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ore and more thinking people in my community
have stopped sending their children to Seventh-
day Adventistcolleges. AndIdon’tblamethem,”
said the voice at the other end of the telephone.
“Even though we sponsored our four children to
Adventist institutions, I am not sure | would do
it again.”

This telephone call took place only a few weeks ago. It
would be bad enough if it had come from a disinterested
“crank,” but the sentiments were expressed by a professional
who is deeply committed to Adventism and quite activeat the
local and the national/international levels of the church; a
person whose finger is on the pulse of one of the largest
Adventist institutional centers in North America.

As educational costs escalate at both private and public
colleges, more and more Advent-
ist parents are asking pointed
questions. Does the costdifferen-
tialresultinabetter “value”? Can
Adventist schools win the “qual-
ity-of-education war” against the
heavily endowed Harvards and
Stanfords or the leading state in-
stitutions?

If the goal of Adventist edu-
cationisto out-Harvard Harvard,
it is doomed to failure. In fact, in
most cases Adventist education
can’t even out-Podunk local Po-
dunk U. when it comes to facili-
ties and financial base.

Even if Adventist institut-
ions could out-Harvard and out-
Podunk the Harvards and
Podunks of the land, we would
have toask if it is worth the effort.
I think not. Mere survival in the
competitive marketplace is insuf-
ficient grounds for sacrifice by ei-
therthesponsoring denomination
or the teachers who work at less-than-market salaries.

The survival of Adventist colleges will not be worth the
effort if these schools fail to produce a unique product. Their
product must fill a gap that other institutions do not and cannot
fill. In order to achieve this goal, curriculum planners must
define what is unique about Adventist higher education.

“What Knowledge Is of Most Worth?”

The observations of Herbert Spencer provide some helpful
insights into this subject. Spencer suggested back in 1854 that
“before there can be a rational curriculum, we must settle which
things it most concerns us to know; . .. we must determine the
relative values of knowledges.”*

For Spencer, the “question of questions” for all education
was “What knowledge is of most worth?” In seeking the
answer, he made a list of human activities based on their
importance. He established the following stratification in
terms of descending value: (1) activities that relate directly to
self-preservation, (2) activities that indirectly minister to self-
preservation, (3) activities having to do with the rearing of
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offspring, (4) activities that pertain to political and social rela-
tions, and (5) activities that relate to the leisure part of life and
are devoted to the tastes and appetites.?

In the next 87 pages, Spencer’s essay analyzed human
affairs from a naturalistic-evolutionary perspective. And what
knowledge did Spencer conclude was of most worth? “The
uniform reply,” hesaid, is “Science.” “This is the verdict on all
the counts.”?

By way of explanation, Spencer related science (broadly
conceived to include the social and practical sciences as well as
the physicaland life sciences) to his five-point hierarchy of life’s
most important activities. His answer assumed that whatever
activities occupy the peripheral aspects of life should also
occupy marginal places in the curriculum, while those activi-
ties that are most important in life should have the most
important place in a course of
studies.

Christians will reject
Spencer’s conclusions, which re-
flecta naturalistic view of reality
and truth. However, they must
come to grips with the larger is-
sue underlying his argument.
Spencer’s question, “What
knowledge is of most worth?” is
the most important curricular
question Christian college plan-
ners can ask. They can leam
much from the rational proce-
dure Spencer used in develop-
ing his answer.

Ranking the Curriculem

Mark Van Doren noted that “the
college is meaningless withouta
curriculum, but it is more so
when it has one that is meaning-
less.”® The Adventist educator
must, with Spencer, settle the is-
sue of “which things it most con-
cemns us to know.” The answer, as Spencer noted, will help us
assess the relative value of various items in the curriculum.

Authentic and viable curricula must be developed out of,
and must beconsistent with, our presuppositionsabout ultimate
reality and truth. Different philosophic approaches to educa-
tion will produce different curricula.

This means that the curriculum of Adventist schools and col-
leges must not be a mere readjustment or adaptation of the “secular”
curriculum of the larger society. Biblical Christianity hasa unique
world view. Therefore, the Adventist curriculum must incor-
porate a unique philosophic framework and content if the
denomination’s schools and colleges are to help the church
perform its special mission to the world.

The answer to Spencer’s question has a direct relation to
one’s philosophical perspective. For Spencer, steeped in
naturalism and biological and social Darwinism, the most
valuable knowledge related to the survival of thefittestand the
continuing evolution of the human race. Thus, scienceinaall its
forms undergirded his optimistic and humanistic curriculum.
He believed human beings could promote the progress of their
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incomplete and evolving world through
proper education.

Central Principles of the Curriculum

The Christian, however, cannot accept
that answer. From the biblical perspec-
tive, human beings are “lost,” selfish,
and self-destructive. Mere education in
the sciences may only make them more
dangerous to themselves and their envi-
ronment. The core of an Adventist phi-
losophy of education must be centered in
biblical principlies.

Those principles are as follows:

1. Theexistenceof theliving God, the
Creator-God;

2. The creation by God of a perfect
world and universe;

3. Humanity’s creation in the image
of God;

4. The “invention” of sin by Lucifer,
who forgot his own creatureliness and
sought to put himself in the place of God;

5. The spread of sin to the earth by
Ludifer and humanity’s fall, which re-
sulted in the partial loss of God's image;

6. The inability of human beings,
without divine aid, to change their own
nature, overcome their inherent sinful-
ness, or restore the lost image of God;

7. Theinitiativeof God for humanity’s
salvation and restoration to its original
state through theincarnation, life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus Christ;

8. The activity of the Holy Spirit in
theplanofrestoring God’s imagein fallen
human beings and His work in the call-
ingoutof thecommunity of believers, the
church;

9. The return of Christ at the end of
earthly history;

10. The eventual restoration of our
world (and its faithful inhabitants) to its
Edenic condition; and

11. Christ’s commission to preachand
teach the apocalyptic message of Revela-
tion 14 to “every nation, and kindred,
and tongue, and peopie.”

Even a cursory glance at this list
indicates the radical nature of the Ad-
ventist world view compared to that of
the larger culture. Such a radical per-
spective demands a reorientation and
refocusing of the Adventist college cur-
riculum.

. Just as important, however, is a uni-
fication of the curriculum along rational
Christian lines. Alfred North Whitehead
highlighted the basic problem when he
noted that colleges offer students
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Algebra, from which nothing follows;
Geometry, from which nothing follows;
Science, from which nothing follows; His-
tory, from which nothing follows: a Couple
of Languages, never mastered; and lastly.
most dreary of all, Literature, represented
by plays of Shakespeare, with philological
notes and short analyses of plot and charac-
terto be insubstance committedto memory.
Can such a list be said to represent Life, as
it is known in the midst of the living of it?
The best that can be said of it is, that it is a
rapid table of contents which a deity might

Can Adventist

schools win the

“quality-of-educa-

tion war” agoinst
the beavily endowed
Harvards and
Stanfords or the
leading state insti-

tutions?

run over in his mind while he was thinking
of creating a world, and has not yet deter-
mined how to put it together.

Finding a Pattern
It is not that we have failed to recognize
the need for a coherent patterninto which
to fit the various subjects of the curricu-
lum. The problem comes in discovering a
suitable pattern. In our high-tech world,
knowledge has become so fragmented
that it is very difficult for us to see how
our individual realms of expertise relate
to the whole. Subject-area scholars have
largely lost the ability to communicate
with one another because they cannot
relate their subject matter to other areas
of knowledge. Asaresult, such insightful
essays as C. P. Snow’s warnings about
“Two Cultures” take on renewed signifi-
cance.’

Modern secularists, having rejected
Christianity as a unifying context for oth-
erwiseisolated disciplines, arefaced with

a particularly vexing problem. The au-
thors of Harvard’s influential report on
general education remarked that “the
search continues and must continue for
some over-all logic, some strong, not eas-
ilv broken frame within which both col-
lege and school may fulfill their at once
diversifying and uniting tasks. This logic
must be wide enough to embrace the
actual richness and variegation of mod-

.emlife. ... It must also be strong enough

to give goal and direction to this sys-
ten‘-”‘

For Adventist educators the prob-
lem is quite different. They know what
knowledge is of most worth because they
realize humanity’s greatest needs. Thev
recognize that the Bible’s cosmic revela-
tion transcends the limited humanrealm.
Inspiration not only reveals humanity’s
condition, but also provides the remedy
for that condition. Adventist teachers
further realize that all subject matter be-
comes meaningful in light of the biblical
world view. The problem for Adventist
educators has not been to find the pattern
of knowledge in relation to its center, but
to apply what they know.

APatchwork of ldeas

All too often the curriculum of the Chris-
tian school has been “a patchwork of
naturalistic ideas mixed with biblical
truth.” According to Frank Gaebelein,
this has led to a form of “scholastic
schizophrenia in which a highly ortho-
dox theology coexists uneasily with a
teaching of non-religious subjects that
differs little from that in secular institu-
tions.”® The challenge confronting cur-
riculum developers in a Christian school
is to move beyond a curricular view fo-
cused on the bits and pieces, to clearly
and purposefully integrate the details of
knowledge into the biblical framework.
Simply adding “Christian courses” to the
curriculum is not enough. The entire
curriculum must reflect the Christian
world view.

Teaching Students to Think Christianly

Beyond that, the curriculum needs to be
implemented in a manner that enables
students tolearn “to think ‘Christianly.””
That means, writes Arthur Holmes, that
“we locate each field of inquiry within a
Christianunderstanding of lifeasawhole,
and that we interpret what we know in
that larger context.”" Harry Blamires
points out that believers haveretained “a



Christian ethic. a Chris-
tian practice.and a Chris-
tianspirituality,” butthey
no longer possess a
Christian mind.

In other words. most
modern Christians see
religion inits moral, wor-
ship, and spiritual as-
pects. while having
largely succumbed to
secularism as a way of
thinking. They too often
failtoconsidereverything
from the perspective of
the Christian world
view—"the view which
sets all earthly issues
within the context of the
eternai, the view which
relates all human prob-
lems—social, political,
cultural—to the doctrinal
foundations of the Chris-
tian faith, the view which
sees all things here below
in terms of God’'s su-
premacy and earth’s
transitoriness, in terms of
Heaven and Hell.” "

Blamires points out
thatexcept for a very nar-
row field related to per-
sonal conduct, most
Christians use a frame of
reference constructed by
the non-Christian mind. They also uti-
lize a setof intellectual criteria thatreflect
non-Christian evaluations.*

A related problem, notes Blamires,
is that people often fail to make the dis-
tinction between thinking Christianly and
thinking about Christian ideas. “To think
secularly,” hewrites, “is to think withina
frame of reference bounded by the limits
of our life on earth. . . . You can think
christianly or you can think secularly
about the mostsacred things. ... Likewise
youcanthink christianly or you can think
secularly about the most mundane
things.” **

If Adventist higher education is to
be “worth the trouble,” its curriculum
must meet distinctively Christian and
Adventist criteria for relevance and suc-
cess. Market-driven criteria that evaluate
sticcess in terms of job placement and admis-
sion into graduate andfor professional pro-
srams are inadequate justification for oper-
ating Adventist colleges and universitics.
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Merve survival in
the competitive
marketplace is in-
sufficient grounds
for sacrifice by ei-
ther the sponsoving
denomination or
the teachers who
work at less-than-
market salaries.

Other institutions can
pertorm these goals as
well, and perhaps cheap-
er.

These tasks are a le-
gitimate part of Adventist
institutional goals. How-
ever, theyarenot the main
or controlling factors that
shape a Christian curricu-
lum. To justify its exis-
tence, an Adventist cur-
riculum must provide
distinctively Christian/
Adventist philosophical
and theological insights.
It must package the entire
curriculum within the
perspective of an Advent-
ist world view,and it must
produce graduates who
can think Christianlv
about every aspect of life.
To do less than that is to
make Adventist higher edu-
cation expendable; not only
in the minds of thinking
people, but in actualitu. <+
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