write this book.

Christian universities face many challenges—financial, shifting student demographics, ever-growing government regulations. But this book focuses on the ideological threat emanating from the dominant academic culture in America. Since the research university became the paradigmatic model for higher education about 125 years ago, Christian universities have been under pressure to adopt its principles: value-neutrality, academic freedom, research focus, tenure, exclusive allegiance to the profession, and shared governance. This book critically examines these ideals and asks: how well do they serve the mission of the Christian university?


 




Overview of the Book


In Part One I devote six chapters to the founding principles of the modern research university—academic freedom, tenure, and shared governance—and explore to what extent these values may be incorporated into Christian universities without compromising their Christian identity and mission. At first glance, these principles appear purely structural and methodological, leaving specialists within each discipline free to determine what is taught. However, as we will discover from examination of the origin of these values, they are far from content-neutral. Their slant becomes evident in the American Association of University Professors’ 1915 Declaration of Principles of Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure. Though the Declaration presents these ideals as essential to the academic profession, they have often been used to marginalize approaches that place transmission of traditional wisdom or religious faith at the center of education. The AAUP of 1915 argued that academic research and teaching should be value neutral and always be open to revision. Apparently, however, the architects of the modern research university either overlooked or deliberately ignored the fact that the stance of value neutrality is not itself value neutral. An academic wizard can distract us for a while by saying, “Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain.” But eventually, someone will take a peek; and someone did.

In Part Two, we turn to the rise of the postmodern, politicized university. The supposed value neutrality of academia, long questioned by Christian thinkers, began to face criticism by left-leaning academics in the 1960s. Neo-Marxists1 demanded that universities abandon their claim to neutrality, confront systemic injustices tied to class, race, and gender inequities, and actively side with the oppressed. By the 2000s, most American universities had come to be dominated by what is now known as identity politics. Though rejecting the value-neutrality ideal of the early modern university, the New Left of today is no more welcoming of traditional wisdom and religious faith than were the liberals of 1915. In fact, they are even more hostile. For whereas the founders of the modern research universities dismissed religion as unscientific, the New Left considers it evil.

To bring these developments into sharper focus, we will engage with a series of seminal books. I found Christopher F. Rufo’s recent book America’s Cultural Revolution: How the Radical Left Conquered Everything (Broadside Books, 2023) particularly helpful. This book provides a compelling account of how radical leftist ideologies came to dominate American higher education, government, and many corporations from the 1960s onward. He traces the development of such leftist theories and programs as Critical Race Theory, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, Critical Pedagogy, Black Lives Matter, Antifa, and Identity Politics. He also introduces us to the leading theorists and activists behind these movements: Herbert Marcuse, Angela Davis, Paulo Freire, Derrick Bell, and their disciples.

In Part Three, we turn to a constructive task: articulating the vision of the Christian university as an institution committed both to orthodox Christian faith and to the best traditions of higher education. We will address such questions as “What does it mean for a university to be “Christian”? and “How can a Christian institution qualify as a genuine “university”? Once again, we will confront the persistent pressures that drive Christian universities ever closer to complete secularization. Finally, I will propose four practical strategies for preserving the Christian identity of these institutions in the face of internal and external challenges.
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Academic Freedom, Tenure, and Shared Governance


 


 


 




1.
Academic Freedom and the Christian University: A Historical Perspective


In this chapter, we will let Daniel Gordon’s recent book, Academic Freedom: A Century of Debate, guide our reflection on the meaning and implications of academic freedom.2 Gordon, a professor of history at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, provides a rich historical account of how academic freedom has evolved—and how its interpretation has diverged dramatically in recent decades.


Academic Freedom: A Century of Debate


I regret that I cannot recount all the compelling cases, authors, and issues Gordon explores: the Angela Davis case, which raised the question of whether the University of California Regents could fire a professor solely for being a communist; the case of Steven Salaita, which asked whether job offers can be rescinded based on anti-Israel remarks; and the contributions of major thinkers such as Stanley Fish, Alexander Meiklejohn, and Edward Said, who offered varying views on the role and limits of academic freedom and freedom of speech in scholarship and teaching. These stories illustrate the depth and complexity of the debate.

The Academic Bill of Rights

The current controversies about the presence of Marxism, Critical Race Theory, gender theory, and other alleged forms of “radical indoctrination” in American universities were initiated in 2003 by David Horowitz. He launched a campaign urging state legislatures to adopt the Academic Bill of Rights (ABOR),3 which would ban ideological bias from university classrooms and protect students from political coercion. Horowitz received support from numerous state legislators but met with stiff resistance from university faculty members and academic associations. The debate continues today: Should professorial academic freedom cover political activism and advocacy in the classroom? Or, should students’ academic freedom shield them from coercion or intimidation by activist professors? Both sides appeal to academic freedom. The brilliance of Gordon’s book lies in its historical explanation of how the concept of academic freedom came to be understood in such dramatically different ways. I will focus on Gordon’s documentation of three historical changes that profoundly affect contemporary discussions of academic freedom.

The American Association of University Professors

In 1915, Arthur Lovejoy and his colleagues founded the American Association of University Professors.4 To further the professionalization of the American professorate and discourage outside interference with the academic work of professors, Lovejoy wrote the 1915 AAUP Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure.5 In view of their noble calling to seek truth and serve the common good, the Declaration affirms the right of professors to explore ideas within their fields with great latitude. However, it warns teachers against misusing the classroom to recruit students to their partisan political causes. Additionally, the original 1915 Declaration urges professors to be cautious in their speech in non-academic settings:

In their extramural utterances, it is obvious that academic teachers are under a peculiar obligation to avoid hasty or unverified or exaggerated statements, and to refrain from intemperate or sensational modes of expression.

By 2006, however, under the presidency of Cary Nelson—one of Horowitz’s chief opponents—the AAUP had changed its opposition to politicizing the classroom. Even before the AAUP shifted its stance, the American university had already modified its understanding of academic freedom. The changes began in the 1960s with the creation of programs in Black Studies, Cultural Studies, Women’s Studies, and similar fields. These programs openly embraced political advocacy as central to their mission. By the 1990s such theorists of postmodernism as Michel Foucault had convinced many academics that all speech is political. Claims of scientific objectivity or value neutrality mask systems of power and privilege. As a result, two competing visions of academic freedom now contend for dominance: one rooted in apolitical professional standards, the other in political activism and social critique.6


Freedom of Speech


Gordon next describes the evolution of free speech jurisprudence. The First Amendment to the United States Constitution protects the right of speech: “Congress shall make no law … abridging the freedom of speech….” Originally, this restriction applied only to the federal government. States were left free to enact their own bills of rights and laws limiting speech. After the Civil War, the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) applied the Bill of Rights to the states:

All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States….

Surprisingly, however, it took the federal courts until well into the twentieth century to apply “freedom of speech” to the states.

Gordon traces the federal Judiciary’s evolving theory of what constitutes a legitimate limit on speech. Until the early twentieth century, the courts allowed restrictions on speech that might incite unrest. In Schenck v. United States (1919),7 Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes articulated the “clear and present danger” test for permissible limitations on speech. In Brandenburg v. Ohio (1969),8 the Supreme Court adopted the stricter “imminent lawless action” test, expanding the scope of protected speech and narrowing the government’s ability to regulate it. Over time, the legal threshold for restricting speech rose dramatically, and the range of speech deemed protected by the First Amendment grew accordingly.

The Fusion of Academic Freedom and Freedom of Speech

Prior to the 1960s, academic freedom and freedom of speech were clearly distinguished. Academic freedom was considered a special freedom to teach based on the unique calling and qualifications of the professor, the nature of academia, and the special role the university plays in society. Political and commercial speech were excluded from the classroom as inappropriate to the profession. Because government could restrict speech for a number of reasons, appealing to the right of free speech in an academic setting would not have strengthened a professor’s case. In fact, it would have surrendered the special status of teaching as a profession and place it on the same level as a political rant or an advertisement for soap.

But in the past 50 years, that distinction has become blurred. The courts, the professorate, and the public have gradually assimilated academic freedom to freedom of speech. As legal defenses for speech have expanded, activist professors increasingly cite free speech to justify political expression—even vitriolic or polemical speech—in the classroom.


Demystifying Academic Freedom


Although Gordon’s book treats academic freedom only in state institutions, I believe it offers valuable insights for grappling with the issue in Christian universities. First, Gordon contests the notion that there is a single definition of academic freedom that must be implemented by every institution that claims to honor the academic vocation. Christian universities, then, should be free to define academic freedom in ways that align with their mission. Second, debunking the idea that academic freedom must be subsumed under the broader concept of freedom of speech helps Christian universities resist encroachments by the state, accrediting bodies, and professors whose actions may undermine the institution’s religious mission. In this section, we explore the implications of Gordon’s thesis and lay a foundation for articulating a view of the nature and limits of academic freedom in Christian universities.

Knowledge is Power

Every ancient society treasured its wisdom, technical skills, and bodies of knowledge. Prophets, priests, and philosophers mastered the received tradition and passed it on to the next generation. Some speculated about God and the heavens; others dealt with humanity and earth. But from Solomon to Socrates, Descartes to Darwin, and Newton to Nietzsche thinkers have been both admired and despised, immortalized and martyred. Why would one person’s saint be another’s heretic? Francis Bacon may have identified the reason: “Knowledge in itself is power.” Technical knowledge enables us to do things we otherwise could not do. Knowing how to speak and write well may empower you to persuade others to buy your product or join your cause. Mastery of mathematics, physics, chemistry, or biology opens doors to respected and lucrative professions. If people believe you know how to fix the economy or win wars, they will elevate you to high office and place great power in your hands. No wonder professions, unions, and guilds jealously guard their trade secrets and defend their privileges by requiring degrees, accreditation, licensure—and sometimes by resorting to intimidation and violence.

Ideas are Dangerous

Knowledge can be used for good or ill, to build or destroy. Even true ideas are dangerous. To a politician who maintains power by perpetuating falsehoods, truth is subversive and the truth-teller is an enemy. Lies, too, can destroy lives and livelihoods—as can fancies, superstitions, and other expressions of ignorance and arrogance. Prophets, liars, and charlatans wield the dangerous weapon of speech.

It should come as no surprise, then, that societies from ancient to modern times have asserted the right to regulate the knowledge industry—to decide what counts for knowledge and who is recognized as a reliable teacher. Sometimes this regulation was enforced with a heavy hand, as in the cases of Socrates, Jesus, and Galileo; at other times, through the subtle power of social disapproval. In any case, for most of human history, those who dared speak their minds understood that they risked losing their freedom, livelihood, or even their lives.

The Price of Privilege

The modern doctrines of academic freedom and professorial self-governance were designed to break with this history and exempt university professors from hazards braved by their courageous predecessors. But can prophetic speech be institutionalized without losing its critical edge? What price must be paid for these privileges? The modern professorate is a self-perpetuating, highly selective group, and the fee for admission is steep. Charlatans, liars, and purveyors of fancies and superstitions are not welcome. Who are the gatekeepers who decide who belongs and who does not? Who determines what ideas are fanciful or superstitious and who the charlatans are?

Even the casual reader of the AAUP’s 1915 Declaration of Principles of Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure can detect its disdain for “proprietary” colleges, institutions dedicated to advancing particular political, philosophical or religious causes. Denominational colleges, seminaries, and what we now call Christian universities were seen as “proprietary types,” devoted to “propagandist duties,” and therefore unworthy of being considered true universities. By casting themselves as the arbiters of the “public good,” the authors of the Declaration effectively institutionalized their own (progressive) political, philosophical, and religious causes as if they were the self-evident norms of academic excellence.

The Profession: Self-Governance or Self-Service?

The modern concept of academic freedom dates back at least to the founding of the University of Berlin (1810). Thousands of Americans studied in Germany during the nineteenth century and returned home determined to elevate American universities to German standards. Among their first objectives was establishing the professorate as a self-governing profession protected by full academic freedom. Inspired by German ideals, the 1915 AAUP Declaration is the classic American statement on academic freedom.9 It argues that, as a profession defined by specialized skills and knowledge and dedicated to the public good, the professorate deserves self-governance in all academic matters—the qualifications of teachers, tenure decisions, the curriculum, and the range of acceptable theories within each discipline. The Declaration insists that faculty should be free from all external regulation in academic judgments. Professors should not be treated as mere employees (like groundskeepers), but rather as appointees—comparable to federal judges.

As an insider to the profession, I understand the desire for freedom to write and teach as I please. I understand why professors want the public to believe that their work is vital to the common good and that academic freedom, tenure, good pay, light teaching loads, and ample research time are necessary to that end. I can make a strong case for all of this. But the AAUP’s Declaration paints professors with an almost saintly aura. They are portrayed as incorruptible guardians of truth and selfless servants of society. They walk on water and open the eyes of the blind. But in reality, they stumble through the same muddy stream as do the rest of humanity. Professors can be just as petty, jealous, narrow-minded, envious, hypocritical, greedy, and ambitious as politicians, business leaders, and the cleaning staff. Of course, they want complete self-governance in matters of academic freedom and tenure! I do too!

But who will guard the guardians? The Declaration assumes that, even if a few members abuse their privileges, “the profession” as a whole will remain pure and will effectively police its own. Yet the history of other professions makes this assumption doubtful. Are professors—unlike clergy, labor unions, and police departments—immune to self-interest, ideological conformity, and favoritism? There is no substitute for a system of checks and balances that can serve to prevent tyranny whether it arises from outside or within the university. Faculty can be as tyrannical as governments, administrations, or boards of trustees. Universities are cooperative enterprises involving many stakeholders: founders, donors, boards of regents, alumni, students, administrators, the public, and faculty. There is no avoiding the messy task of negotiating, if not harmony, then at least workable compromises among these parties. The guardians must guard each other in an unbroken circle of accountability, where no one and no area is exempt from scrutiny.

What is “the Profession” and Who Speaks for it?

The 1915 Declaration speaks as if “the profession” were a unified, real entity. This way of speaking suggests that all competent university teachers share a common view of higher education’s goals and agree on the best methods to achieve them. But this was not true in 1915, and it is not true today. Is the purpose of higher education to pass on the wisdom accumulated by past generations or to train researchers in the discovery of new knowledge? Should professors disinterestedly pursue truth or strive to change the world? Professors were divided on these questions then, and they remain divided now. Implied in this second dichotomy are two very different views of academic freedom and the professor-student relationship: one aligns with postmodern activism, the other with apolitical professionalism.

Professors in Christian universities often find themselves on opposite sides of this debate. More importantly, thoughtful Christian educators, especially those teaching at Christian institutions, recognize that they do not fit comfortably in either camp. They are committed to conducting their research and teaching from within the Christian worldview. This institutional and professorial commitment to the truth of Christianity reshapes how we think about academic freedom and professorial self-governance.


Academic Freedom and Christian Education


As Gordon’s history reveals, academic freedom is a contested concept. Simple appeals to it quickly become entangled in debates about its nature and limits. Even within public and private secular colleges, the idea remains a point of contention. This dispute inevitably extends to disagreements over the nature of the teaching profession, the academic ideal, and the role of the university in society. In turn, one’s stance on these matters shapes one’s understanding of academic freedom. It is not surprising, then, that the meaning of academic freedom is also debated within self-identified Christian universities and between Christian and secular institutions.

Diversity Among “Christian” Colleges

There is considerable diversity among institutions that describe themselves as “Christian.” Before we examine how academic freedom differs in Christian versus secular colleges, we must first map this diversity. I use the term “self-identified” Christian universities deliberately, because Christian institutions vary as widely as “Christian” churches and individual Christians do. Some church-affiliated colleges have so thoroughly assimilated to the broader national culture that only vestiges of their Christian identity remain. These schools may require a religion course or two, maintain a campus chapel, and employ a chaplain, but in most respects, they resemble their secular counterparts. Their religious studies departments tend to be highly progressive, and they impose no confessional requirements on faculty or students. The scope of academic freedom at such institutions aligns closely with that of secular schools.

At the opposite end of the spectrum are colleges that require administrators, board members, faculty, and students to affirm a set of orthodox Christian beliefs. Christian symbols are ubiquitous, worship services are frequent and mandatory, and courses in Bible and theology are required and designed to affirm faith. Expressions of prayer and faith in the classroom are encouraged. Strict codes of moral conduct apply to both students and faculty, and continued employment depends on adherence to these standards in teaching, research, and personal conduct. In these institutions, confessional commitments define the boundaries of academic freedom. Between these two poles lies a wide range of self-identified Christian universities. In his book Quality With Soul: How Six Premier Colleges and Universities Keep Faith with Their Religious Traditions, Robert Benne examines four types of Christian universities: Orthodox, Critical-Mass, Intentionally Pluralist, and Accidentally Pluralist.10

The question of whether a self-described Christian university truly deserves the label is as debatable as similar questions about churches or individuals. I am willing to acknowledge that multiple models of Christian higher education can be legitimate—just as I recognize that churches and individuals may reasonably differ on secondary matters. But there are limits. The outright denial or willful neglect of core Christian doctrines or the abandonment of Christian morality undermines any claim to a Christian identity. A Christian university ought to maintain an ongoing internal discussion about what it means to be “Christian.”

When individuals claim to be a Christian, it is reasonable to expect that they sincerely affirm the central teachings of the New Testament and strive to live as disciples of Jesus Christ. Likewise, when an institution presents itself as “Christian,” it should embody that same confession in its mission, policies, and conduct. The Christian faith speaks to every dimension of life, to our thinking, feeling, and living. Therefore, compatibility with a Christian university’s mission should be a decisive factor—equal to technical competence—in decisions about hiring, retention, promotion, and tenure for faculty and staff. It should also shape the curriculum, co-curricular programs, and approaches to teaching and research.

Christian and Secular Universities Contrasted

If a Christian university embraces these defining marks of Christian identity, its understanding of academic freedom will differ significantly from that of secular institutions. To grasp these differences, we must first examine the broader contrasts between Christian and secular colleges.


The Reason to Exist


Historically, at least since 1900, Christian universities in America were often founded as alternatives to secular institutions. Older private colleges and newly established state universities had increasingly come to tolerate, and eventually promote, agnosticism, secular humanism, atheism, social Darwinism, pantheism, and religious indifferentism. The founders of Christian universities viewed as absurd the claim that these secular institutions were “nonsectarian” or religiously neutral. Christian universities were created to shield young people from persuasive presentations of anti-Christian ideologies.

This sentiment was expressed clearly by William Jennings Bryan (1860-1925) in a speech at Taylor University in Upland, IN:

Parents all over this nation are asking me where they can send their sons and daughters to school knowing that their faith in God and in morality will not be destroyed. I find that this is a college where they teach you the Bible instead of apologizing for it, and I shall for this reason recommend Taylor University to inquiring Christian parents.11 

At their founding, Christian universities used the Christian worldview as the intellectual and moral framework for institutional policy, curriculum, and co-curricular activities.

Unlike secular research universities, Christian universities were not founded to serve the national interests in agriculture, industry, and defense. They were not intended as instruments of social progress but as direct extensions of the aspirations of churches and Christian parents: to prepare young people to live faithfully as Christians in their professions, whether as ministers, missionaries, or teachers. The recent trend of Christian universities transforming themselves into research universities and claiming to serve the nation often coincides with the erosion of their Christian identity.


The Profession


As noted earlier, the founding of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) in 1915 was part of a broader movement toward the professionalization of the professoriate. The AAUP’s goal was to establish national standards and a unified academic culture—one that closely mirrored the values of the leading research universities and the interests of the professors who taught there. They sought to depict professors as secular saints: courageous truth-seekers unencumbered by outside loyalties.

Christian university professors who are committed to their institution’s founding mission do not fit this secular ideal. Ideally, they will possess technical expertise on par with their secular peers. However, they will also critique how secular academics often import anti-Christian philosophical, moral, and political assumptions into their disciplines. For example, a Christian physicist or biologist would reject the notion that their science requires them to deny belief in God or divine creation. Likewise, Christian scholars in the social sciences understand that scientific methods alone cannot adjudicate moral questions. Yet, because secular norms often demand assent to such views, Christian professors may feel like outsiders in the broader academic profession.


The Academic Ideal


Even among secular institutions, debate continues over the proper role of academia: Should the university pursue disinterested truth, regardless of practical consequences? Or should it aim to reform society, guided by urgent advocacy? Advocates of disinterested inquiry accuse activist academics of sacrificing reason for politics. In response, activist scholars accuse their critics of cloaking ideological agendas in the language of objectivity.

These two models are not necessarily incompatible. Still, Christian scholars will synthesize them differently than their secular counterparts. Like truth-oriented secular academics, Christian professors prize reason, truth, and fairness. But they do not claim neutrality regarding the Christian understanding of God, the world, humanity, and morality. In this, they share the advocacy posture of activist academics. The real difference between secular and Christian scholars lies not in whether one values truth or promotes causes, but in the assumptions and commitments that shape one’s work. Christian academics pursue truth and serve causes illuminated by the light of faith.


Academic Freedom


Academic freedom entails the liberty to teach and learn within boundaries clearly defined by the academic institution. This rule applies to both secular and Christian universities. What differs are the boundaries themselves, which are shaped by each institution’s understanding of its mission and the academic vocation. Secular institutions generally allow faculty to teach and promote agnostic, atheist, or morally libertine views, but often discourage or prohibit explicit advocacy for Christianity. In contrast, Christian universities typically prohibit faculty from promoting views they regard as anti-Christian and instead encourage advocacy for Christian faith and ethics.

Naturally, professors desire both maximum freedom and job security. But no institution offers unlimited academic freedom or unconditional tenure. Professors who wish to advocate unbelief and immorality should seek institutions that permit such teaching. Conversely, those who wish to promote Christianity as true, good, and beautiful may find a more fitting home in a Christian university. Secular universities and their stakeholders have the right to determine their own policies and values. So too do Christian universities. There is no universally revealed or self-evident definition of academic freedom, and no academic “supreme court” exists to adjudicate disputes. Each institution must arrive at its own balance through thoughtful dialogue among its constituents.


Questions for Discussion


	Discuss the implications of Gordon’s thesis that the scope of “academic freedom” has changed from 1915 to 2025.


	Clarify the distinction between academic freedom and freedom of speech. Explain why the concept of academic freedom continues to be essential to the work of the professorate and should not be replaced by the broader concept of freedom of speech.


	Given the lack of a universally authoritative definition of academic freedom, and considering its historical development, discuss the legitimacy of a Christian university imposing confessional boundaries on academic freedom.
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