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Your worship Mr. Mayor, members of Redeemer University College and Board of Trustees, 

honoured guests, esteemed colleagues, beloved family and friends....   

 

Thank-you for honouring me, and Redeemer University College, by being here and joining in 

this celebratory evening.  It should be said that this event is not just about me or my inauguration 

into office;  the celebrations and commitments made here tonight also remind us of who we are 

as the Redeemer University College community.   For instance, our colourful academic 

procession, in robes that are woven with deep symbol and tradition, reminds us that we are part 

of a learning heritage that extends more than a thousand years from the monastic universities of 

Europe to the community of universities today.  Our participation in that tradition, and this 

crowd gathered here today, also reminds us that we are part of the great cloud of witnesses to 

God’s gracious faithfulness in the past and His unfailing promises to guide and provide for us in 

our calling now and in the future.  This in itself might be sufficient to fill us with hope, 

confidence, and excitement!    

 

But this celebration also is a wonderful occasion to reflect again on what our purpose is and what 

it means for us today.   Of course, whenever we refer to purpose and meaning, we are operating 

in the realm of our deepest beliefs about who we are as humans and our place in the world, about 

the fundamental problems in the world and their solutions, about where we come from and where 

we are going.   Such grand narratives are at root spiritual, in the sense that they reflect our heart’s 

response to God and his purpose for us and set the direction of how we think, relate to others, 
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and act in our lives.
1
  It is fitting, then, that in the past two days Redeemer has hosted a 

symposium with our sister Reformed colleges and universities on the topic of Christian 

“Spiritual Formation,” because Redeemer’s educational mission is deeply spiritual.   

 

Stated in formal terms, Redeemer understands our mission to be that of providing university-

level teaching, research, and creative endeavour in the liberal arts and sciences from a Christ-

centered, Biblically-directed perspective, to contribute to the development of learning and so 

equip us, our students, and community for serving God’s kingdom in today’s world.  At its core, 

this mission is about spiritual formation – about deepening, maturing, and living out our 

discipleship in Christ. 

 

For short, we might refer to our purpose as “learning for joy.”  Two things I want to note about 

this.  First, when I speak of “learning for joy,” you will hear me echo what Jamie Smith says 

about education as the formation of habits and liturgies of worship, and also what Nicholas 

Wolterstorff  said, some years ago, about education as equipping us to be instruments of shalom.
2
  

In “learning for joy,” I want to affirm, connect, and go beyond both of these ideas.   

 

Second, if you know me, you know that most of the time I am quite jovial and happy, a 

disposition rooted, I am sure, somewhere in my awareness of living in God’s grace.  But this 

disposition is not in the first place the “joy” that I am referring to.   Instead, I mean the John 15 

sense of joy.  “I am the vine, you are the branches,” Jesus said.  “If you remain in me and I in 

you, you will bear much fruit  ... As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you.  Now remain 

in my love.  If you keep my commands you will remain in my love.... I have told you this so that 

my joy may be in you, and so that your joy may be complete (John 15:  9-15).  In the John 15 

sense, our joy is to be filled with the spirit and love of Jesus and refashioned in his image, and 

thereby into our true humanity.  What I want to suggest is that learning is a constituent part of 

this transformation:  learning is not inherently separate from or a threat to our discipleship, nor is 

our spiritual development an inherent barrier to learning.  Rather, our growing maturity in Christ 

                                                           

1 Michael W. Goheen, Craig G. Bartholomew, Living at the Crossroads;  An Introduction to Christian Worldview 

(Grand Rapids:  Baker, 2008), 23. 
2 See Jamie Smith, Desiring the Kingdom;  Nicholas Wolterstorff, Educating for Shalom. 
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opens up and deepens our engagement with all of life to discover, as we say at Redeemer, “all 

things in Christ.” 

 

One memorable illustration of this concept of “learning for joy” is C. S. Lewis’s famous essay on 

“Learning in War-time.”  Lewis taught Classics at Magdalene College in Oxford, England, and 

gave this sermon at his college chapel in 1939.  At this very time, at the outset of WW II, Britain 

was preparing for what would become the Nazi bombing of Britain in 1940, and many students 

felt the pressure to be patriotic and contribute to the war-effort, and wondered whether university 

studies were just too much of a luxury or an escape from the demands of patriotic “service.”  In 

his sermon Lewis reminds his students that war is not exceptional;  it simply highlights the 

reality that we live in a broken world, and that in our between-times we should not wait for the 

perfect circumstances to engage in the callings that God gives us as humans, including that of 

learning.  The life of learning is not any better than other callings – not a more spiritual or 

superior calling – but then neither is it an unnecessary luxury.  As he put it, “Christianity does 

not simply replace our natural life and substitute a new one: it is rather a new organization which 

exploits, to its own supernatural ends, these natural materials.”
3
  For Lewis, learning was one of 

the ways that we fulfill our humanity, and in doing so fulfill our service to God.  Learning, like 

all of life, is deeply spiritual, and its test is not so much its immediate utility for other matters, as 

whether it is done to God’s glory, or to evil ends.  And indirectly, Christian learning was both 

useful and necessary, if for nothing else than to answer the bad philosophy and evil spirits of 

totalitarianism and the propaganda “nonsense that pours from the press and microphone of his 

own age.” 

 

Though perhaps not the same as in Lewis’s time, our world also is beset with troubles and 

anxiety.  I first began using Lewis’s essay with my students after 9/11/2001, when they, too, 

were distracted by the events and anxieties of the day.  Today we still are at war in Afghanistan, 

though few of us feel its results directly.  Meanwhile, our economic and financial system, our 

increasingly interconnected world and our diverse public square, the capacity of our social 

programs, our global eco-system, and so many other aspects of our way of life seem to hang on 

the edge of collapse.  In these circumstances, our universities are urged to a host of useful ends:  

                                                           

3 C. S. Lewis, “Learning in War-time,” sermon preached at Church of St. Mary the Virgin, Magdalene College, 

Oxford, 1939. 
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to produce graduates who can contribute to our economy and make us more competitive, or 

develop technological or health innovations like the cure for cancer or solutions to global 

warming, or contribute to development in other countries to strengthen our international ties, or 

in other ways increase our productivity or our ability to improve or control our environment.  

Many of us recognize the modern narrative or vision of secular Progress that drives these 

demands.
4
 

 

Worthy as these goals are in themselves, however, it is hard to miss the deepening sense in our 

troubled times that our universities, like our broader culture, sense the limits of this modern faith 

and consequently their lack of a unified vision of meaning that once was core to the very idea of 

a university.  To be sure, our universities continue to hone highly specialized programs that 

produce sometimes brilliant discoveries and many technically competent graduates.  Yet, at a 

recent meeting of Canadian university presidents, one leader in medical education stated that 

most of the medical students that he sees are driven by the desire for specialized expertise and 

career success.  They are, he said, like “apparatchiks” – they accept and repeat the technical 

knowledge that they have been taught but have little critical understanding of how their learning 

is related to a larger system of health care policies and social structures, or how their learning 

should serve a common good.  Similarly, while I was working on reviewing the Core curriculum 

at Dordt College, some 57% of American universities were undergoing similar review.  The 

overwhelming concern of these efforts was to remedy the fragmentation of the disciplines and 

the anonymity that students felt in large universities, and to find some ways to connect students’ 

learning to their lives and social relations, albeit without defining what those lives should be.
5
  

Despite the many good fruits that come from our universities, they seem lack a central unifying 

vision; we might say that they provide, to turn Robert Benne’s phrase, “quality without soul.”
6
   

 

                                                           

4 Nancy Pearcey, Total Truth;  Liberating Christianity from its Cultural Captivity (Wheaton, IL:  Crossway 

Books, 2004), chs. 2-3. 
5 See Association of American Colleges and Universities, “General Education and Assessment:  Generating 

Commitment, Value, and Evidence” (March 4-6, 2004, Long Beach California).  Resources available online at:   

http://www.aacu-edu.org/meetings/generaleducation/index.cfm.  See also AAC&U, “The Education All 

Students Need Has Been Called...,” Greater Expectations, http://www.greaterexpectations.org/ (accessed 21 

June 2006).  See also AAC&U, “Statement on Liberal Learning,” 

http://www.aacu.org/About/statements/liberal_learning.cfm (accessed 21 June 2006). 
6 Robert Benne, Quality with Soul. 
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These struggles have left our young adults—sometimes described as the Millennial or 

Generation Y—at the crossroads between disillusionment and an anxious search for meaning.
7
  

On the one hand, they reject traditional, established authorities and handed-down, monolithic 

claims to truth or social norms as oppressive.   They exhibit declining loyalty to existing 

institutions, and in place of these they construct virtual social networks that often are very loose 

and shallow.  While wary of long-term commitments and focused on “living in the moment,” 

they remain deeply religious and searching for meaning, and committed to social justice and 

environmental care.  Above all, they demand authenticity and living out one’s beliefs in real life. 

 

Significantly, many Christian young adults also experience this crisis of meaning.  As Nancy 

Pearcey explains, many Christians have assumed a “two-tiered universe” which views natural or 

secular life as separate and independent from the “spiritual” realm of belief in God, and in the 

process they have implicitly adopted the modern dream of progress for life in this world, while 

focusing their faith on their Sunday spiritual life.
8
  Bob Briner, in his clarion call to North 

American Christians, describes this phenomena well.  Evangelical Christians, Briner states, have 

been quiet lambs – we have built impressive Sunday worship services, church ministries, and 

personal piety, but in the process Christians have isolated their faith and ministry from the rest of 

their lives and broader culture.
9
  And as a result, as Steven Garber notes, young evangelical 

Christians struggle to find a coherent, meaningful connection between their faith life and their 

mundane learning, careers, and relationships.
10

    

 

I believe that Redeemer’s mission and vision offers a timely and vital response to the crossroads 

of today’s quest for authentic meaning and coherence.  Redeemer stands in the Christian faith 

and Biblical narrative that confesses that we are not our own – that the physical, natural world 

we see around us is not self-sufficient, but rather that it is God’s word that orders and gives 

coherence to creation, that humans communally are called as God’s image-bearers and 

representatives to tend and care for each other and the world so that all of its creatures may 

develop, flourish, and enjoy shalom to God’s praise and glory;  that our rebellion against God 

                                                           

7 E.g. see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Generation_Y 
8 Nancy Pearcey, Total Truth;  Liberating Christianity from its Cultural Captivity (Wheaton, IL:  Crossway 

Books, 2004), chs. 2-3. 
9 Bob Briner, Roaring Lambs:  a gentle plan to radically change your world (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1993). 
10 Steven Garber, The Fabric of Faithfulness. 
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has broken our fellowship with him and brought broken-ness and misery into the world;  and that 

through Christ’s death, resurrection, and ascension, and the Pentecost sending of the Spirit, God 

is making all things new and restoring his world to its good purpose. 

 

In this context, learning and its purpose is wrapped up in the fact that we are being refashioned 

into the image of Christ, and thus into our true humanity in the John 15 sense of being grafted 

into Christ – and this fact has profound significance for our learning in at least the following four 

key ways: 

 

First, as Jamie Smith puts it, education or learning rests on the prior task of discipling the heart – 

a task not exclusive to the university or school, but one shared with other institutions like family 

and church.  Our core human calling is not in the first place to build our own imperfect kingdoms 

or to defend our own partial truth-claims, but rather to become increasingly grafted into Christ, 

which in turn re-orients and transforms our hearts and lives.   As John Perkins, the African-

American latter-day civil rights leader declared, the gospel of God’s spirit needs be 

“decolonized” power – a gospel that transcends and is free from our self-interested grasps and 

our earthly kingdom-building, and that instead transforms us from the inside out.
11

  I would add 

that, in the same way, God’s word which orders creation is also something which we can 

experience and apprehend, but cannot usurp, or box up in our own favourite traditions or forms.  

The spirit goes where it will, and God’s law will not be mocked.  It is not ours to deny or 

possess;  rather it is ours to be grafted into these realities, to stand in God’s truth, and be 

stewards of his kingdom. 

 

Second, being refashioned in Christ’s image opens us up to learning about and creatively 

engaging in the world in all its spheres.  Our spiritual transformation is not separate from or 

threatened by learning.  But neither is Christian faith contrary to or a constraint on learning or 

scholarship.  To the contrary, growing in Christ’s spirit is intrinsically a learning experience – we 

are called to be transformed also in the renewing of our minds.   Scripture repeatedly urges us to 

seek wisdom and insight, to meditate on the order and beauty of creation, so that we may know 

God’s order and will, and live righteously in our care for others and creation.  Indeed, God has 

                                                           

11 John Perkins, CCCU “Critical Breakthroughs” conference, 26 February 2010.  See also John Perkins, Let 

Justice Roll Down. 
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woven his word into the very fabric and order of creation, and he has created us as his image-

bearers in such a way that, by his grace and spirit, we can discern his word in creation, at least in 

part.  But spirit-filled learning is also transformed learning.  As Abraham Kuyper emphasized, 

true and complete learning does not prematurely close our universe, but instead drives us to seek 

the unity and origin of reality.  And informed by God’s spirit and the light of Scripture, we 

should be led to see all of reality and every sphere of life as lived in God’s presence, we should 

be able increasingly to discern how it is meant to be and how it has suffered evil and broken-

ness, and how it is part of the drama of God’s coming reconciling kingdom.
12

   

 

Indeed, such spirit-directed learning is a vital part of growing in Christian maturity and wisdom.  

As the famous Ephesians 4 passage on Christian maturity puts it:   

 
14

 Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here 

and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their 

deceitful scheming. 
15

 Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every 

respect the mature body of him who is the head, that is, Christ. (Ephesians 4:  14-16) 

 

Third, notice that spirit-filled learning is not a matter only for disembodied minds or ivory 

towers, but is relational, embodied, and communal.  In that Ephesians 4 passage, we are called to 

“speak the truth in love.”  Science in the sense of focused study requires that we relate to 

something, and this relation comes with the obligation to care for and seek the flourishing of 

what we know in the same way that God’s knowing of us is always an expression of his love.  As 

my friend Harry Fernhout points out, the reality that wisdom begins in “the fear of the Lord” 

indicates that knowledge is first of all “relational” (or communal, or covenantal):  it occurs in the 

context of our relations with God, our fellow-humans, and the whole creation, and our “coming 

to know” them includes seeking a right relationship with them.
13

  I would add that these relations 

are multi-dimensional – that we relate to others and the world in a great variety of ways besides 

our cognitive analytical and logical faculties, and need to develop our knowledge with our whole 

                                                           

12 Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, 25, 70-71.  As Kuyper put it, all of human life is “heteronomous” 

insofar as every area of life receives its law from the will of God.  Accordingly, Kuyper advocated the principle 

of “sphere sovereignty,” meaning that “God is the only sovereign of this world” and that God’s ordinances are 

to be obeyed in every area of life, such that politics, art, science, and business are to be developed freely in 

obedience to those ordinances.  Jim Skillen, “God's Ordinances:  Calvinism in Revival,” Pro Rege, VIII, 4 (June 

1980), 28-9. 
13Harry Fernhout, “Serviceable Insight:  Wisdom at Work,” Marginal Resistance:  Essays Dedicated to John C. 

Vander Stelt [Sioux Center, IA:  Dordt Press, 2001]), 115-119. 
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selves – “with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength.”  And these relational ways of knowing are 

also communal.  As Steven Garber urges, we – and especially young adults—need a context of 

mentors, colleagues, and friends, and the habits or liturgies of supportive institutions, to 

encourage and train us in learning and discipleship.
14

  

 

And fourth, this spirit-filled learning leads to the good fruit of our living in keeping with how 

God intends us to live as his image-bearers.  But this transformed way of living is radically 

different from modern models of success:  being reshaped into Christ’s image means to follow 

Christ’s model of self-sacrificing service, stewarding creation now by establishing practices and 

structures that bring healing and justice to a suffering world.  In this way, our learning equips us 

to be hands and feet of God’s kingdom of grace that comes, not as a human-appointed order, but 

by God’s work transforming us from the inside out. 

 

To sum up, Redeemer aims to develop Christ-centered and wholistic learning – across our 

curriculum and also in our student life and community – that is rooted deeply in the living Christ, 

that opens our vision to discover all things in him, and that enables us more and more to fulfill 

our humanity in the service of his world-wide reign and glory.  At the crossroads of our troubled 

times and quest for meaning, I believe that this spirit-led approach to learning is faithful to our 

calling and an answer to the needs of our times, and can equip us and the next generation to 

become servant-leaders working in the real corners and on the frontlines of our broader culture, 

as hands and feet of Christ’s kingdom of grace.
15

 

 

 

                                                           

14 Steven Garber, The Fabric of Faithfulness. 
15 Bob Briner, Roaring Lambs:  a gentle plan to radically change your world (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1993). 


