Deep Water from the Kuyperian Well:
The Future of Higher Education

by Lambert Zuidervaart

A Transforming Vision

Rcformcd institutions of higher education in North
America have inherited a grand vision of the church and
the world. Stemming from John Calvin, Abraham Kuyper,
and Kuyper's successors, this vision emphasizes the transfor-
mation of society and culture. According to the Kuyperian
vision, Jesus completely transforms human life and calls for
committed partners in this transforming work. Not one in-
stitution in society, not one area of culture, not one square
inch in the entire universe lies beyond the scope of Jesus’
ministry.

This vision makes the details of life very important. If
nothing lies outside Jesus’ transforming work, then all our
decisions and actions are significant, and conflicts about
education or politics or medical ethics cannot be avoided.
Such conflicts occur in two directions. The first conflict is
with dominant forces in the world today. Though Christians
are in the world for the sake of the world, they cannot sim-
ply be “of the world.” We must resist forces that destroy the
world God loves. The second conflict is with fellow believ-
ers. If we are partners in Jesus’ transforming work, then there
is little room for simply “do-
ing one’s own thing” and little
room for simply letting the
other side have its way. We
are obliged to work together,
even when we disagree about
how to do this.

By emphasizing the details
of life, a transforming vision
often intensifies conflicts
among Christians. How much
easier it would be to think
that God only saves indi-
vidual souls, to nurture one's
own soul, and to win other
souls for Christ. There would
be fewer causes for concern
and much less about which to
fight. Then we would not
have to concern ourselves
with poverty and racism and
sexism, debate the pros and
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cons of Christian schooling, and ask whether our parenting
or consuming pleases God and serves our neighbor.

But what does this have to with the future of higher edu-
cation in the Reformed tradition? In a sense, everything!
Unless each generation embraces anew a transforming vi-
sion, our colleges will lose sight of their mission and their
very reason for existence will gradually disappear.

Let me be more specific. After a lifetime in schools affili-
ated with the Kuyperian strand within Reformed Christian-
ity—not only as a student in grade school, high school, col-
lege, and graduate school but also as a faculty member at
two Christian high schools and at two Reformed colleges—
I have strong senses of both promise and peril for the entire
enterprise of higher education in the Reformed tradition.

Promise

The sense of promise comes from the fact that Reformed
institutions have much to offer their own students, their sup-
porters, and the larger world of higher education, and that
there is a felt need for what we can offer. Let me mention
three opportunities.

First, higher education is unsettled right now. Many insti-
tutions are looking for new models of curriculum, pedagogy,
and scholarship, models that get beyond narrow specializa-
tions and isolated expertise. Consequently, this is a good time
for our own institutions to reexamine their missions and strat-
egies, and to share our findings and experiments with oth-
ers. We could discover that some things we have done well
in the past, such as placing academic work in larger social,
cultural, and religious contexts, would prove even more valu-
able in the future.

Second, significant segments of the American population
no longer embrace the myths of economic progress and geo-
political domination that sustained much of higher educa-
tion after World War II. The dark side of capitalism and the
failures of the nation state have begun to emerge, now that
the irresistible push to commodify everything has become
obvious and national fears cannot be projected onto what
Ronald Reagan called “the evil empire.” Although such fears
can easily be redirected toward gays and welfare recipients
at home or toward Japan and Iraq abroad, this demytholo-
gizing has allowed alternative visions of life to flourish. Many
of these alternative visions recognize the limits to human
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