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Asked to address the topic of “opportunities 
and calling for a history major at a Reformed in-
stitution,” I bring some expertise in this area from 
my former position as Chair of the Dordt College 
history department and member of Dordt’s 
Curriculum and Academic Policies Committee.  
Whatever expertise I have gained in this area 
comes from that experience, not from professional 
training in pedagogy or curricular development.  I 

begin by laying out some questions which seemed 
appropriate, given my experience: How should a 
Reformed, Christian, biblical history program 
look?  Whom should it train?  How should it train 
them?  For what should it train them?  How does 
ideal meet reality?

The last of these questions seems especially 
important.  We may identify the principles of a 
Reformed history program, but how do we devel-
op a program that takes into account the practical 
realities of fluctuating student enrollments, limited 
staff, the North American higher education envi-
ronment, accreditation expectations, and so forth?  
I have limited the topic by assuming a tradition-
ally structured college curriculum, which includes 
three- to four-credit, semester-long courses taught 
by a single professor.  If we were to establish a new 
foundation upon which to build a history program, 
we could consider more radical schemes of teach-
ing and learning, including interdisciplinary ap-
proaches, shared student learning, independent re-
search and exploration, and greater faculty-student 
interaction.  However, such an approach requires 
broad, fundamental commitment to change across 
the institution.

My overall purpose, then, is twofold: to estab-
lish principles and issues for developing a Reformed 
history program, and to make suggestions for 
a program that could work in a typical North 
American context.  For support, I draw on my ex-
periences as former student and faculty member at 
two Reformed institutions of higher learning, evi-
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dence drawn from departmental reviews at those 
institutions, ideas gleaned from books and articles, 
and my own ruminations.  I direct this article to 
those who work at building, revising, and support-
ing academic programs.  While a Reformed college 
should ask its history department what that depart-
ment can do to make an excellent program that 
conforms to the wisdom and light of Scripture, the 
department should ask the college (its administra-
tion and board) what the college can do to support 
those efforts.

Principles for developing 
 a Reformed history program

A Reformed history program begins with es-
tablishing several broad principles. First, it must 
identify the goal of Reformed institutions of high-
er learning; second, it must establish a working 
definition of history; and third, it must consider, in 
light of the previous two, the purpose of a major 
in history.

In considering the central goal of a Reformed 
institution of higher learning, Dordt College works 
with a document titled The Educational Task of Dordt 
College. This work states that “the central educa-
tional task of Dordt College is to provide genuine-
ly Christian insight on an advanced level.”1 Such 
insight is necessary, The Educational Task states, 
because “to function effectively as a Christian in 
a technological and secular civilization requires 
deepening wisdom and understanding.”2  No lon-
ger can Christian institutions of higher learning 
“be satisfied with the transmission of abstractions.  
They must provide the kinds of insight that enable 
Christians to carry out their task effectively in a 
complicated world.” The Educational Task refers to 
this task as “serviceable insight.” This concept is 
not to be equated with service learning.  Service for 
the sake of doing is a no more effective or proper  
means of learning and education than is studying 
for the sake of knowledge.  Nor is the only effec-
tive learning to be equated with service, as the case 
is often made.3  Rather, “serviceable insight” refers 
to the importance Dordt places on the value of the 
learning which takes place.  We read Augustine 
and Calvin or Marx and Kierkegaard, not for the 
purpose of acquiring information and tools but in 
order to learn about God’s world and our place in 

it, to learn how to think clearly, to develop wis-
dom, and to continue learning and understanding.  
Why?  Because God calls us, as his image-bearing 
servants, to love and serve him.  To do that, we 
need to know which questions to ask and how to 
answer them in obedience to God’s faithful laws 
for his creation.4

Indeed, in The Educational Task of Dordt College, 
“serviceable insight” is explained as “a contempo-
rary expression of the Scriptural references to wis-
dom and understanding.  The Bible teaches that the 
‘the fear of [Yahweh] is the beginning of wisdom, a 
good understanding have all they that do his com-
mandments.’”5  

While academics might see our endeavor as 
somehow “transferring” information and insight 
to our students, I strenuously disagree with that 
interpretation.  Learning, ultimately, is the respon-
sibility of students, while faculty guide by joining 
students in this learning.  This idea was well sum-
marized by Calvin Seerveld, who, when speaking 

at Dordt College, said that the goal or purpose 
of education is for teachers and students to “take 
time to be . . . holy scholar[s].”  Seerveld explained 
“higher education” as 

a special opportunity for a younger generation to taste 
and for an older generation to show-and-tell scholar-
ship together, to be engrossed with the musical capa-
bility of the human voice, the intricate biosphere and 
genetic code of weeds, or the relative power of images 
and words for convincing people what is important or 
true.   

Directing his comments to students, Seerveld con-
tinued,

During your time in higher education, some real-

While academics might see 
our endeavor as somehow 

“transferring” information 
and insight to our students, I 
strenuously disagree with that 

interpretation.
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ity of God’s world fascinates you, and now you have 
the opening to spend time in probing, examining, re-
searching, practicing, and testing your growing under-
standing of whatever this wonder be in all its marvel-
ous interconnected richness until you gain the begin-
nings, as Dordt’s Educational Task document states, of 
“serviceable insight.”6   
The second goal, that of defining history, 

leads to the proposition of history as “Creational 
Development,” an idea generally associated with 
Reformational thinking.7  While historical study is 
an area which faculty and students can  examine 
together, few Christian scholars agree on a defi-
nition of history.   To emphasize what I mean by 
history and the historical, I must state what it is 
not.  The common conception of history is that of 
a narrative of significant events, often political in 
nature, which helps us understand where we are 
today and how we might avoid the mistakes of the 
past.  As an inscription upon the wall of the history 
seminar room at Johns Hopkins University pro-
claimed in the late nineteenth century, “History is 
past politics and politics’ present history.”8  Such 
a narrowly defined aphoristic summary of his-
tory as discipline or subject is not consistent with 
a biblical understanding of humankind and their 
calling to serve God.  The nature of humankind 
and their calling are the starting point for defining 
history.  History is not a long chain of events out 
of the human past; it is not simply some historian’s 
interpretation of those events considered to be sig-
nificant.  Instead, it is the course of developments 
resulting from human beings living out their iden-
tity as God’s creatures and image bearers who have 
been endowed with cultural formative power.  Of 
global scope, and beginning with the creation of 
mankind, history encompasses all of humankind’s 
cultural activity.9

Granted, our record or knowledge of this cul-
tural activity is limited by extant evidence and 
the purposes of history that God reveals to us in 
his Word, but this limitation does not change the 
fact that for Christians, history is a story, an epic, 
called forth by Yahweh the Lord, and played out 
by his image bearers.  It has a beginning, and we 
anticipate, if not an end, a fulfillment of prophecies 
foretold in Scripture.  History, then, is not just past 

events, although historians focus their research on 
what came before and not what came after, but, 
as understood by Christian historians, part of the 
larger drama of the unfolding of God’s created 
world at the hands of his image bearers.

The story, of course, is more complex than 
that since humankind exercises its cultural forma-
tive power in response to God and his law.  Since 
Adam’s fall, sin has shaped and affected the choic-
es humans make in developing creation.  While the 
task of God’s image bearers has not changed, their 
ability to fulfill that task has changed.  Adam’s sin 
significantly disrupted the covenantal relationship 
between God and his image-bearers.  Instead of 
turning to God, humans  put idols in God’s place.  
They do not recognize Yahweh as the sovereign 
Lord but turn instead to his creation or some as-
pect of it as the object of their adoration and praise.  
Before the fall, humankind developed God’s 
creation in obedience to his expectations for it; 
however, since the fall, they are strongly inclined 
towards disobedient choices.  The choices that 
humans make are choices of the heart, religious 
choices, i.e., the most fundamental expression of 
their humanness.  Out of these day-to-day choices 
to obey or disobey God come the products of hu-
man endeavor:  culture, society, the very stuff of 
history.  By God’s grace, through the redemptive 
work of Jesus Christ and by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, obedient fulfillment of the cultural mandate 
is possible, but evil continues to corrupt the ap-
plication of this God-given power exercised by his 
image bearers.

It is this idea of history that is expressed on 
the webpage of the Covenant College Historical 
Studies Department: 

The historical studies department believes that human 
culture is fundamentally an   outworking of world-
view commitments expressed in a pattern of ideas, 
beliefs, and  values as embodied in a particular insti-
tutional system. The department makes that focus the 
framework of its reconstruction and analysis of the 
past.  Furthermore, a key aspect of this approach is 
centered in the concept of the unfolding or develop-
ment of human culture.  That study proceeds with the 
recognition that the Christian motifs of creation, fall, 
redemption, and consummation form a larger mean-
ing framework within which the cultural response of 



Pro Rege—September 2005     9   

humankind takes place.10   
In short, then, I understand history to be the story 
of humankind as God’s image-bearers, fulfilling 
God’s mandate to develop the creation, and since 
the fall, doing so under the constraints of sin but 
with God’s promise to redeem his people and his 
creation from evil.  

In light of the Christian-college goal and our 
understanding of history, what then is the purpose 
of the history major?  The history program at a 
Reformed institution serves primarily to familiar-
ize students, either in an introductory way as in a 
core course or in a more detailed and systematic 
way as in the major, with the story of humankind’s 
role in creational development.  This is training, 
not in a particular career or profession but in a 
particular discipline of the liberal arts.  As such 
a component, it involves its students in the study 
of humankind and their affairs.  It thus serves, as 
do many other disciplines of the liberal arts, to 
give students greater cultural awareness, to help 
them understand the human condition, and to 
train them to read, write, and communicate ef-
fectively.  Such training in history, akin to that in 
literature, philosophy, and theology, prepares stu-
dents to serve in a variety of functions.  The list of 
vocations for a practical application of this liberal 
learning is extensive, including, but not limited to, 
business, education, law, law enforcement, and or-
dained ministry.11  However, history, as described 
earlier, is so broad and all-encompassing that its 
disciplined study prepares students for service in 
many fields.

The history department at Dordt College re-
cently drafted a new set of goals that well sum-
marizes the purpose of a history program at a 
Reformed college and, if fulfilled, provides the 
broad training which would serve students in a va-
riety of careers:

(1) To confess that Jesus Christ is the King 
of all creation, including all human cultural ac-
tivity, and to declare that, notwithstanding sin 
and its consequences, God continues to call 
humans to obedient cultural formative activity 
and redeems that activity in Christ. 

(2) To develop and communicate biblically 

directed learning, insight and research into 
humankind’s generation-by-generation and 
worldwide use of its God-given cultural forma-
tive power. 

(3) To promote and facilitate students’ de-
velopment of biblically directed historical in-
sight, thinking, research and writing on topics 
in all branches of human cultural formative 
endeavor. 

(4) To encourage and help prepare students 
to develop and use biblically directed his-
torical insight and thinking in every office to 
which they are called, to the honor and glory 
of God.12

As described by these goals, historical instruc-
tion plays a vital role in a Christian liberal arts 
institution.  A Reformed history program empha-
sizes responsible and obedient Christian service, 
emphasizes the historical nature of the world, i.e., 
the ongoing unfolding and development of cre-
ation through human cultural activity, and pro-
vides training in critical reading, thinking, and 
communication.

Practical Considerations
While much of this paper has addressed impor-

tant fundamentals, I would be remiss in discussing 
curriculum and program without first addressing  
practical considerations that bear on curricular 
development.  These include budget concerns, 
faculty training and expertise, accreditation, and 
student experience and interest.  

 First, the growing cost of private higher educa-
tion cannot be overlooked.  Many of the colleges in 
the Coalition of Christian Colleges and Universities 
are “tuition driven”; that is, their operating costs 
are primarily paid out of tuition revenue.  Because 
of the schools’ relative youth and the limited abil-
ity/willingness of Christians to contribute sub-
stantially to Christian colleges, endowments re-
main small, providing little assistance to operat-
ing expenses at many colleges.  The direct result 
is tight budgets and the inability to staff academic 
programs as liberally as necessary. Faculty at these 
schools teach seven to eight courses a year, some-
times requiring as many different preparations.  At 
Dordt College, the need for controlling costs and 
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keeping tuition down has led to the adoption by 
the Board of Trustees of a permanent student-to- 
faculty ratio, ranging from a maximum of 16:1 to 
a minimum of 15:1.  On the surface, such a ratio 
seems to translate into class sizes of 15-16 students 
and advising loads of similar number.  In reality,    
faculty who teach general-education courses not 
identified as writing intensive or who teach in very 
popular majors carry significant teaching and ad-
vising loads.  Furthermore, that ratio means little 
room for expanding the faculty in a major that is 
not growing significantly.  With a total student en-
rollment of about 1300 (of which virtually all take 
one history class and at least another third take a 
second) and a history program of about 40 stu-
dents, Dordt College has funded only three full-
time faculty and no adjunct even while, by its own 
standards, the teaching load of these three faculty 
has at times exceeded the FTE of 4.5 faculty.13    

Budget concerns have also led to the develop-
ment of new programs at Dordt and elsewhere, 
often those more professionally or career orient-
ed, in order to attract new students or  students 
from traditional pools (though the new courses 
have also been justified by the Kuyperian world 
view at Dordt).  Consequently, while the addition 
of new faculty affects programs such as nursing 
and criminal justice, the traditional arts and sci-
ences programs can increasingly find themselves 
under pressure to defend their courses as well as 
the “low” enrollments which can occur in their 
upper-division classes.  As to faculty experience 
and expertise, history departments can expect 
to be limited in the number of available faculty.  
Because historical training is fairly specialized, the 
faculty of any particular department will lack the 
expertise to cover a broad range of courses, es-
pecially at the upper-division level.  What courses 
are offered and how the curriculum is structured 
will reflect the competencies of the current fac-
ulty.  According to Paul Morton, great changes in 
the curriculum and course offerings at Covenant 
College resulted from changing faculty in the early 
years of its history program.  While such seem-
ing instability or discontinuity in a program causes 
concern, any curriculum should be designed with 
built-in flexibility.  An upper-division course in 
colonial American history may be a valuable com-

ponent in a particular program, but if a change in 
faculty means that no specialist in early America 
is available to teach it, such a course should be re-
placed by the specialty of a new faculty member.

Accreditation and other outside forces can also 
affect a curriculum.  First of all, different forms of 
accreditation will affect a program.  Most higher 
education institutions seek general accreditation 
by the regional higher-education accrediting agen-
cy.  Second, as students receiving training in the 
history program may also be seeking teacher cer-
tification, the program must address certification 
expectations.  These expectations can be driven 
by demands of state teacher-certification agen-
cies, by schools hiring teachers, and by education 
departments themselves.  The American Historical 
Association has established its own standards for 
preparing teachers in history; these emphasize 
training in subject matter and disciplinary tech-
niques.14 However, when certification programs for 
secondary education are combined with traditional 
undergraduate liberal-arts training, as they are in 
Iowa, the integrity of such disciplinary- and subject-
matter study can be threatened. On the other hand, 
when secondary certification is obtained separate-
ly from a traditional liberal arts degree, as it is in 
Oregon, the study of history can proceed without 
interference from outside agencies or programs. In 
addition, when history departments offer courses 
needed by students in other majors that are profes-
sionally accredited, such accreditation may affect 
the shape and content of a course.  Social Work 
and engineering, for example, are often accredited 
individually and with specific requirements.

For what other reasons is accreditation a con-
cern?  Accreditation certainly has its merits.  In 
general, college accreditation helps guarantee 
certain minimum academic standards.  Also, as 
Christian colleges and universities become estab-
lished and seek to attract students, they need to 
assure students of their programs’ viability and 
competitiveness. However, as Christians living in 
a society not necessarily directed by biblical norms, 
we should recognize that accreditation agencies 
may not validate talk about religion and Christian 
philosophy.  Requiring/inviting our students to go 
to chapel twice a week is one thing, but operating 
from a Christian worldview is another.   What do 
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accreditation agencies think about courses on the 
Christian philosophy of history?  Or, what if the 
current educational and pedagogical trends run 
contrary to the educational principles developed by 
Christian scholars?  At some point, Christian col-
leges, if they are to remain true to the gospel, may 
have to forego accreditation in order to consistent-
ly offer a genuinely Christian education.  That time 
has not yet come, but certainly curricular decision-

makers must carefully deliberate on accreditation 
concerns.  As we develop programs and curricula, 
we must confront these extra institutional expecta-
tions and, at some point, be ready to go our own 
way.15

Another area of consideration is student expe-
rience and interest.  Since World War II, increas-
ing numbers of students have joined the ranks of 
college attendees, including many from non-col-
lege-educated homes and from high schools not 
geared towards college preparation.  At the same 
time, high-school training generally has deterio-
rated.  We cannot assume that our incoming stu-
dents have received uniform or adequate academic 
preparation, common historical training (in either 
content or method), similar theological and phil-
osophical frameworks as our own, and so forth.  
Furthermore, students lead increasingly busy, pro-
grammed lives.  An essay in The Atlantic Monthly called 
“The Organization Kid” points to an educational 
system and experience of young people character-
ized by ongoing involvement in many activities.  
However, their increased busy-ness does not nec-
essarily indicate their substantive understanding of 
any one activity or subject.16  As we develop our 
history programs and core requirements, we must 
consider students’ experiences. 

Also, as we choose which courses to teach, we 
should consider student interests.  We should nei-
ther accommodate offerings to students’ passing 
fancies nor ignore student interest altogether. Since 
faculty may too easily dismiss student interests as 
uninformed, naive, and fad-driven, I would sug-
gest that we consider students’ calling as learners.  
As we nurture learning, we should attune our ears 
to student interests, which may represent calling 
no less than do our own fancies.  Some of what 
they deem important should inform us as well. 

Implementing a Reformed history program 
in North America

When we consider, on the one hand, our lofty 
Reformed ideals and, on the other, the practical 
realities of operating a Christian liberal arts col-
lege in North America, what sort of program can 
we develop?  Since a Reformed perspective on his-
tory points to the wide-ranging diversity of human 
cultural expression, we should expect a diversity 
of courses. Such a curriculum is possible only if 
resources prove to be as unlimited as the diversity 
of human cultural expression.  Furthermore, the 
various considerations already identified mediate 
against stating, in universal concrete terms, what 
courses a curriculum should include.  More impor-
tantly, we should understand a curriculum not sim-
ply in terms of courses but in terms of components 
that address the goals already outlined.

I would recommend that the curriculum in-
clude four aspects, not necessarily mutually exclu-
sive or isolated in separate courses:

(1) the necessary core and general educa-
tion offerings required by the institution;

(2) surveys covering as much of the breadth 
of human cultural experience as possible;

(3) in-depth courses in areas reflecting the 
expertise of the faculty, goals of the institution, 
and interests of the students;

(4) courses providing specific training in 
the discipline of history.

Let me briefly elaborate upon each of these.  
First, through a core history requirement for all 
students pursuing a college degree, students devel-
op historical-mindedness.  Historical-mindedness 
means not simply acquiring a body of knowledge 

At some point, Christian colleges, 
if they are to remain true to 

the gospel, may have to forego 
accreditation in order to consistently 

offer a genuinely Christian 
education.
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but rather developing sensitivity to the historical, 
universal calling to humankind to develop God’s 
creation through cultivation and societybuilding. 
My goal for that core course is students’ apprecia-
tion of their own cultural formative power, their 
calling to wield that power in obedience to God’s 
law, and their understanding that religion or world-
view—choices of the heart—shape mankind’s ac-
tions in culture forming.

Second, through an introduction to content 
deemed important to the institution, such as world 
history or western civilization, students see more 
concretely how people have developed creation and 
where God may be calling them to exercise their 
“God-given cultural formative power,” as stated 
in the Dordt history-department goals. Students 
in a liberal arts program should take one or more 
courses that meet this goal.  

Third, through a variety of survey courses, 
students encounter the global expression of hu-
man cultural-formative power. Of course, small 
history departments can hardly cover everything, 
and our specialized historical training mitigates 
against offering surveys that cover more than 100 
or 200 years.  Sometimes we can’t even imagine a 
chronologically ordered course covering more than 
50 years, though courses of such narrow scope may 
serve a few students well. Surveys should be just 
that, surveys of broad historical periods and cultur-
al or geographic regions.  If broad enough, courses 
can cover most of the cultural regions of the world, 
introducing students to the broad patterns and 
forces of historical development across the globe.  

While this goal may seem impossible,  Dordt 
offers just such a range of survey courses, one  
for Canada, one for United States history, a series 
covering the Western world from ancient Greece 
through twentieth-century Europe, and one course 
each on Latin America, the Muslim world, and 
East Asia.  There are gaps, but students seeking an 
introduction to most areas of the world will satisfy 
their initial curiosity.  However, if the thought of 
such broad surveys still rankles, one must remem-
ber that Scripture offers a brief but beautiful sur-
vey of the creation of the world.  Whether we take 
it to have occurred in six twenty-four-hour days 
or billions of years, we can agree that God’s cre-
ative work as described in Genesis 1 was certainly 

far more complex and nuanced than the Scriptural 
account.  Just as that biblical survey of creation 
serves many purposes, so, too, can broad historical 
surveys of human cultural activity serve us.  

The curriculum should consist not only of 
broad surveys but also of in-depth upper-divi-
sion courses, as faculty expertise, student interest, 
and institutional needs dictate.  A quick glance at 
the Dordt catalog might suggest a hodgepodge of 
courses at the 300 level.  The rationale for these 
courses, however, is clearly rooted in the concerns 
listed above.  For example, courses in American 
evangelicalism, British topics, and colonial America 
all reflect the respective expertise of department 
members.  Courses such as “Modern Middle East,” 
“American West: History and Environment,” and 
“Media, Power, and Modern American Culture” 
reflect student interests and broader institutional 
needs.  In these courses, students  undertake in-
depth study in fields of their particular interest 
with expert and dedicated scholars. 

Such upper-division courses are not simply ac-
commodation to student demand and faculty ex-
pertise; rather, they are vital opportunities for stu-
dents to grow in their understanding of a Reformed 
perspective as taught by experts in their fields. For 
example, when I taught in my primary field of 
colonial American history, I was able to develop 
more thoroughly there, than in any other class, my 
understanding of cultural development, worldview 
and religious motivations, and questions of ethnic 
and cultural diversity. 

Last, a history curriculum must train students 
in the methods, means, and theory of the disci-
pline of history, culminating in independent re-
search.  Such training prepares students for proj-
ects in other history classes and insures intentional 
training in the discipline of history.  These courses 
allow students to explore important theoretical is-
sues, develop the skills needed to undertake his-
torical research, and combine the theoretical and 
practical as they research their own topics. By the 
time of graduation, history majors will have been 
thoroughly introduced to the discipline of history 
and prepared for graduate work.  

Please indulge me one final time as I point to 
the Dordt curriculum as an example. Dordt has 
introduced a new requirement—Introduction to 
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Historical Studies—and also requires Historio-
graphy, in addition to the senior seminar, of majors.  
Freshmen or sophomore majors take the introduc-
tory course, which considers preliminary questions 
of perspective and philosophy, and receive training 
in reading, library research, historical analysis, and 
writing, which provides the tools and perspective 
for other courses.  In historiography, juniors grap-
ple with the history of historical interpretation and 
Christian approaches to historical study.  Finally, 
in senior seminar, majors engage in independent 
research but do so within the community of stu-
dent-scholars. This sequence provides a step-by-
step development of critical disciplinary thinking, 
Christian understanding of history, and disciplin-
ary skills, all of which parallel and correlate with 
learning occurring in content courses.

A program that covers these four areas, even 
if not worked out as was done at Dordt, will help 
develop historical-mindedness; introduce students 
to broad historical developments; provide oppor-
tunities for detailed study with trained experts of 
important times, place, and topics; and guide stu-
dents from popular interest in the discipline to un-
dertaking independent research.

A framework for developing a list of courses is 
not enough.  A history department must also con-
sider how to make an effective program.  Pedagogy 
is best left to individual instructors in consultation 
with peers and mentors.  Still, we can ask, “How do 
we effectively aid students in a study of creational 
development?” While documentary analysis is 
important, so too is critical interaction with oth-
er interpretations of history.  Reading, analyzing, 
and writing about primary documents, students 
develop the historical-mindedness to understand 
that history is not just about the facts of the past 
but is rather “a foreign country.”17  Reading and 
critically reviewing the work of other historians, 
students make the distinction between history and 
historical studies.  Like analysis of primary docu-
ments, critical reviews help students explore how 
faith commitments shape actions or, in this case, 
historical interpretations.

Such vitally important exercises depend on fac-
ulty’s having the time to guide students through 
those assignments and being actively engaged in 
similar activities.  The prerequisite for such guid-

ance is smaller classes, lighter teaching loads, and 
fewer preparations.  Faculty always seem to be ask-
ing for these, and administrators always seem to 
be saying no to such requests.  Successful teach-
ing and productive learning demand it, however.  
Most faculty  that I know at Christian liberal arts 
colleges are there because they want to teach un-
dergraduates.  They request lighter loads, not pri-
marily for more research time but for more time 
to assist students in learning.  Faculty need time 
to meet with small groups of students for pouring 
over documents and essays together and to loving-
ly critique and correct their students’ analyses and 
writing.  Students need access to faculty who listen 
to their concerns, answer their questions, direct 
them to resources.  A successful history program is 
built upon such academic relationships.

In fact, a history program is not only about 
curriculum and teaching but also about professors 
mentoring.  How do they do so?  While students 
need formal advising in both academic and career 
planning, they also need informal advising, where 
teacher-scholars share  their experienced wisdom 
with student-scholars, who in turn share their 
insight, passions, and ideals.  Faculty can work 
structurally to build a community of scholars, not 
just within the curriculum but also outside it, by 
finding ways for students to assist with research, 
socializing formally and informally, and attending 
conferences together.  Faculty need to share their 
lives—as teaching scholars and research schol-
ars—with students, for teaching is scholarship and 
vice versa.  If we are called to impart insight (as at 
Dordt), we are called to develop insight.  We share 
what we have learned not only when we teach, 
present papers, and publish, but also when we ad-
vise informally. 

None of those things can happen successfully 
without research.  Rarely does a teacher go into the 
classroom without preparation.  However, if we 
genuinely seek integral Christian scholarship, we 
can’t simply teach textbooks since textbooks rarely 
reflect our perspective.  We must develop our own 
biblically directed insight as we teach history.  If, as 
Calvin Seerveld suggests, higher education is about 
taking time to be holy scholars, a major goal as fac-
ulty is to  incorporate students, for their few years 
with us, into the life of scholarship.  
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Having outlined the parameters of a reforma-
tionally influenced history program, my comments 
have been directed primarily at faculty, but no 
program can succeed without the support of the 
rest of the institution.  Administrators, student ser-
vices, and other college divisions, constituents, and 
trustees must commit themselves to building and 
promoting genuinely Christian academic programs 
and encouraging holy scholarship. 

What does this mean?  It means providing the 
support, encouragement, financial wherewithal, 
resources, and infrastructure to make Christian 
higher education possible.  The calling of Christian 
education requires many elements: small classes, a 
variety of classes at each level, scholarly resources 
for faculty and students, time/space for advising 
and mentoring, and the funding to promote such 
elements. Academic institutions must remain aca-
demically focused, with the emphasis on learning 
and scholarship.  Further, they must make ongo-
ing, public recognition of academic accomplish-
ments by faculty and students, time and space for 
advising and mentoring, and the funding to pro-
mote such elements.  

Christian colleges can easily become sidetracked 
from their central academic missions.  Programs 
aimed at enhancing student life or increasing ad-
missions, such as extracurricular activities, football 
and other athletic programs, service activities, and 
so-called spiritual development, can all siphon im-
portant resources away from academics and send 
the message that learning and scholarship are not 
central to the mission of the institution. We should 
not forget Calvin Seerveld’s call to “take time to 
be…holy scholar[s].” Service, worship, and ex-
tracurricular activities sponsored by an academic 
institution should always support, enhance, and 
encourage Christian academics: they should never 
detract from them. 

Who can address these needs and how?  Besides 
the central work to which students and faculty are 
called, others also are called to advance Christian 
higher education.  Administrators should ask 
themselves how their institutional plans and pro-
cedures promote Christian higher learning on the 
campus.  Non-academic divisions on campus need 
to ask themselves how their programs and policies, 
especially as they affect students, contribute to stu-

dent learning and academic calling.  Constituents 
need to ask themselves and the faculty what re-
sources they can contribute in order to sustain and 
enhance Christian higher learning.  

I am speaking broadly now, but rightly so.  No ac-
ademic department is involved in an isolated review 
of its program.  All of us as Christian academics and 
those who support Christian academia are called to 
the task of Christian higher education, a Godly and 
holy calling. Those committed to Christian higher 
education must continually seek ways to improve, 
support, and insure the continuation of Christian 
liberal learning.  Our Godly mandate to develop 
God’s creation expects no less of us.
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