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Action m Higher
Education

A Case Study From
the Gzospels

n Adventist college cam-
puses we hear often about
the need for integragon
of faith and learning. But
there must be more to
Christian education than a
healthy parmership between
spirituality and academics. Students
need to experience the practical power
of that parmership.! To use classic
Adventist terminology, human beings
created in the image of God are “en-
dowed with a power akin to that of the
Creator—individuality, power to think
and to do.™ James reminds us that faith
must express itself in acdon to remain
alive (James 2:17).

Students tend to underestimate their
powers of influence. They see others as
more equipped or more effective. Their
failure to actvely engage their environ-
ment needs to be addressed within the
educadonal process. Completing a
project that calls for initiadve and cre-
atvity shows students that they can be

28 DECEMBER 1992/IANUARY 1993

Students need to expe-
rience the practical
power of the partner-
ship between spiritual-
ity and academics.
N

agents of change and redemption.

Limiting student opportunites for
service solely to extracurricular actvides
is a serious flaw. A major pordon of ser-
vice and outreach projects generated on
a college campus ought to be integrated
into the curriculum. Otherwise. the no-
ton of service remains marginal and in-
cidental.

My area of specialized training deals
with the New Testament, pardcularly
the Gospels. Graduate school study
convinced me that the Gospels were
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more than mere archives of historical in-
formadon for reconstructing the life of
Jesus. Each Gospel possesses literary in-
tegrity and deserves to be studied indi-
vidually. Upon remurning to the college
classroom from graduate study 1 was as-
signed to teach several courses on the
Gospels for general-studies credit at
both the introductory and advanced lev-
els.' A respect for the partcular empha-
ses of each of the Gospels led me to
shape the requirements differendy for
the study of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John.

In the early vears I invested consid-
erable time helping my students discover
the basic content and arrangement of
each of the Gospels. 1 wanted them to
treat each one with a respect for its liter-
ary integrity and distnctiveness. At the
same tme, | wanted students to be open
to each Gospel'’s radical cridque of the
culrure in which we find ourselves.

Over dme I concluded that courses
on the Gospels ought to include three
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components: the intellectual,
the devodonal, and the pracu-
cal. The documents we scrud-
nize as “Gospels™ ought to be
more than specimens for ob-
jective analysis, though we do
want to pay close attendon to
their literary features. If we
simply examine and dissect
them as if they were embalmed
cats in an anatomy lab, we are
using themn differenty than
they were intended. When we
honestly examine the Gospels,
we are invited to listen recep-
dvely, to reflect and pray, to
believe and act.

A helpful metaphor for a
course on the Gospels is that
of taking up residence in a
house, whether it be the house
of Matthew or the house of
Mark.* Dinner guests usually
don’t bring their own sand-
wiches but sample the dishes
provided by the host. Guests
in a home are invited to enter
into the family’s acdvides.

Itis crucial to the integrity
of a course that assignments
calling for acdon grow organi-
cally out of the contents of the
course.’ So a course must re-
spect both 2 Gospel’s literary
integrity and its disunctve ex-
pression of how the follower of
Jesus should live. Several read-
ings in Marthew emphasize peacemak-
ing and taking the inidatve to help a
brother in spiritual erisis (5:7, 8, 5:23,
24;7:1-5: 18:6-35). Throughourt the
Sermon on the Mounrt one finds empha-
sized the appropriate response when evil
is directed against the follower of Jesus.
(See the doubled last beadtude of 5:10-
12; the last two andtheses in 5:38-48;
and the singular warning of Jesus in
6:14, 15.) Christans are to be creadvely
assertive, going to the angry brother
(5:24), dramadeally turning the other
cheek (3:39), walling 2 second mile
(5:41), loving the enemy, and prayving for
the persecuror (3:44). Throughout Mat-
thew, Jesus points to acton as crucial
(5:16; 7:15-27; 10:3-8; 10:40-42; 25:31-
46). His illustradons suggest that the
appropriate response to evil is asserdve,
redemptive, and creatve—even surpris-
ing—acdon.

Confident of their Father's care,

Completing a project
that calls for initiative
and creativity shows
students that they can
be agents of change
and redemption.

Jesus’ followers are free from worry. and
free to act. ] am convinced that we must
immerse ourselves in the world of Mat-
thew, doing whar lies at the very core of
the book. I invite students enrolled in
the freshman course, “Sermon on the
Mount,” and the senior course, “Mat-
thew and Luke,” 1o v out Jesus’ teach-

ing in Matthew. As a major part of the
course requiremnents. they are to develop
and carry out either a peacemaking
project or a creative, asseruve project on
behalf of others. The project comprises
from 20 to 30 percent of the course’s to-
tal points.

1, too, must be involved if I am to ex-
pect my students to take the assignment
seriouslv. When we go over the course
requirements at the beginning of the
quarter I already have a project in mind
for myself, and I describe it for the st-
dents. Throughout the quarter I hand
out short published accounts of persons
who have responded to human need or
injustce in a creatve, loving way. For
instance, “The Underwear Lady of
Wake County” in Painr the World Witk
Love by Jeannette Johnson.* Or 2 news-
paper photo of the director of a homeless
shelter dressed up in a tuxedo while serv-
ing a candlelight Valentne banquert to

ADVENTIST EDUCATION 29



homeless families. Regular
reading in popular publicatons
turns up these and other illus-
tradons, which I keep in a bulg-
ing folder.

Up to half of the students in
a class in the Sermon on the
Mounr or the Gospel of Mat-
thew will choose to complete 2
peacemaking or reconciliaton
project. Each student discusses
his or her plans with me. Con-
fidendality prevents a discussion
of the pardculars of the peace-
making projects. Bur they often
involve long-standing hosdlides
or misunderstandings between
family members. scmedmes re-
sulting from the breakup of a
marriage. Alienaton from par-
ents or grandparents occurs
more often than with siblings.
Problems with in-laws and
break-ups of friendships are fre-
quent matters of concern. As
one person explained, “Neither of us
wanted to be mad at each other and we
were glad that things were finally outin
the open.” The project can give stu-
dents the incentve to do what they
know needs to be done.

For specific help in approaching an-
other person I invite them to read Car-
mg Enough to Confront by David
Angsburger, especially the chapters on
owning one's anger and confrontng
without condemning.” Students develop
a sequence of acdons: praving for the
other, wridng a letter, making 2 phone
call, and then visigng. Often the at-
tempts at conciliadon come after years
of animosity and distance.

The required minimum of six or
eight hours often is usually only the be-
ginning of the process. As one student
putit, “I am grateful thart vour assign-
ment gently pushed me into taking the
first steps.” I am more interested in that
thev make an attempt than in whether
the venture is completelv successful.
Obviously, the outcome of a project in-
volving the feelings and responses of
other persons cannot be predicted.

A long-term study of the book of
Mark has led in a slighdy different direc-
don. In Mark the heart of Jesus® teach-
ings on the Chrisdan life is found in
chapters 8-10. Three dmes Jesus an-
nounces His intendon to go to Jerusa-
lem and die (8:31. 32; 9:30-32; 10:32-
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34). Each dme His disciples respond in a
wholly inappropriate manner. They are
obsessed with visions of future power
and greamess (9:33, 34; 10:35-41). Jesus
then describes His radical understanding
of the uses of power and privilege: “If
any one would be first. he must be last of
all 2nd servant of all” (9:33, RS\).»

Yo know thar these who are supposed
ro rule over the Genriles lord it over themn,
and their grear men exereise aurhoriny
over theii. Bur it shall nor be so anong
Yo bur whoerer wonld be grear amons
Nou must be vour servant., and whoever
wonld be first among vou must be siave of
all. For the Son of man also came nor ro
be served bue ro serve, and to give bis life
as a ransom to many” (Mark 10:42-45).

This final speech climaxes Jesus’
teaching in chapters 8-10 on discipleship
and allows the reader/listener to inter-
pret the Passion narratve as the model
for a radical life-style. Translated into
the terms of our age, Jesus demands an
inversion of power and status to be used
10 help others rather than for personal
advanrage.

Consequenty. I ask students en-
rolled in the course on the Gospel of
Mark to develop their own inverted
power project. Thev typically isolate
their advanrtages in terms of ome.
money. health. and energy: less com-
monly their pardcular academic and
professional skilis. The resuldng

projects more closely resemble
convengonal communityv-service
outreach than those for the
courses on Marthew and the
Sermon on the Mount. Yet stu-
dents consistently sense the im-
pact of a life of service on both
the giver and the recipient.

In a course on Luke and
Marthew [ have generally de-
voted most of the class ame to
the study of Marthew. Bur those
who urge thart social jusdce is an
indispensable part of Christ’s
teaching find strong support in
the Gospel of Luke. In the
Magnificat the mother of Jesus
declares that God has “put down
the mighty from their thrones.
and exalted those of low degree:
he has filled the hungry with
good things. and the rich he has
sent empty away” (Luke 1:32,
53). John the Bapust tells his
converts. “He who has two
coarts, let him share with him who has
none” (3:11: compare Zacchaeus™ prom-
1se in 19:8). In rapid succession Jesus
pronounces His blessing on “vou poor™
and “vou who hunger now™ and His woe
on “you that are rich” and “vou that are
full now” (Luke 6:20, 21, 24, 25: com-
pare with Matthew 5:3, 6).

Jesus inaugurates His public ministrv
in the synagogue at Nazareth by reading
a scriprure lesson from Isaiah 58 and 61:
“The Spirit of the Lord isuponme . . . .
to preach good news to the poor. He
has-sent me to proclaim release to the
capaves . . .. to set at liberty those who
are oppressed” (Luke 4:18). Parables of
Jesus found only in Luke include the
merciful Samaritan (10:30-37); the
neighbor who shares bread (11:5-8): the
rich fool who dies before he can build 2
bigger barn (12:13-21): the wise steward
who gives regular meals to those under
his charge (12:42); and the rich man who
fails to heed the words of Scripture and
care for the needs of the sick man
Lazarus at his gate (16:19-31).

Students from a middle-class back-
ground frequently seem blind to the
message of social justce that shines
throughout Luke. They have no per-
sonal experience with the taste and smell
of poverty. My colleague. Pedrito
Mayvnard-Reid. invites students of the
book of Luke to spend a nightin a
homeless shelter or with a family of His-



panic migrant workers.

The Gospel of John presents the
greatest challenge. I regularly offer stw-
dents in this class the opportunity for a
weekend reweat of journaling, prayer,
and small group sharing. This past vear
the weekend included a foot-washing
service (John 13:14: 1416, 17, 26: 16:12-
13) by a mountain stream. Bur this is
not enough.

Jesus in John repeatedly commanded
His followers to love one another (John
13:34,35: 15:12-14). Yet the book pro-
vides only a limited descripton of how
this love is to be concretely expressed.

Jesus® act of foot-washing and His com-
mand for His followers to wash each
other’s feet point to the practce of hos-
pitality, especially by Chrisgans toward
one another. The appeals for solidarity
throughout Jesus® farewell discourse
(chaps. 13-17) make sense for a group
undergoing hostile scrutiny and persecu-
tion (15:18-21; 17:14. We can presume
that in the close quarters of urban apart-
ments characteristc of the Roman city,
non-Christans would be aware of the
care and hospitality of Christans toward
one another, especially in ames of dan-
ger. To care for other Christdans might
even put one’s own lite at risk (15:12-
14). Bur Jesus’ commands sound foreign
to North American students who have
not been persecuted tor their ailegiance
10 Jesus Christ.

Students do resonate with the strong
roles given to women and Samaritans in
the Gospel of John. Jesus’ openness to
the intelligent woman ar the well and to
the Samaritan villagers in chapter 4, the
rank exchange between Jesus and
Martha in chapter 11, and Jesus’ singular
attentdon to Marv Magdalene in chaprer
20, all serve as an incenuve for confront-
ing racial and gender bias within our-
selves.

Perhaps the richest possibility in the
Gospel of john lies with the scene of
Jesus washing His disciples feet (13:1-
15). By word and deed the class re-en-
acts the scene. But we must come to un-
derstand the meaning of washing
another person’s fect. John. like Mark.
emphasizes a life of service in which
those with high status serve those below
them. This spring when 1 teach a course
on John I plan to explore with my sw-
dent colleagues the meaning of the foot-
washing senvice. Through praver. re-
flection. discussion. and ritual I believe

74

God will show us our basin and towel.
For me. the highlight of one of thest
courses comes near the end of the quar-
ter when | read the reports of student
projects. 1 require onlv a brief descrip-
tion of the project and the total dme
spent. But nearly always students report
at length on their feelings about the
project. Without any solicitadon on my
part. many students express their inten-
ton to continue the project bevond the
quarter. Reading their stories of private
courage and public service is an emo-
tional experience that strs my passion
for teaching near the end of a quarter
when my own energies are lagging. No

single set of papers that I read does more
to encourage me to do my best than
these. (See box.)

Although these classes challenge stu-
dents to put their faith into action, this is
only a beginning in fulfilling the three
R’s of the Chrisdan educatonal pro-
cess—reading, reflecting. and respond-
ing.:*

Izwonld enmoy nerworkang with others teaching in
Adventist colleges who seck 10 incorporate service
within the corviculum and who are willing to
share That they bave developed. Please wrie o
Dr. Ernest J. Burscy. School of Religion. 1 alla
Walla College. College Place, 114 99524, US.A.

past four years:

classmate in the hospital.

room of a local hospital.

played or sang their favorite songs.

supervision of one of the residents.

regular baseball camp.

Sample Projects

Here's a sample of projects that students have generated over the

1. Atformer student missionary selected and anonymously sent inspirational material
to a student missionary with whom he was not personally acquainted.

2. An older college student wrote letters of appreciation to former high scheol
teachers, recalling memories and describing their personal influence on him.

3. An aviation major gave free airplane lessons to young, high-risk teens, hoping to
let them experience something both exciting and positive.

4. Agroup of four students organized finger-puppet shows for residents of a nursing
home. The puppeteers sang funny songs and performed secular and religious skits.

5. Concernedabouta classmate paralyzed due to an accident, one student videotaped
campus activities and messages from friends and then viewed them together with his

6. Two shy students volunteered to help at the information booth in the emergency

7. Astudent and her husband took a nursing-home resident for rides in the country:
another planned outings for residents at a local park. One musical student broughta !
guitar and an amplifier to a nursing home and performed music with residents. who

8. Two senior students painted a building at the local homeless shelter under the

9. Anew Christian asked to join a local group of older persons concerned about high
school pregnancy and abortion. Unknownto the other members of the group, the student
had become pregnant and had an abortion while attending the local high school.

10. Two young men showed up at the women's dorm to do cleaning and ironing for
the residents. (Prior arrangements were made with the deans.)

11. One member arranged for a blood drive by the Red Cross at a local Seventh-day
Adventist church on the Sabbath of Easter weekend. The project eventually invoived
more than 50 volunteers and required ongoing conversation with pastors and church
members about appropriate Sabbath activity.

12. Two brothers ran a free baseball camp for kids unable to pay the $100 fee for the

13. Ayoung woman stood at the exit of a local grocery store without curbside service
and offered to carry the bags of elderly persons to their cars. Similarly, 2 young manin
a car oftered free rides to persons his own age who were waiting for the bus.

14. A recovering alcoholic mother spent a day with a single-parent family at a
women's shelter, providing special treats for the children and discovering an abused child
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with the same first name as her own.

of a local public grade school.

them before leaving.

how much fun Nintendo can be.

Sample Projects

15. One class member worked with several other persons to organize and set up the guidelines for a peer-counseling program at the
college. The program has flourished and received national coverage.
16. Two freshmen made cookies from scratch and personally defivered them to the children in the first- and second-grade classrooms

17. Ayoung man visited homes in the neighborhood of the college and asked the residents what they thought about the students.

18. Aresident in student housing went from room to room with a vacuum sweeper and offered to vacuum the carpet, then gave a brief
prayer for the person in the room before leaving. (He noted, “Several times the guys told me that they needed the prayer.”)

19. A homeowner invited the geriatric day-treatment group at the mental health center to plant gardens in her own back yard.

20. Students regularly conjured up plans to make special treats and perform helpful deeds for others while remaining anonymous. A
student body president wrote anonymous notes for people she knew were going through hard times.

21. Ashy Adventist auto mechanic and “fixer-upper” drove to a nearby town one Sabbath moming and spent the day fixing up a broken-
down car, two bicycle tires, and porch steps, all without cost, for a middle-aged stranger of a different race. (The recipient asked. “How
often do Adventists do this sort of thing?” Embarrassed, he replied, “I'm not sure.”)

22. Severalstudents organized afree carwash for college students. Another student, mother ofthree, planned a carwash for her children
and friends to raise funds to buy and plant needed trees in the community. Another teamed up with a troubled young teenager to hold a
free car wash in a nearby city where no one knew them.

23. Acouple cleaned up litter on a beautiful mountain trail, fielding questions from persons who assumed they were paid to do so.

24, Troubled by the sight of her own compost pile. one member designed a backyard composter from used plastic dumpsters and
prepared a brochure of instructions for the local recycling committee.

25. Aman offered his muscle and mechanical abilities without cost to an elderly couple he knew. offering to do whatever they needed
done for a day. They kept him very busy.

26. A 20-year-cld freshman collected and delivered needed baby clothes for two single mothers the same age as herself.

27. A self-styled lover of animals got invelved with the local Humane Society as a volunteer dog walker.

28. Twoyoung outdoorsmen drove to a scenic area and offered to help less-experienced campers set up their camp, then prayed with

29. An education major continued to help the second graders in a public school after her education class was finished. She designed
self-esteem autograph booklets for each of the children. writing something positive in each booklet herself.

30. Ayoungman volunteered to spend a day with 14 children at aday-care center, where heleamed about the needs of children without
dads. Another self-styled nonlover of children spent the day helping on the playground of a local public schocl.

31. Areserved man agreed to spend time with the son of a single parent attending college. helping him with homework and learning

32. One class member showed up at a teenage drop-in sponsored by a local non-denominational Christian organization, played pool
or floozeball and just tatked. She discovered that she shared a common humanity with young people from a different social level. :

33. Ashop teacher taking summer courses volunteered to build an access ramp for the local hospital, working under the supervision |
of one of his former high school students.

34. Amarried student who admitted to being an insensitive egoist covenanted to saying “Yes” whenever his wife and relatives asked
for him to help. instead of the usual “I'm too busy.” He had ro difficulty in completing the required minimum number of hours. i

35. Aclass member began a small group Bible study for persons burned by religion.

Dr. Ernest J. Bursev is Ascociate Professor of
Biblical Studies ar Walla Walla College. College
Place. 1 ashington. He recently earned a Ph.D.
in New Testament from Yale Universiry.
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ment courses she taught duning the last severai vears
hetore her retirement.
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3. Arthe treshman level. a four-guarter-hour
course on the Ministny of Jesus. 3 two-hour course o
the narabies of fesus. and a tao-hour coune on ti
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A magjor portion of
service and outreach
projects generated on a
college campus ought to
be integrated into the
curriculum.

Sermon on the Mount. At the senior level. a three-
Bour course on the book of Mark. a three-hour claw
on the baoks of Matthew and Luke. and a three-nour
vourse on the bouk of lohn.

+. For Matthew and to a lesser extent. Mark. the
“house” 1 2 place tor Jesus teaching and those whao
would be His students. See Matthew 3:135: 7:24: 16,
231280030 13:36: 13,87 25: 3738 Mark 3:)v.
TN

5. An oral pertormance of the book by the
members of the class serves as the finale of 3 course
on the book of Revelation. Thus public presentanon
conveys part of the first blessing of the hook.

“Biessed 18 he who reads aloud the words of the
prophecy. and blessed are thoce who hear. and whe
keep what is written therein” (Revelation 3.

6. Jeannette Johnson, Pamt the W orld 18tk Lo:
tHagerstown, Md.: Review and Herald, 1991,

7. Dawvid Augsburger. Caring Enough 1o Contrun:
Ventura. Calif.: Regal Books. 1981: previously pub-
ished in 1973 by Herald Press. Scottdale. Pennsyiva-
nu).

K. Al texts quoted in this article are taken from
the Revised dtandard Version of the Bible, copynight
1046, 1032, 1971 by the Division of Chnistian Educa-
uon of the Nanonal Council of Churches of Christn
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