What
Is the
Special
Character
of an

ADVENTIST COLLEGE

OR UNIVERSITY?

hat is a Seventh-day Adventist college or university?1
What are its deﬁning traits? These are crucial questions. it is all too easy for the current of secular society to buffet a school, tug at its moorings, and dilute its unique mission and identity. Peer pressure
can affect institutions as well as individuals.
over several decades, i have had the opportunity to interact
with many Adventist colleges and universities. As i reﬂect on
these experiences, certain distinctive traits begin to emerge, a
special character that reﬂects constituency priorities and that conveys a certain authenticity as a Seventh-day Adventist institution.
These deﬁning characteristics seem to be embedded in six
key commitments, crucial areas around which the educational
community can rally and in which important developments
can take place (see figure 1).

Commitment to Intentionality
in a Seventh-day Adventist college or university, there
is a core commitment to intentionality. The board of
trustees and the administrative team purposefully focus on
how the institution might best fulﬁll its God-ordained mission, how it might develop and implement a distinctive
Seventh-day Adventist identity, and how it might contribute in meaningful ways to the strategic priorities of the
gospel commission.2
Based on this reﬂection, they develop and periodically
review the guiding documents of the institution, including
its statements of mission and vision, which then serve as
the foundation for strategic planning, assessment, and continuous improvement.
While the administration and the board of trustees play a
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leading role, it is vital that all stakeholders be involved in castidenced in teachers who approach disciplines from a biblical
ing the vision of the institution. This ensures that the strategic
perspective. it is seen in faculty and staff who engage students
initiatives upon which the college or university embarks are
in faith conversations and who pray with students and with
those that emerge from shared values and understanding. in
one another. it is found in programs of study that incorporate
this process, however, leadership serves as both catalyst and
key beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventist Church,12 as these infacilitator. This involves listening carefully, asking questions,
tersect with the various disciplines.
building bridges, encouraging partnerships, providing support
A commitment to excellence also creates a setting, within
systems, and focusing on the assessment and evaluation of
the context of faith, in which research and creative endeavor
outcomes in the fulﬁllment of mission.3
are nurtured and recognized.13 This includes promoting collaborative faculty and student research, as well as providing
Based on this reﬂection and with input from the various
grant-writing support to facilitate external funding. it further
stakeholders, leadership develops a strategic plan in harorients scholarship so as to make meaningful contributions
mony with these goals, a plan that is not merely updated
to the mission of the Seventh-day Adventist Church and socionce a quinquennium but also provides a dynamic window
ety. overall, the commitment to excellence develops an instito the future. The intent is to continuously and consciously
tutional culture that prioritizes continuous quality improveenhance institutional efﬁciency and effectiveness in fulﬁlling mission through stratement and focuses on essential
Figure 1. Key Commitments That Exemplify the Special
gic initiatives and system reoutcomes as the key measdesign.
ures of excellence.
Character of a Seventh-day Adventist College or University
A commitment to intentionality also implies that the
Commitment to Stewardship
Faith
board and the administration
A commitment to stewardthoughtfully assess emerging
ship seeks to ensure that the
trends in higher education,
college or university is ﬁnanmaximizing those that are
cially sound and that instituconsistent with the Adventist
tional resources are directed
Community
Engagement
philosophy of education4 and
in support of mission. This
includes developing strategies
that align with mission, while
that contribute to ﬁnancial
proactively anticipating and
resilience, prioritizing the
mitigating trends that pose a
Intentionality
budget in harmony with instithreat to the institution and
tutional goals, and identifying
the implementation of miseffective strategies that result
sion.5
Excellence
Stewardship
in increased giving to the
overall, the commitment
school. it implies periodically
to intentionality seeks to fosconducting an efﬁciency and
ter a strong culture of institueffectiveness analysis of the
tional reﬂection, planning,
various areas of the instituand assessment that leads to
tion, including the academic
data-driven decision-making.
Frame
programs.14
it results in a school conﬁgured by design, an institution
Stewardship involves caradvancing with mission-focused intent.
ing well for the young people of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church.15 The college or university consequently develops and
implements strategies that will allow it to serve an everCommitment to Excellence
A Seventh-day Adventist college or university promotes
increasing proportion of Adventist young people, taking into
and afﬁrms excellence in teaching and learning. This inaccount institutional capacity and points of optimal ﬁnancial
volves advancing whole-person development,6 promoting
return.
high-level thinking,7 forging strong links between theory and
in the whole-person paradigm, a focus on stewardship pripractice,8 and employing authentic assessments.9 it calls for
oritizes an institution-wide emphasis on health and wellthriving programs, cutting-edge ﬁelds of specialization, an
ness.16 This includes the promotion of a healthy lifestyle
engaged learning community, a robust core curriculum that
throughout the academic programs and student services. it
conveys institutional identity and values across disciplines,
incorporates the provision of health and wellness facilities and
and a global perspective, all operating within a strong faith
staff that highlight the institution’s commitment.
commitment.
An Adventist college or university also exercises responsible care for the institutional environment. This includes deExcellence in an Adventist school cultivates a biblical
worldview throughout courses and programs,10 as well as
veloping, renewing, and expanding campus infrastructure so
cocurricular activities, with a goal of forming Christlike charthat it fulﬁlls the expectations of a quality educational instiacter and of connecting knowledge to its Source.11 This is evtution, in accordance with the institution’s strategic plan. it
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also involves moving the school toward a “green campus,”
with the goal of advancing the institution as a leader in sustainable resources and stewardship of the environment.17

Commitment to Community
A Seventh-day Adventist college or university is committed to
forming a supportive, caring community where individuals feel
that they are valued, loved, and respected. Venues are created
for leadership, faculty, and staff to connect with one another and
with students, and for students to interact and collaborate, especially with students from other disciplines and programs.18
Throughout the various areas of the institution, faculty,
staff, and students sense that leadership is accessible and willing to listen. This is the case because administrators have established a priority of conversing and consulting, of listening
to and learning from the school’s principal stakeholders. To this
end, leaders establish consultative forums that meet periodically to provide informal, open-ended input. These forums include groups of students, faculty, and staff, as well as alumni
and individuals in the immediate community.
As noted so far, shared vision is based on shared understanding. for this to develop, however, it is necessary for administrators to nurture relationships and engage in conversations to
understand the background, strengths, needs, and dreams of
the various entities and individuals within, as well as those
closely connected to the institution. As a result of these interactions, certain themes begin to emerge—themes related to the
institution’s identity, positioning (where it is and where it wants

to be in relation to its goals), and planning (how it might reach
these goals). These themes are then incorporated as key elements in the strategic planning process.
The commitment to community also afﬁrms diversity
within the biblical framework and celebrates its contributions
to the college or university family.19 it fosters cross-cultural
sensitivity and understanding and seeks to develop a robust
international and multiethnic community of scholars. it also
provides for the exercise of a biblical concept of freedom
within the framework of institutional identity and mission.20
As a corollary, administrators endeavor to build capacity
throughout the institution. This involves providing opportunities for professional development and personal growth. it
also includes the development of leadership within the institution through mentoring and succession planning.
The ultimate aim is building community for the fulﬁllment
of mission. When a cohesive community becomes focused on
fulﬁlling mission, signiﬁcant results are attained.

Commitment to Engagement
With engagement as a priority, leadership, faculty, staff, and
students strive to expand the presence and reputation of the
college or university in the local community, as well as regionally and internationally, in a mission-directed way. To this end,
the institution identiﬁes and implements strategies to meet the
needs and add value to the surrounding community and to its
broader constituency. it organizes and hosts professional conferences and church-related events. it promotes Adventist edu-
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cation in partnership with other Seventh-day Adventist schools,
colleges, and universities, contributing to a systems approach
within Adventist education.
With a commitment to engagement, institutional leadership
widens avenues for students, as well as faculty and staff, to engage in witness and service activities in local settings and beyond. Academic administration fosters service learning in courses
and programs, while various entities within the institution promote volunteer service and community engagement through a
variety of formats.21 As a result, graduates understand that the
purpose of life is to make a difference for God in the world.
institutional leadership also endeavors to meet constituent
needs through offering both formal and informal programs and
courses. This implies conducting market surveys of needs and
interests, as well as holding conversations with church leadership, especially that of the constituent ﬁelds. it may also suggest
exploring innovative approaches for educational delivery.
overall, a commitment to engagement afﬁrms that the
educational institution is a strategic partner in fulﬁlling the
global mission of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.

Commitment to Faith
in a Seventh-day Adventist college or university, the overarching priority is the commitment to faith. Thus, leadership
upholds Scripture as the highest standard of the institution.22
faith is presented as the foundation for all disciplines and
courses, the rationale for each initiative and program. Leaders
pray fervently that the Spirit of God might pervade the cam-
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pus and direct each activity and decision.23 The result is an
institutional community that seeks to fulﬁll the gospel commission and that upholds the beliefs and practices of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
Throughout the institution there is an intentional and comprehensive focus on spiritual life. With the input of faculty,
staff, and students, a spiritual master plan is carefully designed, implemented, evaluated, and frequently updated.24
The focus is to strengthen faith through active spiritual programming and by involving students in spiritual leadership.
The desired outcome is for students, as well as faculty and
staff, to deepen their relationship with Christ,25 commit themselves to the study of his Word,26 experience life transformation,27 and engage in the mission of the church through worship, witness, and service.28 in essence, the school focuses on
the formation of disciples, and, in turn, disciple-makers.
in their commitment to faith, leaders ensure that each area
of the institution aligns with the distinctive, faith-focused mission of the school and, by extension, of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Together, the institutional family explores and
extends ways to nurture faith through teaching and learning,
as well as through creative and scholarly activities. ultimately,
the spiritual and moral character of the institution is held as
the deﬁning measure of its success.29

Conclusion
in order to fulﬁll its God-given purpose and effectively serve
its constituency, a Seventh-day Adventist college or university
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must develop a special character. it must be distinctive by design.30
in this process, as we have noted, certain commitments are key.
in sum, the board of trustees, the administration, and the educational community at large must intentionally deﬁne the
unique focus of the institution and clarify those deﬁning characteristics that will set it apart from other institutions, public or private. The institution as a whole must commit to a spiritual understanding of excellence, where scholarship, teaching, and
learning are Christ-centered, Bible-based, student-connected,
and socially applied. The college or university must be a place
where resources are focused on mission, where community is
developed, and where the institutional family is engaged in witness and service.
overall, an Adventist college or university must be a place
where faith is afﬁrmed,31 where students are taught not only
about God but by God.32 it is insufﬁcient for young people in
an Adventist school to simply prepare for a profession or a career. They are candidates for heaven. Consequently, a Seventhday Adventist college or university must provide young people
with an education that is consistent with faith—that aligns with
biblical principles and values, that develops a biblical worldview, and that forms character to endure the test of time.33
Authentic Seventh-day Adventist education is distinctive.
As Seventh-day Adventist educators and leaders, we must
value the genuine above the counterfeit, the true over a pretense. Will our students be taught of God? Will they be educated for eternity? our choices today shape tomorrow. ✐
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3. fulﬁlling mission in an Adventist college or university links plans
and action to the mission of the institution, as well as to the mission and
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focus on the redemptive purpose of Adventist education. The mission of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church may be found in the denomination’s of-
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in essence, a whole-person development. in this vein, Ellen White wrote,
“True education means more than the pursual of a certain course of
study. it means more than a preparation for the life that now is. it has
to do with the whole being, and with the whole period of existence possible to man. it is the harmonious development of the physical, the mental, and the spiritual powers. it prepares the student for the joy of service
in this world and for the higher joy of wider service in the world to
come” (Education [Mountain View, Calif.: Paciﬁc Press, 1903], 13).
7. When teaching, Jesus would often ask his students, “‘What do
you think?’” (e.g., Matthew 17:25; 18:12; 21:28; 22:42). Ellen White also
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and not mere reﬂectors of other people’s thought” (True Education
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