
ducators in Adventist schools 
face challenges posed by the 
influences of secularism in 
public education when 

they choose a textbook, look for 
a video to illustrate a point, 
and even when they select 
articles for students to 
read. The difficulty often 
comes from the non-
alignment of faith with 
the widely accepted the-
ories of a discipline, leading to the 
question: “How do I position my Chris-
tian faith when seeking to understand 
the tenets of the discipline?”  

Christian educators are distinguish-
able from non-Christian educators in 
several ways. Christian educators be-
lieve the Bible is the Word of God, 
and they accept as Truth that Jesus is 
the earthly manifestation of God the 
Creator and the anointed Son of God. 
Christians engage with the Bible for 
understanding, for devotion, and for 
spiritual growth. They believe Jesus 
Christ came to earth to save sinners 
and accept the Truth of the Bible as 
their guide for thinking and living.  

The process of thinking about the 
Bible can take many forms, such as 
simple questioning, forming useful self-
regulatory judgments,1 reflective skepti-
cism,2 and moving thinking beyond 
human limitations by seeking God’s 
understanding and wisdom.3 Educators 

are constantly seeking understanding 
to address issues within their disci-
pline, and Christian educators seek to 
reconcile their faith in biblical truths 
with the areas of their disciplines that 
are influenced by secular thought. In 
this article, I will discuss the develop-
ing critical-thinking movement and the 
implications of the secular approach 
for religious faith and practice. 

 
Background and Secular Goals of  
Education 

Over the past several decades, 
many educational movements have 
affected education practice and pol-
icy. And, as theories become prac-
tice, these movements continue to 
have an impact on Christian educa-
tors as they seek to align biblical 
principles with subject content and 
with learning issues such as the need 
to improve students’ thinking and 
problem-solving skills and motiva-
tion, and the impact of students’ low 
self-esteem on their ability to learn.  

One primary example is the self-
esteem movement, which can be 

traced back to 1969 and the seminal 
book by Nathaniel Branden, The 

Psychology of Self-Esteem. In this 
work, Branden asserted that the 

key to success in life is to de-
velop children’s positive 

self-esteem. With the pub-
lication of his thoughts,   
the task of parenting and 

education morphed into 
the mission of building confidence in 
subsequent generations of students. 
One way to increase this confidence 
was to teach children to think criti-
cally about the world around them.  

Later, the 1980s gave rise to new 
expressions of the self-esteem and 
critical-thinking movements through 
incorporating them into the school 
curricula. Since the early ’80s, I have 
been pondering what these teachings 
would mean for shaping a generation 
that would mature in the 21st century. 
    Well, now—two decades into the 
21st century—critical thinking and 
self-esteem have converged into a 
generational expression of the self 
that is often dismissive of the influ-
ence of external authorities. The haste 
to embrace self-expression and the re-
jection of limitations on self-expres-
sion or opinions seem embedded in 
the authority of self-knowledge. This 
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rush to speak “my truth” or “my 
opinion” suggests that the individual 
believes he or she possesses full and 
comprehensive knowledge.  
    The story of the blind men and the 
elephant is a familiar one. Many tradi-
tions also tell the story of the ant who 
from the underbelly of an elephant 
looks up and declares there is no sky 
because the dark hair of the elephant 
is all that it can see. Perspective is 
limited in any context.Whether a limi-
tation is created by the natural limits 
of individual understanding, lack of 
awareness, or by contextual con-
straints on vision, any limitation chal-
lenges one’s views, including how 
Christians think about Scripture and 
life. It is difficult for the person who 
overvalues self-expression to engage 
in meaningful dialog with the person 
who seeks to engage in thoughtful re-
flection from different points of view.  

A relativistic approach to truth is 
often joined by another common con-
cept that many think to be new: the 
concept of “open-mindedness.” For 
many, a feature of the intelligent 
mind is the ability to be open-
minded, to be available mentally for 
new discoveries and new ideas. They 
believe that truth is ever evolving; 
thus, a closed mind is self-limiting, 
while an open mind is progressive 
and ever learning.  

Open-mindedness is not a new 21st 
century concept. It is common within 
education and particularly so in higher 
education. According to leading think -
ers like John Dewey and Bertrand Rus-
sell,4 open-mindedness is one of the 
fundamental aims of education and 
approaches to critical thinking.  

 
Critical Thinking and Learning 

Critical thinking has many defini-
tions, ranging from the ability to en-
gage in useful, self-regulatory judg-
ment5 to the broad ability to interpret 
information and approach problems 
correctly,6 or to the simple ability to 
analyze arguments.7 Educators have 
called for the teaching of critical-
thinking skills; yet results from imple-

ating critical thinking skills vary. 
When teaching critical thinking, some 
instructors guide the process of think-
ing about one’s thinking with goals 
varying from fair-mindedness to eval-
uation. Others take a more discipline-
focused approach14 and guide think-
ing within a discipline or profession, 
such as scientific reasoning within the 
Science, Technology, Engineering, and 
Math (STEM) disciplines. Thinking 
about one’s thinking is a critical need 
both to become educated and to be a 
highly productive employee and an 
informed citizen. Society’s need for 
individuals to possess thinking and 
problem-solving skills is on the in-
crease. However, when it comes to the 
frameworks of the critical-thinking 
movement, secular and often anti-reli-
gious teachers are pervasive in 
schools and universities worldwide 
(see Figure 1 on page 19). 

 
Critical Thinking and Faith 

Critical thinking is often presented 
as being in tension with religious 
faith or any way of thinking that al-
lows for acceptance of the Bible as 
Truth. At first glance, the terms “criti-
cal thinking” and “religious faith” 
seem quite disparate—especially to 
the secular mind. Christians see a re-
latedness, with the Bible being the 
source of Truth with which the mind 
engages to understand the world—
and believe that meaning originates 
from Scripture. With Scripture as the 
foundation for living, human contri-
butions to thought are to be consid-
ered secondary to the principles de-
rived from Scripture. Scripture begins 
with the beginning of everything and 
ends with God’s ultimate plan for this 
life and life everlasting. And in be-
tween is found guidance for the 
Christian’s journey. The Bible ad-
dresses the same questions as human 
philosophy: from the origin to the 
end of life, and how we should think 
and behave in between.  

How Adventist schools should inte-
grate the Bible with life and living, 
and teach students to do the same, is 
what we are addressing in this article. 
This philosophical orientation origi-
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mentation of critical thinking into the 
curriculum have not shown conclu-
sively that the small gains in critical 
thinking were not simply the effect of 
learning in general, and have not 
shown that these gains resulted from 
the specific teaching of critical think-
ing.8 Regardless of definitions and the 
reported increases in critical-thinking 
skills,9 the critical-thinking move-
ment has now replaced the self-es-
teem movement that swept across 
schools in America at all levels dur-
ing the 80s and 90s.10 

Educators and employers consider 
critical thinking (i.e., thinking, analy-
sis, and problem solving) to be an es-
sential life and workplace skill. This 
interest in critical thinking is evident 
in the number of universities,11 in-
cluding Oakwood University (OU) in 
Huntsville, Alabama, U.S.A, where I 
serve, that give focused attention to 
achieving specific learning outcomes 
in critical thinking. This is demon-
strated through writing12 and employ-
ers’ desire for employees who are 
competent in these skills for analysis 
and problem solving.13  

Approaches to teaching and evalu-
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nates from Scripture (see Figure 2) 
and forms the worldview of the Chris-
tian. It is a worldview that says faith 
is one of the absolutes for living as a 
Christian, and that faith in the unseen 
can and does coexist with reason. 

Open-mindedness is an element of 
thought that has reappeared in the 
21st century and seems most appeal-
ing to millennials.15 Like all other 
ways of thought, open-mindedness is 
a practice that should be critiqued. 
Most individuals can agree that before 

well known for its rejectionist posi-
tion toward religion. This foundation 
sees religion as antagonistic toward 
critical thinking—viewing biblical 
teachings as dogma and a limitation 
or barrier to critical thinking. How-
ever, Christians who view the Bible 
as the Truth, the Word of God, are 
counseled to also practice open-mind-
edness; an open-mindedness that is 
open to and guided by divine revela-
tion. In Messages to Young People, 
Ellen White urges that in the “study 

come wise unto salvation.”16 And 
while this statement primarily ad-
dresses misinterpretation of the Scrip-
tures, it is applicable to the level of 
open-mindedness required of critical 
thinkers. This approach suggests 
open-mindedness as a type of intel-
lectual humility necessary to persist 
and find new solutions to persistent 
problems such as vaccine develop-
ment for novel viral infections (such 
as COVID-19), or other diseases such 
as cancer or the “common” cold. 

Christians are encouraged to con-
form themselves to the authority of the 
Word: “Do not read the word in the 
light of former opinions; but, with a 
mind free from prejudice, search it 
carefully and prayerfully. If, as you 
read, conviction comes, and you see 
that your cherished opinions are not in 
harmony with the word, do not try to 
make the word fit these opinions. Make 
your opinions fit the word. Do not 
allow what you have believed or prac-
ticed in the past to control your under-
standing. Open the eyes of your mind 
to behold wondrous things out of the 
law. Find out what is written, and then 
plant your feet on the eternal Rock.”17 
And from that posture, move to under-
standing the problems being addressed, 
allowing the foundation of Scripture to 
guide your thinking about thinking. 

Closure is encouraged, a closure that 
comes from confidence in the Word as 
Truth when Scripture speaks to the 
matter. Christians are called to be 
mindful, to be thinkers always—to be 
thinkers and not mere reflectors of the 
thoughts of others.18 This calling means 
that Christians, and especially Chris tian 
educators, must take care to mindfully 
engage with what occupies the eyes, 
ears, and mind. The senses are always 
engaged—and sometimes assaulted—
often without people having decided to 
screen out or to bring into their psyche 
the things they desire to influence who 
they are and will become.  

Additionally, when addressing a 
problem, it is useful to the process of 
discovery to recognize that closure 
may be premature. Whether in the lab-
oratory or the field, open-mindedness 
allows the researcher to remain in a 
learning posture, even when a method 
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an opinion is formed, study must be 
given to the various contributions to 
the idea. The form of open-minded-
ness that exists today is one that says 
rationalism and scientific ways of 
knowing are superior to belief in the 
supernatural, and dismisses the Chris-
tian Bible as a source of Truth. In fact, 
the mind is currently conditioned in 
some educational strategies to accept 
only evidence-based knowledge and to 
remain constantly open to novel ideas, 
ever remaining in the seeker mode.  

Among the many leaders of the 
critical-thinking movement, The 
Foundation for Critical Thinking is 

of the word, lay at the door of investi-
gation your preconceived opinions 
and your hereditary and cultivated 
ideas. You will never reach the truth 
if you study the Scriptures to vindi-
cate your own ideas. Leave these at 
the door, and with a contrite heart go 
in to hear what the Lord has to say to 
you. As the humble seeker for truth 
sits at Christ’s feet, and learns of 
Him, the word gives him understand-
ing. To those who are too wise in 
their own conceit to study the Bible, 
Christ says, you must become meek 
and lowly in heart if you desire to be-
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Secular Framework for Critical Thinking
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Virklers’ Biblical Model for Critical Thinking



or triangulation of methods suggests 
security in the finding. 

I posit that critical thinking is desir-
able for the Christian, now more than 
ever before. And the call for open-
mindedness is not just an intellectual 
calling, but the believer’s calling. How-
ever, for the Christian intellectual, 
open-mindedness is to be subjected to 
critical analysis so that it can rest on 
foundational truths of the Bible and be 
overshadowed by the Bible’s call for 
obedience, love, justice, and mercy. 
The mind of the Christian is never left 
to its open-ended journeys; The Bible 
calls all Christian to think and become. 
Let me explain. 

Scholars are, by nature, integra-
tionists, and Christian scholars are no 
different. They are first believers in the 
truth—the essence—of the Bible. With 
the Bible as their foundation, and the 
orientation of a believer, scholars ex-
amine the world around them from 
the perspective of the Bible. They 
question even the innocuous, simplis-
tic, and maybe even the simple things 
in their world. The Christian scholar 
sees current-day events and asks, 
“What meaning does my biblically 
based faith bring to this issue so that I 
can better understand how God wants 
me to think and to respond?”  

 
Biblical Foundations for Learning 

It is when “Truth” is foundational 
for “truth” that the foundations of 
faith are integrated with life. While 
thinking about thinking (critical think-
ing), Adventist educators must under-
stand that it is not just the elements of 
thought that are encouraged but also 
the philosophical orientation toward 
thought and behavior. Humanism, ra-
tionalism, the scientific method, and 
their inherent approaches to the con-
struction of knowledge are some of 
the dominant philosophies that as far 
back as the 20th century have had an 
impact on thought and action, espe-
cially in the West. The process of edu-
cation, knowing, and being have foun-
dational principles and approaches to 
critical thinking.  

For example, The Foundation for 

Critical Thinking19 opposes the Bible as 
the foundation for one’s thinking. And 
although the elements of thought es-
poused by Richard Paul and Linda 
Elder, founding fellows at The Founda-
tion for Critical Thinking, can help the 
thinker to deepen and widen his or her 
perspective, it is the rejection of the 
Bible as Truth that is problematic and 
renders the overall model as inappro-
priate for developing the mind and 
heart of the Christian. Life has its 
source in God, and the Bible is the re-
vealed Word of God. The Word is Truth 
and records God’s purpose of redemp-
tion, salvation, and restoration. The 
Christian20 is no mere reflector of oth-
ers’ thoughts; the Christian should 
think higher than the highest thought 
can reach.21 And that higher thought-
fulness is, in fact, God’s ideal for His 
people: “Godliness—godlikeness—is 
the goal to be reached.”22  

Parents are to be the first teachers 
of their children, developing mental 
rigor by cultivating the “moral and in-
tellectual powers.”23 Yet the school 
rather than the parent has become the 
dominant shaper of character with its 
intentional approach to teaching secu-
lar approaches to critical thinking. 
Therefore, we ought to pay attention 
to what Adventist schools teach as 
truth and the possible impact of the 
teachings on the student’s faith in the 
Word of God.  

 
Teaching, Learning, and Faith 

Recent studies24 reveal that when 
students who espouse religious faith 
enter college, while they may lose 
faith, they ultimately regain some faith 
if they remain connected to their com-
munity of faith while attending a secu-
lar college. Students who enter without 
faith do not gain faith while studying 
in a secular environment. Certainly, we 
applaud the first group for regaining 
some faith. Most concerning is the fact 
that for a significant period, while in a 
secular college, they lose their personal 
faith. And upon graduation they have 
not increased their faith, some have 
only regained some faith, and others 
have lost all faith. The maturation of 
faith many students experience during 
late adolescence—the formative years 

for the adult—can be lost in college. 
This sad outcome is the result of the 
secularization of knowledge, a focus on 
the scientific method as the foundation 
for truth, and a prevailing anti-God and 
anti-Bible bias in much secular educa-
tion. 

The purpose of questioning is to 
drive further inquiry, not to stop dis-
covery; questioning aids discovery. 
The Christian critical thinker seeks to 
know: “‘Ask and it will be given to 
you; seek and you will find; knock and 
the door will be opened for you’” 
(Matthew 7:7, NIV).25 The desire to 
know, undergirded by deep study, 
prayer, and reflection will lead the 
Christian scholar to a deeper relation-
ship with Christ. “We are called to re-
store Christ-centered education.”26 
That restoration will first lead students 
into a relationship with Jesus Christ; 
and, second, effectively input a dis-
tinctively Seventh-day Adventist 
worldview designed to provide the bib-
lical foundations for moral and ethical 
decision-making.27  

An Illustration From Oakwood University 
The entire spectrum of Seventh-

day Adventist schools—preschool 
through graduate level—has a stew-
ardship opportunity. Joining forces 
with the church and home, the school 
can intentionally offer a biblically 
grounded education that graduates 
individuals with strong faith. Leslie 
Pollard, president of Oakwood Uni-
versity, is known for commenting 
from time to time that Adventist edu-
cation prepares students “not just for 
four years but for 40 years and finally 
forever.” Yes, the years of matricula-
tion and career preparation are im-
portant, but most important are the 
years where students apply the trans-
formative education received while 
on Adventist college and university 
campuses: the years post-college and 
leading into eternity. 

After all, the purpose of education 
and redemption are one: to save lost 
souls. The clarion call is for a biblical 
approach to critical thinking. And a 
caution is due. The assumption cannot 
be made that simply being an Advent -
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ist school is a guarantee that faith is 
being developed. A series of questions 
can help stimulate thinking about 
faith development. For example:  

• Is the mission of the school ex-
plicitly Seventh-day Adventist and 
biblical in its desired outcomes?  

• Is the goal of the school and its 
curriculum to disciple, to transform 
students, and to strengthen faith in 
the Adventist message? 

• How does the school report to 
parents, students, and constituents on 
its achievement of mission and goal 
achievement? 

It is with this missional focus that 
Oakwood University studied secular 
models28 and developed what the uni-
versity administration, faculty, and 
staff believe is a comprehensive bibli-
cal model (see Figure 3) for critical 
thinking, analyzing, and problem solv-
ing (TAPS: Thinking, Analyzing, Prob-
lem Solving). This model’s foundation 
is centered in the Word of God, sup-
porting logic is grounded in the Word, 
and the process of arriving at an ex-
panded understanding and synthesis 
is also grounded in biblical truth.  

During the university’s annual Fac-
ulty Development Summer Institute 
on “Biblical Foundations in the Disci-
plines,” lead faculty are trained to ex-
amine the philosophical foundations 
for the respective disciplines in which 
they teach, research, and serve. Fac-
ulty are invited by institute facilita-
tors to compare the biblical world-
view and its presuppositions, 
assumptions, and teachings with the 
secular foundations upon which their 
disciplines often rest. This process of 
biblical deconstruction of the knowl-
edge undergirding the disciplines and 
the accompanying reconstruction is 
liberating for faculty.  

Using the TAPS Model, faculty are 
helped to integrate their secularized 
careers and spiritual lives. Faculty re-
turn to their academic departments 
and work with the dean to train their 
faculty-peers on how to think bibli-
cally about the disciplines housed in 
their departments. This is done in the 
context of the Seventh-day Adventist 
faith. With the biblical foundation es-
tablished, faculty learn how to com-

municate the integration of their faith 
with the academic discipline through 
modeling and instruction (see Box 1 
on page 22 ).  

Oakwood University’s critical-think-
ing model originates from the belief 
and understanding that truth must be 
grounded in the Truth, both written 
and incarnate. The model is Christ-
centered and based on the principle 
that “In the highest sense the work of 
education and the work of redemption 
are one, for in education, as in re-
demption, ‘other foundation can no 
man lay than that is laid, which is 
Jesus Christ.’”29 Jesus Christ was and 
is made flesh and was and is the ulti-
mate revelation of God—which points 
to God as Creator, Savior, and Lord. In 
Our High Calling, Ellen White wrote: 
“Christ, His character and work, is the 
center and circumference of all truth. 

[And because] He is the chain upon 
which the jewels of doctrine are 
linked. In Him is found the complete 
system of truth.”30 

Oakwood University’s model (Figure 
3) presents Christ as the center and cir-
cumference of the thinking process.31 
During faculty orientation, President 
Pollard provides a theological orienta-
tion and states that Adventist educators 
are to respond to Ellen White’s cen-
tury-old challenge in a one-question 
test to higher education, “Is [higher ed-
ucation] fitting us to keep our minds 
fixed upon the mark of the prize of the 
high calling of God in Christ Jesus?”32 

 Conclusion 
Individual perspective is limited in 

any context. How Christian educators 
think about Scripture and life is lim-
ited without the guidance of the Holy 
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NOTE: Key tenets of the biblical worldview are first, the biblical metaphysics/assumptions inform 
view of the universe and God’s relationship to it (Genesis 1:1); second, the affirmation of revelation 
informing reason (e.g., Psalm 19); third, assumption of God’s presence in and through the world 
(e.g., Colossians 1); and, finally, Christ as the center and circumference of belief structures (e.g., 
Colossians 1). All analytical thinking (TAPS Model) is informed by these key assumptions. 

“. . . train young people to be thinkers, and not mere reflectors of other persons’ thought.”
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Spirit into all truth.33 The Christian 
approach is to first ask, “What does 
the Word say about this?” and then to 
thoughtfully reflect from different 
points of view with intellectual sub-
mission to God’s Truth. This thought-
ful reflection should be paired with 
deep study, and prayerful discussions 
and consultations with peers and col-
leagues. If higher education does not 
begin and end with a “God First” 
foundation, then it is incapable of 
strengthening faith in God. Adventist 
schools are to maintain God at the 
center and the circumference of 
thinking and produce graduates who 
not only remain faithful believers, but 
also become believers, as well. Sev -
 enth-day Adventist educators at all 
levels of education must encourage 
adults interested in enrolling to ques-
tion the missional focus of the school 
and its curriculum before registering 
in a course of study because there are 
truths that are eternal.  

Every learning experience should 
engage students in the process of in-
tegration, discovering new knowledge 
and comparing new knowledge 
claims to already accepted knowl-
edge, attempting to fit the two to-
gether into a consistent and coherent 
whole. Consistency and coherence 
are the keys to faith integration. The 
biblical and historical foundations 
must be established before concepts 
can be brought together with coher-
ence. This requires conceptual reor-
ganization but ensures that Bible is 
foundational to learning—and thus 
should be implemented at all levels of 
Seventh-day Adventist education. ✐ 
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https://christintheclassroom.org/search_subject.html. A collection of more than 
1,400 monographs in the Christ in the Classroom series addressing the integra-
tion of faith and learning by subject area. 

Box 1. Resources for Integrating Faith and Learning 
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