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In the veritable torrent of ink spilled
by those who love their state’s flag-

ship university, nothing is more cert a i n
to arouse passions and end polite con-
versation than the discussion of re l i-
gion. Nevertheless, it is in the realm of
religion that a path opens for the Uni-
versity of Minnesota to become a d i s-
t i n c t i v e l y g reat public university.
R e l i g i o n — m o re specifically, faith-based
scholarship and other activities—can
reinvigorate campus intellectual life
and produce the ethical leadership that

our state needs, without institutional
dogma and discrimination. 

The problem is that our university
has strayed from its land-grant mission
to provide practical a n d liberal educa-
tion (“liberal” in this context should be
music for conservative ears, because it
connotes freedom), to make its gradu-
ates and our state both wealthier and
w i s e r. Tod a y, it’s all about wealth, with
relatively little instruction about wise
and ethical living. 

Why? Our policy makers value eco-
nomic development, and thus favor
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re s e a rch (where the economic payoff is
fairly probable) and hire outstanding
faculty accord i n g l y. At the same time,
the underlying intellectual assumptions
that guide classroom instruction have
little to offer in terms of a liberal edu-
cation that helps produce wise and eth-
ical citizens.

Do Minnesotans value pocketbooks
more than minds and hearts? I don’t
think so, but unless we face the fact that
economic vitality cannot long abide
intellectual and moral poverty, we will
not have a world-class university.

M y love affair with the University
of Minnesota is that of a passionate
advocate who knows that we can do
better in the area we so successfully
i g n o re. I moved here seventeen years
ago to work with a private org a n i z a t i o n
s e rving the thousands of intern a t i o n a l
students who help make the U the
t h i rd-best public re s e a rch university in
the country (according to one re c e n t
study). Eight years later I began pour-
ing my energies into a Christian study
center next to campus, offering, among
other programs, lectures by leading
Christian scholars.

As a doctoral student in the very
same department where Mitch Pearl-
stein won his Ph.D. more than twenty
years ago, I’ve witnessed among my pro-
fessors a work ethic that would make
e v e ry Minnesotan proud. It’s no wonder
that they and over 3,000 other faculty
members successfully hauled in over
half a billion dollars in re s e a rch funding
in 2001. In an era of declining public
s u p p o rt for the U, taxpayers need to
know that we can milk these high-

p roducing cows only so long before they
scamper off to better pastures.

As you will see, the intellectual and
moral impoverishment of universities
like ours is troubling. Rediscovery of
f a i t h - i n f o rmed scholarship that re l a t e s
f o rmal religious beliefs to scholarship1

can bring the university back to its
land-grant mission, re s t o re the balance
t h a t ’s been lost, and, in so doing, pro-
pel our university to greatness. 

Intellectual and Moral
I m p o v e r i s h m e n t

Mitch Pearlstein, in his sterling “Can
the University of Minnesota Become
Truly ‘World Class’?” (American Experi-
ment Quart e r l y, Spring 2002) starts fro m
the premise that “a first-rate University
of Minnesota is very much in this state’s
s e l f - i n t e rest.” He wonders whether Min-
nesotans’ populist demands for equality
of access, our relatively small popula-
tion, and the realities of institutional
e m p i re building will make it hard for
the U to make it to the very top. One
of his prominent concerns is that our
u n i v e r s i t y, like most universities, is not
the intellectually open institution we
would like to think it is.

Besides intellectual impoverish-
ment, we should also be concern e d
about moral impoverishment in our
u n i v e r s i t y. Despite dramatic incre a s e s
in enrollment since World War II, our
social problems (in Minnesota and
a c ross the country) multiplied almost
exponentially between 1960 and 1990
( roughly leveling off, at very high lev-
els historically, since then). For all the
re s e a rch on every conceivable aspect of
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our problems, most citizens see us no
closer to solving our biggest pro b l e m s ,
which include transportation gridlock,
poorly perf o rming schools, intern a t i o n-
al terrorists, persistent inner- c i t y
p o v e rty and violence, and a generalized
sense of high stress. Minnesotans are
not as bad off as the rest of America,
but we are not thriving, and our state’s
business, political, and civic leaders,
many of them University of Minnesota
graduates, are short on answers. 

Several years ago, Atlantic Monthly
magazine published a stunning cover
s t o ry by Alston Chase, a form e r
Macalester College philosophy pro f e s-
s o r, who tells how, through an
exchange of letters, he nurt u red a re l a-
tionship with the Unabomber after Te d
Kaczynski had been arrested. 

H e re was a precocious Midwestern
boy who had gone off to Harv a rd ,
where things went wrong and the seeds
of the Unabomber were planted. Chase
contends that Harv a rd taught young
Ted (as many universities teach) that
“ reason [is] a liberating force and faith
m e re superstition,” but also that
“absolute reason leads to absolute
d e s p a i r.” Thus, the Unabomber acted
rationally when he decided to fight
m od e rn science and technology, which
he saw as evil. Chase concludes with a
sobering observation about higher edu-
cation today: “Despite their historically
u n p recedented affluence, many middle-
class Americans, particularly the edu-
cated elite, are still gripped by despair.
The education system continues to pro-
mote bleak visions of the future.”2

Those “bleak visions” are the pre-
dictable result of two worldviews, or

underlying perspectives, that shape
higher education tod a y. The first is sci-
entific naturalism, the view that matter
is all there is and that the scientific
m e t h od is our only means of knowing.
This perspective, which was dominant
when Kaczynski studied at Harv a rd ,
has enormous sway at our university as
well, but in recent years it has been
challenged by another worldview that
doubts our ability to know every t h i n g
s c i e n t i f i c a l l y. This more cynical per-
spective, called postmod e rnism, says
that power manipulations are behind
v i rtually everything we say and do.
These worldviews not only fail to pro-
duce wise, ethically minded university
graduates; in many ways, they also
work at cross-purposes to the moral
vision that our families and re l i g i o u s
institutions work so hard to instill.

K a c z y n s k i ’s tragic story is emblem-
atic of our universities’ failure to pro-
duce ethically minded leaders whose
capacity to make wealth is matched by
their wisdom.

The dean of our College of Liberal
A rts, Steven Rosenstone, is similarly
g l o o m y. He wrote on the occasion of the
u n i v e r s i t y ’s 2001 sesquicentennial cele-
bration, “Something’s wrong in the state
of higher education. . . . We are, I
believe, courting a kind of intellectual
impoverishment that could imperil
higher education for years to come.”3 A
leading East Coast academic, Stanley
A ronowitz, offers a toasty metaphor:
“Like a roach motel, the university will
let students in, only to release them as
intellectual corpses.”4 These men, by the
w a y, are not conservative academics.
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Why should Minnesotans care
about intellectual and moral impover-
ishment? And what can religion, tradi-
tionally thought to be the redoubt of
mind-numbing dogmatism, off e r ?

Minnesotans s h o u l d c a re that, as
Rosenstone notes, “it’s become p a s s é t o
talk about the love of learning” in
favor of a practical, vocationally ori-
ented education. Land-grant universi-
ties like ours, established by the 1862
M o rrill Act, were chart e red to offer not
only practical education—education in
a g r i c u l t u re and the “mechanical
a rts”—that would convey the skills
needed for economic development, but
also a liberal education, an intellectu-
ally stimulating pursuit of knowledge
for the love of learning and the devel-
opment of a moral life. 

Practicality divorced from ethics
can lead to hideous results: the Nazis’
use of unbelievably cruel and inhu-
mane re s e a rch methods in pursuit of
A ryan racial purity is an example. Nor
does an exclusive focus on the practical
foster a vision for what has classically
been known as “the good, the true, and
the beautiful,” from which courageous,
principled leadership is born .5 T h e
P residents’ Campaign for the Advance-
ment of Liberal Learning, supported by
m o re than 400 American college and
university presidents (though Pre s i d e n t
Mark Yudof of the University of Min-
nesota was not a signatory), aims to
develop “intellectual and ethical judg-
m e n t . ”6 Academic roach motels not
only destroy intellectual life, they also
abominate moral and ethical vision.

Dean Rosenstone’s solution is to
renew liberal arts education, which

means going back to core principles,
focusing on areas of excellence, mar-
keting the liberal arts vision, and con-
tinuing to enhance the re s e a rc h
agenda. Unfort u n a t e l y, he does not
o ffer the compelling rationale for the
renewal of liberal arts education that is
needed to persuade the large majority
of citizens who have lost the vision for
the humanities and liberal art s .

He could have found it in that 150-
y e a r-old mother lode of all university
studies: John Henry Newman’s master
text from which all subsequent studies
on university life like Rosenstone’s bor-
row the title, The Idea of a University.

Newman (for whom the Catholic-
based Newman Centers were named)
says, in short, that a truly liberal educa-
tion m u s t teach theology (what tod a y
we call religion) because it is a major
p a rt of knowledge, it can link the other
disciplines together into unified knowl-
edge, and it has a significant bearing on
how society organizes its aff a i r s .

Rosenstone borrowed Newman’s
title for his own essay, but stripped the
theological meat off Newman’s arg u-
ment and used only the bones. We
need to put religious flesh back on
those bones, not by introducing doc-
trine and dogma (and thus incurring a
d e s e rved First Amendment slap) but by
reinvigorating liberal education in
o rder to renew intellectual life and to
p roduce ethical leaders for society.

Christian Scholarship as a
Test Case

How can faith-informed scholarship
make the contribution I’m claiming for
it? Since I write as a Christian, I off e r
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my religious perspective as a test case
for academic objections to my pro p o s i-
tion. Scholars from other religious tra-
ditions might offer answers from their
own perspectives.

Promotion of Academic Fre e d o m

M od e rn concern for academic fre e-
dom began not in some trendy coastal
u n i v e r s i t y, but right here at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, early in the twen-
tieth century.7 At issue was the
f reedom to investigate and to teach
without fear that one’s views will end
o n e ’s academic care e r. 

Why would Christian theism
enhance academic fre e d o m ?

The Christian notion of the unco-
e rced conscience is a function of the
belief that humans were created to be
f ree, not robots or cre a t u res of instinct.
Christians have a “theology of con-
science,” wrote French theologian and
social critic Jacques Ellul.8 G od is no
cosmic bully, with Jesus’ followers as
His police force, His academic Ta l i b a n .

Christianity also contributes to the
pursuit of academic freedom by encour-
aging humility about knowledge. We
a re finite, a condition of our cre a t i o n ,
and we are fallible, a condition of our
sinfulness. Our knowledge is at times
p e rv e rted, disorganized, clouded,
mixed with passions, and, always, lim-
ited, which means we must be ready to
hear others’ contributions.

A Christian understanding of
knowledge also involves community: we
need communities in order to know. In
academia this means peer review, dis-
cussion, exchange of letters, and debate.
We need, rather than dogma (secular or

religious), debate and dialogue, which
depend on academic fre e d o m .

The problem, of course, is history.
F rom the time of Constantine in 310
until the early twentieth century, the
c h u rch welcomed the state’s coerc i v e
powers to enforce Christian dogma
among unwilling and courageous men
and women of science and letters, like
C o p e rnicus. 

Could it be that in our very secular
era the problem is exactly re v e r s e d ?
Possessing the state’s sword (its power
to tax and thus reduce tuition in its
schools), do our secular state universi-
ties enforce secular academic dogma on
the consciences of religious students? I
have no doubt that well over 95 per-
cent of our faculty members have never
c o n s i d e red this interpretation of acade-
mic life, and most would be tru l y
a l a rmed to think of themselves as
agents of coercion, enforcing secular
perspectives at the expense of genuine
religious alternatives. 

Not only do Christian scholars have
the potential to make great contribu-
tions to scholarship, but in this era
when they no longer hold the levers of
academic power, they may well be the
f i r s t p romoters of academic freedom. 

Stimulation of In t e l l e c t u a l
Di s c o u r s e

Our academic institutions are less
beehives of free-ranging discussion and
i n q u i ry than bastions of intellectual
c o n f o rm i t y, especially when it comes to
notions of diversity and tolerance.
Mitch Pearlstein writes: “Of all institu-
tions, colleges and universities ought to
be the first place to talk about tough
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issues. Sometimes, though, they’re just
about the last. . . . Many students who
do hold more traditional and conserv a-
tive views, particularly on issues
involving race, sexual orientation, and
such, opt to keep their mouths shut in
class, lest they be accused of ‘insensi-
tivity’ or worse.”

A student residence hall adviser
recently told me that at last summer’s
orientation for eighty or so advisers, a
p r i m a ry focus was aff i rming altern a t i v e
sexual behavior, such as homosexuality.
She believes that at least twenty-five of
the eighty fundamentally disagree with
what was taught, but only one off e red a
public challenge. These twenty-five
have no problem accepting those who
a re diff e rent; their problem is the uni-
v e r s i t y ’s expectation that they aff i rm
and celebrate behavior they view as a
moral evil.

T h e re is at work here a simple law
of all institutions, once true of state-
established churches and now true of
our secular public universities: once
they gain and secure political power,
they tend toward mind-stifling dogma
and away from stimulating debate and
discussion. 

Why does Christian scholarship
p romise to stimulate intellectual dis-
course? Christianity valorizes the indi-
vidual who holds to principle and
personal conviction in the face of
opposition: Jesus Christ, early churc h
m a rtyrs, Thomas More, Jan Hus, John
Wy c l i ffe, or the occasional knuckle-
head whose capacity for conviction
and uncoerced conscience surpass his
or her vision of civility. It takes rare
courage to go against the flow.

And Christian scholarship fosters
charity toward those with whom you
d i ff e r. Loving your enemies means, at
minimum, protecting their right to be
w ro n g .

Christian thought takes a high view
of the mind, starting with Jesus’ com-
mand to love God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your
m i n d (Matthew 22:37). Human re a s o n
is a gift of God and must be applied to
understanding the entirety of God and
G od ’s world. 

Once again, we must face churc h
h i s t o ry squarely and honestly. During
the fifteen or sixteen centuries of Chris-
tian political domination, Christians
lost the skill of principled, intellectual-
ly stimulating engagement with other
worldviews. The lone, limited excep-
tion was the period from about 1400 to
1600. The academic debates (they were
known as “disputations”) of that era led
to the classic showdown at Luther’s
Wi t t e n b e rg University, setting the stage
for the Protestant Reformation.

Only now, after a century during
which much of Christian scholarship
was in full re t reat, are those skills being
l e a rned again. The challenge will be
for Christians to take seriously their
i n t e rnal re s o u rces for positive dialogue
and debate without grabbing and gain-
ing political power.

Enhancement of Ex p l a n a t o ry
Ca p a c i t i e s

Christian scholarship offers the
academy added explanatory capacities.
This is important to academics who are
h a rd at work making sense of our
w o r l d .
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By and large, though, religion doesn’t
factor into their explanations, which
means that it doesn’t show up in their
scholarship. So it wasn’t surprising that
in two of my graduate classes after 9/11,
when it came to explaining “why” the
t e rrorists rammed planes into the
World Trade Center and the Pentagon,
only one person mentioned the role of
religion and the connection with Islam-
ic fundamentalism. Yours truly.

When academics make satisfactory
sense of re a l i t y, citizens benefit by their
explanations, which ultimately lead to
new technologies or better policies.
Our current explanatory systems,
shaped by secular worldviews, are full
of gaps, especially concerning human
b e h a v i o r.

Christian scholarship can enlarg e
those capacities. It offers ultimate
e x p l a n a t o ry categories into which we
may lump other phenomena that oth-
e rwise seem completely unrelated to
the phenomenon in question. Planes
that crash into the World Trade Center
a re connected, in this sense, to rav-
aging diseases. The two realities are
fundamentally linked by the larg e r
e x p l a n a t o ry concept of “evil.”

Christian scholarship also intro-
duces explanatory categories that can
supplement our existing knowledge.
Consider our knowledge about trees. A
botanist can give us scientific data
about a tree. A psychologist can tell us
what trees do for the human psyche.
An economist can tell us that trees in
our yards add to the value of our
homes. But only in the scriptures that
Jews and Christians share, the first sev-
eral chapters of Genesis—the begin-

ning of the Torah—do we gain the
knowledge that we are responsible to
c a re for trees (which may include har-
vesting them when their capacities for
life or other usefulness are over).

Christian scholarship often opens
up new institutional possibilities for
re s e a rch. For example, a group of social
scientists at the University of Pennsyl-
vania are for the first time systemati-
cally studying the social outcomes of
faith-based institutions.

F i n a l l y, Christian scholarship adds
e x p l a n a t o ry capacity because it calls
attention to the pride, confusion,
blindness, bias, and inappropriate judg-
ments that most of us bring to knowl-
edge. That’s why the Bible emphasizes
testing claims made by the re l i g i o u s
and others (I John 4:1), steering clear
of “clever tales” (II Peter 1:16), being
a l e rt for signs of exploitation in the
name of religion (II Peter 2:3), and
checking facts to make sure they are
reliably supported (Luke 1:1–4).

Restoration of Moral Ed u c a t i o n

Duke University’s Stanley Hauer-
was, who sees academia as an inhere n t-
ly moral enterprise, is critical of what
he sees: “The failure of the mod e rn
university is not that those teaching in
it fail to shape students morally, but
that we fail to take responsibility for
doing so. . . . There is no way as teach-
ers we can or should avoid being moral
examples for our student.”9 Even polit-
ical correctness (avoiding actions that
some see as excluding, marg i n a l i z i n g ,
or insulting disadvantaged groups) can
be seen as a kind of moral education,
albeit one that uses implied or re a l
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t h reats to enforce tolerance and re s p e c t
for diversity.

C h r i s t i a n i t y, like most major re l i-
gions, has a large moral agenda. In
brief, moral education from the Christ-
ian perspective begins with re c o g n i t i o n
of moral universals, or absolutes.
Human beings in all places and at all
times are accountable to the same stan-
d a rd, which is rooted in transcendence,
that is, in a supreme Lawgiver. Tr a n-
scendent moral law stands in judgment
o v e r, and as a guide to, human legal,
economic, and political stru c t u re s .

In a recent series of lectures spon-
s o red by the MacLaurin Institute, Indi-
an thinker and activist Vi s h a l
Mangalwadi presented a compelling
a rgument that biblical ideas fostered a
cultural climate that reduced kings’
divine right to rule while endowing
commoners with previously unknown
rights and responsibilities. Tr a n s l a t i o n
of the Bible into vernacular languages,
he said, was the most important cata-
lyst for political freedom, economic
g rowth, and scientific achievement in
the past millennium.

P rospects for Religion at the
U n i v e r s i t y

C u rre n t l y, religion is expressed in
two ways at the University of Minneso-
ta. An academic program in re l i g i o u s
studies offers courses in religious tradi-
tions from Hinduism to Judaism to
Z o roastrianism. In terms of campus life,
t h e re are more than sixty student org a-
nizations with a religious focus, often
augmented by religious pro f e s s i o n a l s
f rom nationally based parachurch org a-
nizations. The university makes it easy

for these groups to organize, and, on
occasion, even offers financial grants.10

What the religious studies pro g r a m
and student religious groups have in
common is that they accept, in princi-
ple, a fundamental unwritten tenet of
s t a t e - s p o n s o red liberalism: their re l i-
gious ideas and practices are private,
and thus have little to do with the re a l
academic work of the university. Even
those who teach in religious studies
must work largely on the basis of the
n o n religious, or secular, assumptions
implicit in scientific naturalism or post-
m od e rn i s m .1 1 This academic arr a n g e-
ment, which pervades almost all of
academia, I call reigning secularism.

I propose an alternative arr a n g e-
ment in which academically qualified
scholars whose re s e a rch and teaching
a re informed by religious assumptions
a re welcomed to our faculties. This
a rrangement, which I call i n t e l l e c t u a l
p l u r a l i s m , would be better public policy
for the residents of Minnesota and g o od
for academia because it would make
the university a marketplace of ideas, a
lively environment where good ideas
a re tested, debated, chosen, and finally
lived within a moral framework.1 2

We need this kind of academic
e n v i ronment, fostered by the pre s e n c e
of faith-informed scholars, for a num-
ber of re a s o n s .

Challenges to Ci t i ze n s h i p

The moral and communal commit-
ments necessary to sustain citizenship
will, in the twenty-first century, be test-
ed to their limits. The classical liberal-
ism of the twentieth century, with its
notions of tolerance, public re a s o n i n g
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for the common good, and the absence
of religious influence (theologian
R i c h a rd John Neuhaus’s “naked public
s q u a re ” ) ,1 3 will not hold up under the
weight of what is shaping up to be a
v e ry religious twenty-first century. We
need sophisticated academic conversa-
tions that take these alternative world-
views seriously, fostering debate
between and among them, so that we
can develop the policy makers and
public intellectuals who help us navi-
gate what are, in light of 9/11, alre a d y
v e ry troubled waters.

Te r ro rist T h re a t s

If we don’t expose religious world-
views to the light of academic dis-
course, they will grow like moss under
rocks. And when moss grows, other
things collect, including terrorists. For
this reason alone, I welcome Muslim
scholarship into academia, provided we
have open and public debates over our
respective worldviews. Truth will, in
most cases, win out, provided all views
a re exposed to light a n d the power of
the public purse is not used to favor
one over the other (which is pre s e n t l y
the case, given the strict adherence to
scientific naturalism and postmod-
e rnism in our universities).

Intellectual Di ve r s i t y

Hiring faith-informed faculty would
honor the claim to respect “intellectual
diversity,” as found in the University of
M i n n e s o t a ’s 2001 statement on faculty
t e n u re. In addition to the current facul-
ty members whose scholarship re f l e c t s
secular views of re a l i t y, qualified schol-
ars from Christian, Jewish, Muslim,

Buddhist, and other religious traditions
would be hired. Creating a campus
atmosphere of open, honest debate and
dialogue would allow these scholars’
assumptions to refine each other and
enhance our students’ education.

Unexploited In t e rn a t i o n a l
Re s o u rces 

The presence at the University of
Minnesota of more than 4,000 students
and scholars from around the world is a
rich but currently unexploited re s o u rc e
for outstanding campus conversations:
Hindu philosophy debated against that
of the Muslim; a Buddhist perspective
on science up against that of the scien-
tific naturalist; the New Age view of
medicine debated with a Christian
v i e w. As it is, these intellectual
re s o u rces are squandered because our
universities don’t factor religion into
the academic equation.

Policy for Faith-Inform e d
Scholarship 

What, in concrete terms, am I
p roposing? At least in the short term, it
is this: hiring faith-informed faculty to
fill newly endowed chairs; two pilot
u n d e rgraduate curricular initiatives;
and university-wide symposia for for-
mal debate between leading scholars of
d i ffering worldviews and re l i g i o n s .

First, I propose that private donors
endow chairs in religion and history,
religion and economics, and so fort h .
Written provisos would stipulate that
the chairs are for the hiring of re l i g i o u s-
ly informed faculty who can make sig-
nificant research, teaching, and service
contributions to understanding the
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relation between religion and their dis-
ciplines. Of course, prospective chair
holders would need to demonstrate that
they have produced high-quality schol-
arship and that they could increase the
prestige of their departments. 

The benefits of hiring faith-
i n f o rmed faculty might show up sooner
than anticipated. There is no short a g e
of religious students looking around for
faculty members under whom they can
pursue graduate studies from within
their religious perspective.1 4

The first curricular initiative would
reinvigorate the Residential College
p rogram (in which students who live
together in a dorm i t o ry share some of
the same coursework) by appointing, in
addition to a faculty member with a
s t rong science background and a post-
m od e rn scholar in the liberal arts or
social sciences, one or more faith-
i n f o rmed scholars. To g e t h e r, this facul-
ty cohort could, in the confines of the
Residential College, develop an intro-
d u c t o ry course in comparative perspec-
tives, start a debate forum, and
o t h e rwise infuse the program with the
requisite intellectual disagreement nec-
e s s a ry to challenge students to think
about wise and ethical living.

Another pilot curricular initiative
would develop the thre e - c o u r s e
sequence advocated by Wa rren Nord, a
p rofessor at the University of Nort h
C a rolina at Chapel Hill and a tire l e s s
advocate for religion in public and
higher education. Though he pro p o s e s
courses in world religions, religion and
m od e rn i t y, and moral philosophy at
the high school level, they are, I think,

better suited to college underg r a d u a t e s .
First-year students would be invited to
voluntarily enroll in these courses
(which could be constructed so as to
fulfill elective and liberal education
re q u i rements without adding to stu-
dents’ academic and financial loads). 

Because both programs would be
voluntary, wary parents and students
would not have to fear proselytization or
o t h e rwise seemingly coercive methods. 

To pursue these curricular changes,
the university would need to hire at
least one scholar re p resenting at least
each of the five major religions (Chris-
t i a n i t y, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, and
Buddhism); some slots could be filled
t h rough endowed chairs. Also, these
p rograms would need to be coord i n a t-
ed with the existing religious studies
p ro g r a m .

After three years, the curricular ini-
tiatives would be thoroughly evaluated
and further curricular decisions made
a c c o rd i n g l y.

F i n a l l y, I propose establishment of
regular university-wide symposia at
which leading scholars from aro u n d
the world, re p resenting particular secu-
lar or religious perspectives, would pub-
licly debate their assumptions and their
agendas. 

Faculty Concerns about
F a i t h - I n f o rmed Scholarship

I n t roducing a religious dimension
into university education would raise
c o n c e rns among faculty members. How
would this play out?

Many academics have a visceral dis-
like for the single most overtly re l i g i o u s
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g roup in the United States and
undoubtedly a prospective player with
respect to faith-informed scholarship:
evangelical Christians. A 1999 surv e y
showed that 56 percent of highly edu-
cated Americans moderately or deeply
dislike evangelicals,1 5 though the same
g roup had a relatively positive view of
Jews and Catholics. A 1988 surv e y
revealed that 34 percent of academics
c o n s i d e red evangelicals a “threat to
d e m o c r a c y. ”1 6 Negative images of tele-
vangelists and concerns that re l i g i o u s
c o n s e rvatives hold strong moral and
political convictions perceived to be
antithetical to pluralism, tolerance,
and respect for multiple viewpoints
may be behind this deep negativism.
The imagery i s a problem, but to say
that strong beliefs are problematic in a
democracy is to deny the due owed to
our most principled leaders, from Abra-
ham Lincoln to Paul We l l s t o n e .

Religion inevitably lures out of its
lair the perennial dragon of separation,
walling off church from state. To say
the least, this old dragon needs slaying,
as constitutional scholar Philip Ham-
b u rger does in Separation of Church and
S t a t e.1 7 Separation, says Hamburg e r, is
a “twentieth-century myth”1 8 based on
an 1802 letter written by Pre s i d e n t
Thomas Jefferson. Though the concept
is found nowhere in the U.S. Constitu-
tion, it has, for historical reasons, been
used to strictly e m b a rgo religion fro m
all aspects of public life, including
academia. Separation has come to sym-
bolize American fre e d o m ,1 9 e v e n
though Hamburger warns that the con-
cept of separation should be viewed
with “suspicion.”2 0 While the U.S.

S u p reme Court ’s rulings have favore d
strict separation since the late 1940s,
in recent years there has been a clear
t rend toward accommodation of re l i-
gion in public contexts, most notably
last June, when the U.S. Supre m e
C o u rt ruled that Cleveland’s school
voucher program is constitutional.

Many within academia believe that
separation is the only alternative to the
union of church and state, or theocra-
c y. The terrorist tragedy of 9/11 has
even increased such fears. Policy
re g a rding religion in public institutions
will continue to be shaped by such
fears unless advocates of re l i g i o u s l y
i n f o rmed scholarship in public higher
education can make the case that the
academic ideal is neither theocracy, on
the one hand, nor, on the other, the
strictly secular perspectives that cur-
rently dominate universities, but a
t h i rd alternative that envisions univer-
sities becoming intellectually thriving
centers of healthy debate and discus-
sion among secular and faith-inform e d
scholars of all stripes.

An intellectually stimulating uni-
versity d e m a n d s all the major players at
the academic table, whether they are
atheists, Jews, Hindus, Christians, Bud-
dhists, or Muslims. The university must
have a strong and effective policy that
rules out explicit or implicit discrimi-
nation on the basis of beliefs. Those
who wish to pursue scholarship fro m
explicitly religious perspectives are cur-
rently unwelcome at that table, at least
when it comes to faculty hiring and
c u rriculum design.

Academics fear that faith-inform e d
scholarship will undermine academia’s
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independent, nonsectarian, objective
pursuit of knowledge. Similarly, others
fear that scientific re s e a rch, which has
had enormous successes, might be
c rushed by the weight of re l i g i o u s
dogma.21 Knowledge is not “value-free,”
nor is pure objectivity and rationality
possible. So it may be that many acade-
mics’ underlying fear, then, is not the
loss of objectivity, but the imposition of
a perspective that they may not share or
that they believe will undermine schol-
arship within their disciplines.

G e o rge Marsden, a Notre Dame
h i s t o ry professor and an academic
lightning rod on faith-informed schol-
arship in higher education, joins Wa r-
ren Nord in reassuring academics.
They propose, re s p e c t i v e l y, notions of
p rocedural rationality and pro f e s s i o n a l
competence. Faculty members need to
be able to “honor some basic rules of
evidence and arg u m e n t ”2 2 and meet
c e rtain academic criteria, such as the
ability to pursue scholarship utilizing
rather universal notions of human re a-
s o n .2 3 S i m p l y, each discipline has basic
rules for establishing a claim, and any
w o rthy scholar, religious or otherw i s e ,
needs to be able to follow them. 

The Public Good and 
Religion at the U of M

F rom a policy perspective, there is
one simple question to ask about the
University of Minnesota: Does it serv e
the legitimate interests of the citizens
of Minnesota? If the public good is eco-
nomic development, the answer is
“absolutely yes.” The problem, as we
have seen, is that land-grant institu-
tions are commissioned to provide b o t h

“liberal and practical education,” that is,
education that both promotes high
ideals in our future leaders and furn i s h e s
them with the skills to help our state
g row economically. The former pro-
vides the cultural capital so that the
latter produces financial capital. Yo u
c a n ’t have one without the other: a
market without morality ends in ban-
d i t ry, while morality without a market
ends in povert y. 

Dean Rosenstone rightly warns that
we’ve fixated on the market as the
rationale for our university, but he has
not considered the possibility that wel-
coming religiously informed scholar-
ship is the surest way to re s t o re the
liberal education he wants and the
morality we need.

This brings us to Minnesota’s citi-
zens. Minnesotans are exceptionally
religious by all standards (with the
sixth-highest rate of religious member-
ship among the fifty states),2 4 but can
the same be said of their university?
H a rd l y. The result is alienation fro m
the institution to which all Min-
nesotans are indebted, because it seems
so far away culturally. It’s no wonder
that evangelical parents fear that their
c h i l d ren will lose their faith in col-
l e g e .2 5 If even 10 percent of Minneso-
t a ’s taxpayers feel this way, is it
surprising that support for the universi-
ty is tepid? 

My point is that there is no academ-
ic or political reason that a very re l i-
gious state’s university should not
employ some high-quality scholars
whose views of reality are more like
those of its citizens. This might just
c reate enthusiasm for the university.
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What about evidence that might
yield clues as to the viability of such a
p roposal? No other state university has
been willing to venture into this terr i-
t o ry, but Minnesotans are used to lead-
ing the way in many fields, including
c h a rter schools. My proposal for a fac-
ulty initiative involves, initially, only
private funds, and my proposed curr i c-
ular initiatives are meant to be pilot
p rograms for investigating the feasibili-
t y, desirability, and institutional suit-
ability of similar programs in the
f u t u re .

The evidence indicates that well
over 25 percent of students come to
college having had a significant re l i-
gious experience2 6 and that religion is a
significant factor in shaping student
attitudes toward social policy.2 7 As for
ethics, a recent poll shows that:

Although 97% of all seniors believe
college has equipped them to perf o rm
ethically in their future pro f e s s i o n a l
lives, when asked which statement
about ethics was most often transmit-
ted by their professors 73% selected
the proposition “what is right and
w rong depends on diff e rences in indi-
vidual values and cultural diversity, ”
as opposed to only 25% who picked
“ t h e re are clear and uniform stan-
d a rds of right and wrong by which
e v e ryone should be judged.”2 8

A c c o rding to criteria applied by 73
p e rcent of these students’ professors, a
society that burns widows alive, exe-
cutes homosexuals, prohibits the edu-
cation of women, and shoots its
p rofessors is morally equivalent to one
that does not. Does this kind of educa-
tion make wise and moral leaders?

Is my strategy for restoring whole-
ness to education at the University of
Minnesota feasible, politically and
financially? On the financial side, the
university would probably need to hire
a minimum of five new faculty mem-
bers, scattered among various depart-
ments but freed, in terms of their
teaching loads, to work with the two
p roposed pilot programs (Residential
College and elective thre e - c o u r s e
sequence). In addition, appro x i m a t e l y
five administrative and support staff
members would be needed to launch
the entire initiative. The prospect of
gaining foundation funding for such a
daring initiative is rather high, given
the interest of several national funding
o rg a n i z a t i o n s .2 9

The politics are daunting, because
the university as an institution is con-
s e rvative and loath to change.3 0 T h u s ,
the faculty would have to embrace the
idea that faith-informed scholarship is
g o od for our university. For their part ,
administrators and regents would need
to see that welcoming re l i g i o u s l y
i n f o rmed scholarship would win a
renewed measure of public support and
funding for the university. 

This raises the question of fairn e s s .
With the hiring since at least the mid-
1970s of faculty members who hold a
variety of perspectives (postmod e rn ,
critical theorist, feminist, and so fort h ) ,
what stands in the way of the university’s
hiring Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Bud-
dhist, or Hindu faculty members whose
scholarly perspectives are distinctively
shaped by their religious worldviews?
This is a policy of fairness: faith-
i n f o rmed scholars who demonstrate
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scholarly acumen and accomplishment
d e s e rve equal consideration in hiring
and tenure decisions. As academic his-
torian George Marsden writes, “There
is no reason why it should be a rule of
academia that no religious viewpoint
shall receive serious consideration.”3 1

O b j e c t i o n s
Let me anticipate—and answer—

some other likely objections to faith-
i n f o rmed scholarship at the University
of Minnesota.

T h e re are plenty of private re l i g i o u s
colleges, where faith-informed scholarship
is welcome. Why don’t those who care
about this go to those schools?

Minnesota taxpayers fund about
o n e - t h i rd of the university’s budget,
thus giving the university a competi-
tive edge over private colleges that
must raise all their own funds. Is it fair
to expect those who can’t aff o rd high
private college tuition to forgo the
option of pursuing at least some of
their studies with scholars whose re l i-
gious faith shapes their teaching and
re s e a rc h ?

M o re import a n t l y, the University of
Minnesota has extraord i n a ry cultural
a u t h o r i t y,3 2 which effectively means
that many of our best and brightest
conceive of politics, business, econom-
ics, and society in public terms that
contradict the private religious beliefs
of a majority of Minnesotans.

Why not let churches and families deal
with morality and public ethics? After all,
only the university is suited to be our com-
mon agent of economic development.

Once again, I call on Dean Rosen-
stone, who says we are mistaken when

we think that fattening our collective
wallet is a “core purpose of a universi-
ty” when, in fact, economic develop-
ment is the “by-product.” The virt u e s
of hard work, politeness, willingness to
engage in largely civil debate, honesty,
f ru g a l i t y, sacrifice for the larger good —
all the virtues that helped make Min-
nesota gre a t — a re, to a large extent,
l e a rned implicitly or explicitly in our
c h u rches, synagogues, and mosques.
We must not underestimate this: Min-
nesotans as i n d i v i d u a l s owe a great deal
to these institutions.

But why should our university dis-
engage itself from that same task? And
w h e re will we find a better platform for
members of diff e rent religious and non-
religious communities to come togeth-
er to debate their visions for society?
The task of forming a public con-
science does not belong solely to our
religious communities, though they
have an enormous role to play; it
belongs to all of us, and it behooves our
p remier university to step up to the
plate and become a positive, pro a c t i v e
agent of moral education.

I’m simply calling for development
of an intellectual culture at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota that openly
acknowledges that education is tru l y
about ethics, values, and visions of the
g o od society, and for inclusion of
explicitly religious perspectives in the
academic mix. Is there anything inher-
ently unfair and illegitimate about this,
f rom a public policy perspective?

What will you do with religious per-
spectives that are less than mainstream in
Minnesota—Islam and Buddhism, for
example? Are n ’t you opening Pandora’s
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box when you admit religiously inform e d
s c h o l a r s h i p ?

E v e ry new policy is an experiment,
and every experiment comes with risks.
The risks are minimal, however. 

By welcoming nonmainstream faith-
i n f o rmed scholars into the academy, we
test the validity and worthiness of their
worldviews. All religions claim to pos-
sess good ideas; the best way we have
to discover their worthiness (or unwor-
thiness) is to subject them to academic
debate. 

Nor would academics from minority
religious perspectives stand alone; they
would share departments with larg e
numbers of scholars from secular or
majority religious perspectives who
would critique and evaluate their work
a c c o rding to scholarly standard s .

F i n a l l y, this is a matter of fairn e s s
for all, provided they are qualified
scholars in their field. What should n o t
happen is that we develop some sort of
p ro p o rtional re p resentation for each
faith perspective, in which case schol-
arship would take a backseat to gro u p
re p resentation. 

Ultimately you will drive us back into
the dark ages of dogma and antirationalism,
and you will drive out our best scholars.

To put it mildly, this prospect seems
laughable. It’s simply bad public policy,
as well as very bad academic practice,
to exclude multiple viewpoints fro m
what should be an intellectually vibrant
marketplace of competing ideas.

This proposal is not about turn i n g
the university into a theocracy run by
like-minded monks and religious fanat-
ics; rather, it offers a way to make ours
a distinctively great institution whose

pursuit of genuinely liberal learn i n g
results in graduates whose principled,
ethical vision for Minnesota has as
much to do with our collective good as
with private commercial success. This
university is filled with outstanding
atheistic and agnostic professors whom
we cannot aff o rd to lose in that quest,
and who will make our conversations
that much more intere s t i n g .

The American Association of Uni-
versity Professors, in its 1982 “Recom-
mended Institutional Regulations on
Academic Freedom and Te n u re” says
that an academic institution must be “a
marketplace of ideas, and it cannot ful-
fil its purposes of transmitting, evaluat-
ing, and extending knowledge if it
re q u i res conformity with any ort h o-
doxy of content and method . ”3 3

Sounds like an invitation to re l i g i o u s l y
i n f o rmed scholarship, doesn’t it?

You speak of re l i g i o n ’s being essential
to the development of ethical leaders. But
which moral vision? Buddhist, Hindu,
p o s t m o d e rn, Christian?

C. S. Lewis wrote that a universal
moral thread weaves its way thro u g h
the world’s religions. This moral
t h read, which he called the “tao,” or
w a y, includes respect for life, fairn e s s ,
and honesty.

To the degree that the moral visions
of the worldviews conflict, we should
let the faculty and students wre s t l e
openly with the moral implications of
what is taught. I cannot imagine this
situation being any more serious than
the general absence of moral education.

Religion has no place in a modern
re s e a rch university. Religious explanations
a re nothing more than “God-of-the-gaps”:
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anything for which science doesn’t offer a
complete explanation is attributed to God.

The problem with this accusation
against faith-informed re s e a rchers is
that very few are guilty, primarily
because the academy is so severe
t o w a rd “God-of-the-gaps.” Just ask the
Intelligent Design theorists. They have
r i g o rously set forth criteria that can be
used to distinguish random events fro m
the “specified complexity” that is the
telltale characteristic of design. Rather
than fearing that “God - o f - t h e - g a p s ”
will be tolerated in mod e rn re s e a rc h ,
we should be asking why atheistic and
other scholars are so adamant in sti-
fling the legitimate inquiry undert a k e n
by Intelligent Design theorists.3 4

C o n c l u s i o n
Dean Steven Rosenstone is right

when he says that universities like ours
risk “intellectual impoverishment” by
focusing increasingly on economic and
w o r k f o rce development at the expense
of liberal education. A great university
cannot grow on the grave of intellectu-
al death.

We must re t u rn to the original mis-
sion of land-grant universities, combin-
ing liberal education—education that
fosters a vision of the good, the tru e ,
and the beautiful, that is, education
without cash value but with enorm o u s
cultural value—with pragmatic, skills-
oriented education that showers soci-
ety with economic benefits.

The way back to a healthy blend of
liberal and practical education will
re q u i re a forw a rd-looking welcome to
f a i t h - i n f o rmed scholarship, which can
rejuvenate the intellectual climate of

the university a n d re s t o re a vision for
the moral education that helps prod u c e
graduates with ethical bearings stro n g
enough to resist raiding the corpora-
tions they lead and sacrificing the pub-
lic good for their private benefit.

This vision for a distinctively gre a t
University of Minnesota means hiring
religiously informed scholars; engaging
students in study of the various re l i-
gious and moral visions for society
t h rough new curricular initiatives; and
bringing together re p resentatives of
major secular and religious perspectives
in public debate.

An intellectually invigorating cam-
pus climate in which religious and sec-
ular perspectives compete would, in
t u rn, generate heightened interest in
what it means to be a moral person. By
way of example, I have tried to show
that Christian thought possesses abun-
dant intellectual and theological
re s o u rces for fostering a healthy cam-
pus intellectual climate and the
restoration of moral education. 

The policy prospects for such a
vision are largely tied to the re a d i n e s s
and willingness of the faculty to open
the intellectual doors of the university
to more than the two perspectives that
c u rrently shape the academic agenda:
scientific naturalism and postmod-
e rnism. Faculty members would need
to see that there are no constitutional
p roblems with this policy, that faculty
positions would be secure re g a rdless of
religious or nonreligious views, and
that the reputation of the university as
a whole and, consequently, their indi-
vidual status would be enhanced. A
l a rge obstacle is the faculty’s negative
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view of evangelical Christians, which
means that such an eff o rt needs to
engage academics from a wide cro s s
section of religious communities. A
theocratic takeover of the university is
just not in the cards, if only because of
the reality of pluralism.

The citizens of Minnesota can pro-
mote openness to religious perspectives
in the academic life of their pre e m i n e n t
state university by voicing their expec-
tation that religion gain access to the
source of cultural authority—the uni-
versity—to which secularists have clung
tightly for the past century. It’s just, and
it’s academically promising. The time
has come to open the academ-
i c gates to faith-informed scholarship,
which can, by virtue of its appeal to
transcendence, launch our university
to greatness and rescue students fro m
the academic roach motel.
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