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STORM BAILEY

Lucheran Identity, Academic Integrity, and

Religious Diversity

I WOULD BE PLEASED to discover that my approach to

the question of “Lutheran Identity and Academic Integrity”

is shaped by an outdated concern. I am concerned about

the assumption that religious commitment in general—and
Christian commitment in particular—threatens purely aca-
demic aspirations. If this is no longer the dominant view in
American higher education, that fact is very good news. Even
so, some—perhaps some few—continue to suppose that, when
it comes to religious identity and academic integrity, the only
real question is which one will give way to the other. I want to
say that neither has to give way to the other. In fact, [ want to say
more than that. If we are past the point where people say “that
can’t be a good school because it’s religious,” another sentiment
may still be common: “that’s a pretty good school in spite of
being religious.” I propose to emphasize ways in which Lutheran
identity might promote our academic aspirations; that is to say, I
want to suggest the possibility that someone might say “that’s a
pretty good school because it’s religious.”

In suggesting this possibility, I'll mention three kinds of
considerations: academic virtues, institutional or curricular
virtues, and the matter of academic freedom. In spite of the fact
that religious (or Christian, or Lutheran) colleges and universi-
ties have not always exhibited excellence in these areas, not only
can they do so, but they can do so for emphatically religious
(or Christian, or Lutheran) reasons. I will try to make this case
fairly quickly, because even if it is persuasive, questions should

remain about the third aspect of my professed topic (and the

empbhasis of this conference): diversity. I will focus on religious
diversity because it may seem most out of line with the argument
so far proposed. After all, if whatever we are up to is a substan-
tively Lutheran mission, doesn’t it stand to reason that we need
Lutherans to pull it off, and that Lutherans are the ones who
will enjoy the fruits of it?  don’t think so. Actually, what I think
is that we don’t need o7/y Lutherans. I will argue in the conclud-
ing discussion of religious diversity that the people who can say
“that’s a pretty good school because it’s Lutheran or Christian”

don’t have to be Lutheran or Christian to say it—if it’s true.

Academic Integrity: Academic and Curricular Virtues

Recent critiques of Enlightenment ideals such as individualism,
objectivity and certainty have carried over to academic practices
and institutions which bear the stamp of those ideals, and I should
confess at the outset that I do not side wholeheartedly with crit-
ics of the Enlightenment academy. Nevertheless, even if one is
enamored of individualism, the communal nature of learning and
the pursuit of knowledge is undeniable. Further, no matter how
significant the ideals of objectivity and certainty may be, it must
be regarded as folly to ignore the limits of finite (and interested)
reason—bound by perspective even if reality is not. Since this is
the case, the academic enterprise—learning, research, teaching—
requires communities in which the virtues of humility, hospitality
and charity (to name but a few) are deeply ingrained. Christian
communities are not the only ones in which these virtues ought to

flourish, but they should be exemplary ones.

STORM BAILEY, Associate Professor of Philosophy at Luther College, recently published a related essay, “Uneasy Partners? Religion and

Academics” in Academe (92:4).
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Others have articulated this more elegantly and in more
detail than I can pretend here, and I'll refer to just a couple of
familiar examples. Almost fifteen years ago, Mark Schwehn
described how spiritual virtues are indispensable to academic
inquiry and emphasized the role of Christian communities of
learning in Exiles from Eden: Religion and the Academic Vocation
in America. More recently, Richard Hughes has elaborated how
Christian faith can sustain the life of the mind in his book of
that title. Hughes claims that “a scholar’s Christian faith can
express itself in the highest and finest kind of scholarship—a
scholarship committed to search for truth, to engage a variety
of conversation partners, to critique all perspectives, even one’s
own, and to nurture creative imagination” (11). When (appro-
priately for our present discussion) he focuses on the Lutheran

tradition as a whole, Hughes has this to say:

The truth is, the Lutheran tradition possesses some of the
most potent theological resources for sustaining the life
of the mind that one can imagine. It encourages dialogue
between the Christian faith and the world of ideas, fosters
intellectual humility, engenders a healthy suspicion of
absolutes, and helps create a conversation in which all

partners are taken seriously (93).

On the subject of teaching and pedagogy, I need only mention
the familiar work of Parker Palmer. Though much of this work is
not explicitly Christian or religious, I agree with both Schwehn
and Hughes that all of it is deeply and substantively rooted in
Palmer’s Quaker heritage. A more explicit illustration from a
colleague at a Lutheran college is Lendol Calder’s “For Teachers
to Live, Professors Must Die” presented at Baylor University’s
Christianity and the Soul of the University conference in 2004.
Calder powerfully applies to classrooms the claim from the
Gospel of John that “unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground
and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies it bears much fruit.”

But it isn’t the case that just telling people how to live
Christianity (or religion) tells people how to teach. The very
act of asking what religion has to do with what goes on in our
schools can move us to analysis of our pedagogical aspirations
and methods. The most substantive and illuminating public
discussion of teaching I have ever been in at Luther College was
just a month or so ago, and it wasn’t in a workshop on pedagogy.
It occurred among a group of second-year faculty from a wide
range of disciplines and religious perspectives, convened for a
workshop on the mission of the college and on what we tend to
call “the dialogue between faith and learning.” Talking about
the interactions of persons with widely varying fundamental

commitments in our institution led us directly—and repeat-
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edly—to the central questions of what we seck to accomplish

in our classrooms, and what means and methods will make it
happen. This is a specific way in which our institutional commit-
ment to questions of religious identity invigorates and enhances

our academic work and aspirations.

“Institutional commitment to questions
of religious identity invigorates and
enhances our academic work and
aspirations.”

The example of Luther College’s faith and learning discus-
sions (with the reader’s indulgence) will also serve to introduce
one way in which religious identity can enhance what I've
labeled institutional or curricular virtues. In the course of our
wide-ranging discussion about the meaningand implications
of the Lutheran academic tradition, contributions by workshop
members were often prefaced by phrases like “As a biologist
I...” or “In Social Work we...” or “historians sometimes...” The
idea here is that the nature of the conversation not only elicited
varying disciplinary perspectives on a common idea, but also
required the articulation of what that disciplinary perspective
consists of and how, to some extent, it works internally. The
fact that such articulation is necessary even among faculty and
that opportunity for conversation that requires it is increas-
ingly rare reflects increasing fragmentation along disciplinary
lines in higher education. In their Devil’s Dictionary for Higher
Education, Cary Nelson and Stephen Watt have labeled the
extremes of this trend as “entreprencurial disciplinarity,” a cir-
cumstance which despairs of identifying any common mission
even within disciplines. Of the many ways in which liberal arts
colleges might emulate the habits of faculty-producing research
universities, surely this is one of the more pernicious.

The discussion in our faculty workshop on faith and learning
illustrates a more general principle. Institutional religious commit-
ment or identity serves the academic goals of learning communities
by inviting—or provoking—conversation across disciplines, and
providing a framework for integrating disciplinary pursuits and
perspectives. Insofar as the core claims of the institution’s religious
tradition cut across disciplinary lines, and insofar as those claims
are taken seriously, they provide a set of questions serving as inte-
gration or contact points for the various elements of an academic
course of study. (These core claims or questions serve this academic
function for #// members of the academic community—whether

individually within the affiliated religious tradition or not.)



Note that, if the religious commitment of the institution is
just lip-service, if the core questions are seen as imposed on some
by others, or if those questions are widely considered irrelevant
to subjects of substantive academic inquiry, then this particular
academic benefit is very unlikely to result. It seems in this case,
then, that the more substantive the religious commitment, the
greater the academic benefit. Substantive religious commitment in
an institution means, in part, a faculty and administration which
take the core questions of the tradition seriously. Note also that
respect for these questions and attention to them do not imply an
imposed consensus about their answers. In fact, the goal of inte-
grating a course of academic study around key common questions
would seem to be served by the broadest possible range of perspec-
tives on the questions. This is a key consideration in the matter of
religious diversity, to which I will return below. Before ending the
discussion of religious identity and academic integrity, however,

the crucial issue of academic freedom must be addressed.

Academic Integrity: Free Inquiry

I won’t beat around the bush about this. One of the reasons why
we have to talk about academic freedom in this context (and one
of the reasons why apprehension about religion and the acad-
emy may be well-founded) is a very real history of abuse of this
principle by religiously-affiliated colleges and universities—in
the name of their religious identity. It is by no means the case
that only religious institutions, or that all religious institutions,
have violated this principle. Nor is it true, in my view, that

every religious restriction is an unjustified or abusive violation
of academic freedom. It is nevertheless the case that religiously-
based violations of academic freedom too often occur. Some
think that, for this reason alone, religious commitment must

be considered a threat to the academic integrity of educational
institutions. I don’t think that’s true, and I'll say why in terms of
(at least one version of ) Christian commitment.

The preeminent banner under which academic freedom is
promoted in the United States is the American Association of
University Professors’ 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Tenure. Justification for policies urged in the docu-

ment is offered, in part, as follows:

Institutions of higher education are conducted for the
common good and not to further the interest of either
the individual teacher or the institution as a whole. The
common good depends upon the free search for truth and

its free exposition.

Academic freedom is essential to these purposes and
applies to both teaching and research. Freedom in research
is fundamental to the advancement of truth. Academic
freedom in its teaching aspect is fundamental for the
protection of the rights of the teacher in teaching and of

the student to freedom in learning.

The 1940 Statement advocates academic freedom on grounds
that the principle is crucial to the search for truth. I want to
make it clear that this line of justification for free inquiry does
not put it at odds with Christian commitment. Insofar as
principles of free inquiry aid the pursuit of truth, scholars and
institutions committed to the Christian tradition should be vig-
orous advocates for academic freedom—given the importance of
truth-seeking to that tradition.

For the sake of brevity, I will not make even a cursory attempt
to survey or explain the role of truth-seeking in the Christian
tradition. Allow me simply to represent this long-standing (even if
recently underemphasized) aspect of the tradition with Cardinal
Newman’s claim from The Idea of A University that “Truth...is the
main object of Religion.” (Discourse ILs) This will suffice because
the phrase not only represents Christian truth-secking but is also
likely to incite just the sort of suspicion that we are undertaking to
address. Why is it that academically-inclined people get nervous
when Christians start talking about zruzh?

One reason (and here we might go all the way back to the
notorious—even if abused—example of Galileo) is that authori-
tative professions to have the truth can be taken as grounds to
stop looking for it, or asking questions, or listening to others.
Since this attitude has too commonly accompanied strong
religious commitment (both in- and outside the academy) it has
undoubtedly encouraged widespread resistance to the notion of
truth being “the main object of religion,” and a corresponding
lack of appreciation for Christianity’s conceptual capacity to
undergird principles and policies of academic freedom.

Nevertheless, an attitude which impedes the search for truth
because truth has already been found fails to take sufhicient
account of uncertainty. Mill makes this point in his classic
argument for free expression: “All silencing of discussion,” he
writes in On Liberty, “is an assumption of infallibility” (17). To
shut off questioning or the airing of alternative views on grounds
that the truth is known is—given the assumption that the truth
is important—implicitly to claim certainty. (Mill points out
that even the practical considerations which may require an end
of discussion are served by prior open inquiry.) Certainty is, of
course, a vanishingly rare commodity if taken to refer to the
impossibility of being mistaken rather than to mere strength of

conviction, and thus the consideration is a compelling one.
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The necessity to acknowledge uncertainty, however, should
not be considered an external restraint on the Christian religious
tradition as personally or institutionally expressed. The notion of
human weakness—including epistemic weakness—is as central
to Christianity as any idea. Allow me to return to Richard
Hughes for an eloquent expression of this academic implication

of the doctrine of human finitude:

This position means that every scholar must always confess
that he or she could be wrong. Apart from this confession,
there can be no serious life of the mind, for only when we
confess that we might be wrong can we engage in the kind
of conversation that takes seriously other voices. And only
when we confess that we might be wrong are we empow-
ered to assess in critical ways our own theories, our own

judgments, and our own understandings (86-7).

It is especially pertinent for the present discussion that Hughes
cites this doctrine and its implications as a particular contribution
of the Lutheran tradition to the life of the mind. Since the pos-
sibility of being mistaken is an important motive to free inquiry
in the pursuit of truth, such inquiry ought to be a hallmark of the
Lutheran tradition, and to its institutions of learning.

Thus the Christian tradition, and by extension associated
learning institutions, have internal reasons for allowing free
discussion and questioning—even of their own basic truth-
claims. But this is not the only motive for actively encouraging
open inquiry. It is not merely to the extent that one might be
mistaken that one ought to welcome questioning, but also
to the extent that one is confident of the truth of one’s com-
mitments. This point also reiterates Mill, who held that the
highest intellectual ideal is not just to hold true beliefs, but to
hold them in a certain way. His summary of the argument in

On Liberty is this:

Even if the received opinion be...the whole truth; unless it
be suffered to be, and actually is, vigorously and earnestly
contested, it will...be held in the manner of a prejudice, with
little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds. And
not only this, but...the meaning of the doctrine itself will

be lost or enfeebled, and deprived of its vital effect on the

character and conduct (s0).

Free inquiry serves the truth, then, regardless of the status of the
received opinion or tradition. Truth is served by the questioning
of false received opinion for obvious reasons. Truth is served by
free questioning of partially correct received opinion because

the true is thereby winnowed from the false. And, finally, even
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wholly true opinions benefit from rigorous questioning since the
vitality of our understanding and use of the truth is enhanced.
The familiar argument for absolute freedom of inquiry and
expression in the second chapter of On Liberty seems to be an
elaboration of the claims implicit in the AAUP’s Statement
on academic freedom, since Mill’s argument depends crucially
upon truth-secking. To the extent, therefore, that Christian
religious commitment is genuinely characterized by truth-seek-
ing, it is wholly congenial to promoting rigorous free discussion
and inquiry, both as advocated by a key founder of the modern
liberal tradition, and as defended by the primary American aca-
demic organization for promoting and protecting free inquiry.
If Christian scholars or Christian institutions are perceived as
being at odds with that tradition or the goals of that organiza-
tion, they should respond by vigorously emphasizing—in profes-

sion and in practice—the common commitment to truth.

“The possibility of being mistaken is an
important motive to free inquiry.”

Here I would like to acknowledge again that not all institutions
with strong Christian commitment put this theory into practice
(hence the preceding exhortation). But I would also like to say that
this theoretical account is more than an apologetic exercise—a
way of reconciling Christian commitment and academic freedom.
To a greater degree than some may realize, the philosophical
foundations for the AAUP’s paradigmatic defense of academic
freedom have been challenged, and in some circles abandoned.
Commitment to those academic standards may depend far more
upon social convention in the academy than upon theoretical
foundations. People defend academic freedom because that’s just
the way we do things. Philosopher Richard Rorty has argued that
this reliance upon convention is sufficient support for academic
freedom. I disagree. I'm not sure that convention and tradition is a
strong enough foundation, and unlike Rorty I think that theoreti-
cal justification is possible. This is part—an instance really—of a
larger debate in contemporary political theory about the viability
of classical liberalism (Mill being a key figure in this tradition).
The details of that argument are better left for another occasion.

I will observe, however, that if Christian commitment cz7 be a
theoretical foundation for principles of academic freedom, and if
those principles do turn out to be in need of theoretical support,
then the considerations above may show again that our institu-
tions can exhibit their academic integrity because of—not merely

in spite of —religious identity.



Religious Diversity

I conclude as promised, by turning to the question of religious
diversity in colleges and universities. To focus the present discus-
sion, I will set aside several very important questions and issues.
First, I focus here on religious diversity rather than on other
issues of diversity. At my college, for example, the question of
racial diversity is a pressing matter of ongoing concern and atten-
tion. From the point of view of Lutheran (or Christian) identity,
it seems to me that the theoretical reasons for valuing and pursu-
ing such diversity are evident; the hard part (for isolated colleges
in the land of Norwegians) is strategy for achieving and preserv-
ing it. Religious diversity, on the other hand, is easy to achieve
(maybe too easy), but its theoretical support, or its compatibility
with robust and particular religious identity may be less clear.

Next, in focusing on a religiously diverse faculty, I set aside
for now the religious composition of the student body and of
administrative boards, etc. T hope that the applicability of ideas
expressed so far to wider constituencies will be plain, but to
the extent that it is not—or that different considerations are
relevant—1I leave that work for another occasion.

Finally, I want to acknowledge that some schools very clearly
and narrowly define the range of faculty religious diversity which
is compatible with their religious identity and academic mission.
Here I have in mind those schools whose faculty positions are
open only to members of the founding denomination, or to schol-
ars who hold a specified range of theological views. In articulating
amodel for a wider range of faculty diversity, I want to be clear in
saying that I don’t intend to imply that more restrictive models
are less consistent or desirable. I myself am a graduate of Wheaton
College, and I consider Wheaton (and Calvin, so as not to appear
entirely self-serving) to be an example of religious and academic
integrity, and of exemplary academic excellence. Others disagree,
of course, (see Kenneth Wagner’s “Faith Statements Do Restrict
Academic Freedom” in Academe, January-February 2006, and
responses in that themed issue) but that too is an argument for
another day. For now, I only want to resist that notion that colleges
and universities must choose between adopting the Wheaton/
Calvin model or abandoning substantive Christian identity.
There are strands of that way of thinking on my own campus—
proponents of the opposing choices all being dubious (at best)
that we can long maintain a strong Lutheran identity and a reli-
giously diverse faculty.  am arguing that there is more than one
model for a strong and thoroughgoing Lutheran or Christian
institutional identity in church-related colleges and universities,
including models with religiously diverse faculties.

I hope that at least some elements of the model I propose
will be evident already. Lutherans and many other brands of

Christians may—because of their religious commitments—be

inclined to academic virtues, and if those commitments inform
the ethos of the school, the institution will encourage good peda-
gogy, interdisciplinary engagement, and academic freedom. So
it’s great to have plenty of Lutherans (or relevant other brands)
around. But the question of religious diversity is, what about
having others around?

One sort of response to the question goes by the name of “crit-
ical mass” theory. The idea is that if you have enough Lutherans
(etc.) around to keep the ethos and identity strong, you can have
some others and the benefits they bring without bringing the
house down. I guess it is obvious that Lutheran identity is going
to require having Lutherans (or suitable substitutes) around, but
I'm a little uneasy about tendencies of some versions of critical
mass theories. To be specific, ’'m uneasy because they focus more
on the mass than on the rest of the faculty. The problem is that
faculty with other religious commitments, in some sort of free-
rider status, may be at best indifferent and at worst threatened by
the mission and identity of the school. In practice, younger col-
leagues in this situation duck and run when talk about mission
and identity comes up, and others may gather resources and allies
to resist or subvert such talk and its object. I don’t know if that’s
the kind of fun you want to have in promoting or preserving

institutional identity, but it’s not the only option.

“Lutherans’ commitment to search for
truth, to critique all perspectives (even
their own), and to nurture creative imag-
ination is served by the presence and
active engagement of opposing ideas.”

Here I'll suggest that the resources of the Lutheran tradition
for promoting our highest academic aspirations are of central
importance in conceiving of a vibrant, mission-oriented, and
religiously diverse faculty. First of all, why might those principles
promote a diverse faculty? Because Lutherans’ commitment to
search for truth, to critique all perspectives (even their own),
and to nurture creative imagination is served by the presence
and active engagement of opposing ideas, presented by smart
and articulate people who themselves are committed to the
mission. Fine, but how can others be committed to the mission
if, for example, they are not Lutheran or Christian? Well, they
have their own reasons for being committed to the academic
and pedagogical virtues (if they don’t have reasons or don’t have
those commitments would you hire them even if you didn’t care

about religious identity?). Chances are, nobody told them in grad
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school that those academic virtues might be robustly supported
by Lutherans—for Lutheran reasons. So tell them. Now, instead
of seeing that, well, Lutheran identity won’t bother them
much if they stay out of sight until tenure, they might see that
Lutheran commitments promote #heir academic aspirations,
maintain circumstances that allow those aspirations to flourish,
and require their own authentic voice in order to keep doing
this job in a vital way.

It is true that this requirement entails that all faculty
engage—in our example—Lutheran questions. I don’t want
to slide over the fact that my approach privileges the religious
tradition of the college. But since the very idea of having an
identity seems to involve privileging the identifying elements,
I’'m not inclined to apologize for that—not as long as those
essential elements create the conditions for communities where
our highest academic aspirations can flourish. Substantive
Lutheran, or Christian, identity can and should do this in our
colleges. This will make them academically better institutions

for everyone involved.
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