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“When I see the blind and wretched state of man, when I survey the whole universe in its dumbness and man left to himself with no light, as though lost in this corner of the universe, without knowing who put him here, what he has come to do, what will become of him when he dies, incapable of knowing anything. I am moved to terror, like a man transported in his sleep to some terrifying desert island, who wakes up quite lost and with no means of escape.”

· Blaise Pascal, Pensées

“For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow-citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord.” 


· Paul, the Apostle (Eph. 2:14-21 NIV)

The Context of the CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY at the University 
Youth With A Mission’s PHOS House is on the University of Wisconsin campus in Madison. The UW is an urban academic breeding ground of progressive thinking and tolerance, which powerfully influences state and national politics, philosophy, entertainment, and education. That influence may, at one time, have been found in the meaning of an etching in the stone of South Hall, “Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free - Class of 1955.” However, in today’s modern-postmodern malaise, “All truth is known only from a given perspective.” (Van Gelder 1996: 120) In this case study, we will distinguish the influences of secularism and pluralism at the University of Wisconsin and grapple with the biblical meaning of the Cross of Christ in community life and practices. This perspective will help Youth With A Mission’s campus house ministry gain a renewed effectiveness of witness to the broader community.

Youth With A Mission’s ministry at the UW is centered in the PHOS House, a twenty-four-unit fraternity house on Langdon Street. The twenty-six tenants include equal numbers of male and female students and recent graduates, mostly American and Asian ages eighteen to twenty five. Elaine Yan, a graduate in Communications at the UW and Director of YWAM’s Campus Ministries, said her team includes Nancy and Emily, “both of whom have mother hearts,” and Jen, “who is hospitable, loves cultures, but speaks her mind.” These leaders carry the administrative and spiritual leadership of the PHOS House.

The PHOS House offers an evening meal plan. “Spirituality is found in sharing a meal together,” Yan adds, “because God wants to meet us in our daily life.” Understanding different cultures is important in the house, especially regarding food, language, and relationships. Elaine, formerly a student from Hong Kong, says, “New students, especially internationals, can feel rejected, because Americans eat fast and sometimes resent having to take initiative to relate.” (Yan: 2005) While most want to have control and freedom to explore boundaries, students in the PHOS House are bound in community as they live together and learn to serve one-another, even in the simple act of washing another’s dish. Rules about behavior, particularly sexual relations, are minimal; they depend a lot on personal integrity. Laying down self-interests is a key way to win the battle against the isolating forces on the university campus. 

Students have questions about God, however the Church has hurt many. One philosophy graduate, a follower of German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, asked Elaine the purpose of life. “He is not a resident, but he likes coming to the house. He knows we are Christians, but he does not believe. Feeling accepted in an experiential way helps him answer his intellectual questions,” Yan said. The environment of the campus is one where everything is questioned, broken down, and critically examined. This presents a challenge when teaching spiritual realities and practices. For example, students question the practice of hearing the voice of God. “Any suggestion of real, immediate relations between inner consciousness and external events (have become) a sign of ignorance or even fraud.” (Kaiser 1996:106) The skeptical presupposition that Christian and non-Christians face on campus is this: “if you believe in something that you cannot see, you are wrong or someone will prove you wrong.” (Yan: 2005) It is in this environment that YWAM is forming community and seeking to present a witness of the good news of God’s kingdom. 

Modern/Postmodern Mindset of the University

Nearly one hundred years ago, the Student Volunteer Movement, a massive interdenominational missions mobilization organization, convened the World Missionary Conference of Edinburgh 1910. “The evangelization of the world in this generation” was their watchword, however this bold missionary declaration is today “criticized for its alleged confusion of confidence in the gospel with confidence in the expansive power of Western civilization.” The response to such an utterly religious and exclusive message, particularly this kind of “aggressive imperialism,” is clear; it is “inappropriate for today’s world.” (Middleton 1995: 155) 

The forces of secularization and pluralism have increasingly marginalized the influence of the Church. The secular university is designed for the individual consumer of education. “The Western post-Enlightenment understanding of the human person centers on the autonomy of the individual who is free to make or to break relationships at will.” (Newbigin 1989: 188) Consequently, the university has employed bureaucratic, dehumanizing, and isolating powers. However, due to changes in technology and education, Peter Drucker characterizes today’s shift to the postmodern as a “transition from a world tightly managed by rational bureaucracies to a world that is more open and dynamic.” (Van Gelder 1996: 124)

To be an effective witness in this setting, the PHOS House community should “learn how to distinguish the Christian message from the operative assumptions, values, and pursuits of our host society.” (Shenk: 2005) It is basic to a missional approach in ministry to understand the forces challenging community life in the university setting; it is equally important to recognize the opportunities present in the postmodern shift.  In so doing, we will explore how the biblical story relates to community and how our community may find dialogue with the surrounding university. 

The Christian Community and the University

Michele Perry, Training Director of Campus Church Networks, said, “University is an ideal setting for creating community. The university creates opportunities for community.”  While the administration of the university may attempt to create community and while there may be a desperate human need to belong, the prevailing message of the culture conveys the message that “the self is autonomous and fragmented under many authorities. Individualism is the primary mode of society.” To create a disciple community at the UW campus, we must recognize these opposing forces and how they influence us. It is precisely due to our dominant cultural surroundings that “we do not have the contemporary narrative resources to understand community.” (Shenk: 2005)

Lesslie Newbigin offers tools for understanding community. He writes, “The structure of the community is essentially narrative – an actual history – at specific times and places – the bible story is our story. It defines who we are.” (Newbigin 1989: 99) Newbigin argued that the Christian community is to embrace “all the cultural traditions of humankind,” and develop a “tradition of rational discourse” in order to obtain a “true understanding of reality, because it takes as its starting point and as its permanent criterion the truth of the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ.” (Newbigin 1989: 87) However, “our story” seems to have been lost in Modernity, the roughly four hundred year period beginning in the late Sixteenth Century. The gospel story has been forced out of the public sphere to become merely a private matter addressing a personal need, so that in much of the Church today “we find narcissism and individualism masquerading as personal salvation.” (Watson: 180) 

In Madison, as in most of Western civilization, the gospel has been reduced to information that is communicated in the most efficient way possible. Utilizing the tools of Modernity, our evangelistic witness is approached as a task, a problem to be solved. We are taught that, if we find the right methods or techniques, we can expect success. This approach “puts a premium on program rather than the formation of a community of disciples.” (Shenk 1995:62) In contrast to this modern approach, Newbigin instructs the Christian community to “indwell the story.” (Newbigin 1989: 38) If we will discern our context sufficiently to disengage from its powerful influence, and if we allow the gospel story to shape the way we understand the world we live in, then we can humbly engage the world as witnesses of the gospel message. It is YWAM’s calling at the University of Wisconsin, to bear this message in community, “the secret of the Lordship of the Crucified.” (Guder 1998: 88)

The Challenges of Secularization and Pluralism

It is time to acknowledge that our YWAM Campus Ministry, and for that matter the Church at large, has failed to have an ineffective witness in the modern secular university. The countervailing forces of secularization and pluralism are what propelled the Church into the sphere of a privatized faith, outside the sphere of public witness. While this is true, it can now also be acknowledged that Modernity, the Enlightenment Project, has also failed. Peter Berger defines secularization as, “the process by which sectors of society are removed from the domination of religious institutions.” Modernity attempted to refill that void in the public sphere with a version of eschatological faith in progress, however Modernity failed in its promise to give meaning. “Modernity was defined by the attempt to live in a universal story without a universal story teller.” (Jensen: 1993) Postmodernity now claims there is no story, and yet, postmodern students hunger for meaning in the story of their lives. This void in the “story” provides a new extraordinary opportunity for a resurgence of engagement with the world through the vocation of storytellers. 

 Secularization may be viewed from two standpoints. It may be viewed from the perspective of the religious members, the “elect,” and it may be viewed from the perspective of those outside the boundaries of religious membership. The biblical narrative demonstrates a secularization, or desacralization, of Israel’s society, including the shift from a theistic state to one in which a secular king met God’s approval. In the Modern period, secular society attempted to draw boundaries separating public and private behavior, …morals from public life.” (Newbigin 1989: 218) While this is often viewed as a hostile take over of God’s domain, secularization, even in the postmodern university setting, may be understood as an opportunity for witness.

In the biblical story, God reveals his will to create a space of welcome for those outside the boundaries of faith, the story of God’s people. In the New Testament, Jesus speaks of “welcome” as the heart of witness: “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me.” (Mr 9:37 NIV) This “welcome” was established in the Old Testament in the stone and mortar, the physical space, of the outer court of the Temple at Jerusalem. We find this place of welcome in operation, albeit not without human misunderstanding, on several occasions in the scriptures, including the story of the Ethiopian eunuch who came to worship. (Acts 8:27 NIV) Joe Steinke, Pastor of Discipleship and Outreach at Mad City Church, explains: “Secularization affords some fresh, open space…expressions of church that are non-traditional and informal. We can stand in solidarity and open a dialog with them.” (Steinke: 2005)

Pluralism, on the other hand, enforces tolerance for all thoughts and beliefs, thereby emptying any central force in culture. 

“Pluralism is like a viper in campus culture,” Steinke adds, “it comes in and bites them in their open un-discussed heal and sticks in them the venom of the question of the divinity of Jesus. ‘It’s pride to claim that Jesus is the only way,’ the viper claims. It becomes too heavy a burden. They can’t live in the tension and eventually say, ‘I need a better theology.’” 

Though she may be lost, the postmodern student possesses a longing for community; she is passionately searching for reality, belonging, and perhaps even truth. 

As pluralism and secularization coalesced, faith and belief was relegated into the “private” sphere, thereby isolating the skeptic and the seeker alike into Pascal’s “lost man,” the “autonomous individual” who is the “supreme reality”. (Newbigin 1989: 168) The PHOS House is a community of disciples who are passionate in their faith. However, we must recognize that some immature members may tend to reject exclusive truth claims. Unable to stand up to the forces of pluralism, some in our PHOS House may be closet relativists. 

In Postmodernity, there is a wide gap in the public sphere; it is in this opening where we find opportunity for witness. Those who protest say, “Truth is much greater than any one of us can grasp.” Newbigin offers tools for humbly debating those who express this false humility: 

“What higher truth do you have which enables you to reconcile the diametrically opposite statements of the Bible and the Qur’an about Jesus? Are you in effect advising that it is better not to believe in anything?” (Newbigin 1989: 170) 

Recognizing Christ’s exclusivity, however, does not permit us to demand to know who is a true Christian and who is not. In Modernity’s quest for certainty, the Church often judged what God has reserved for Himself. 
“The strongest threat to true Christian community in a hostile campus environment is when pride gets in the way…the only way to overcome that is to enter in humbly, on common ground. In that sacred space, we can begin to explain the supremacy, majesty, and eternal nature of Jesus.” (Steinke: 2005)
While secularization opened a space for dialog, pluralism came in with the “increased communications and the intermingling of peoples, of rapidly changing lifestyles in a dynamic society.” (West 1996: 223) Our witness in response, Steinke adds, is to “accept a priestly role defining a sacred space” of welcome for dialog with the postmodern student. Secularization opens the door for inclusive dialog while pluralism calls for a non-judgmental response with the exclusive claims of Christ at the core. “We are inclusive at the door, exclusive at the core,” Steinke concludes.

Finding Dialogue: The Biblical Story 

The current postmodern shift is a time of enormous change that touches the whole structure of society; it will likely affect the structure of the modern secular university. Members of the YWAM PHOS House community can enter into dialogue with their context and culture as they “accept the marginal position in which it finds itself.” (Hendrick 1996: 303, 306) To find dialog in this context, we need to understand how to find common ground in common grace while presenting the special grace of God to the broader campus community; this is the ‘sacred space’ of the postmodern. 

Finding common ground through common grace requires acknowledging God’s good gifts in whatever circumstance. Sadly, this is often not appreciated in modern witness and community practices. 

“There is something deeply repulsive in the attitude, sometimes found among Christians, which makes only grudging acknowledgement of the faith, the godliness, and the nobility to be found in the lives of non-Christians.” (Newbigin 1989: 180) 
Finding dialog on campus means taking the “non-Christian hearer’s experience as the starting point. This is missional evangelism!” (1989: 173)  We find common ground as we seek shared commitment, through voluntary service, in the affairs of the university. In so doing, 
“…the context for true dialogue is provided. As we work together with people of other commitments, we shall discover the places where our ways must separate. Here is where real dialogue may begin. It is a real dialogue about real issues. It is not just a sharing of religious experiences, though it may include this.” (1989: 181)

The message of special grace is the message of Calvary compelling us to tell the story and announce the truth that this world, which God made and loves, is in rebellion against him.
Modeling and Mobilizing a Missional Response

Stephen Toulmin writes, 

“Over the centuries, the gospel has proven remarkably adaptable...It has been able to enter into a variety of particular worldviews in diverse cultures, to be shaped to some extent by these worldviews and yet bring new direction and expression to them.” (Toulmin 1992: 115) 
While that may be true, the gospel message in modern society has been “reduced to a matter of individual belief and conduct.” (Newbigin 1989: 188) To engage the secular university, we need to disengage from the spirit of individualism and grapple with the meaning of Koinonia, “the communal reality of holy living, mutual support, and sacrificial service.” (Guder 1998: 145) 

The Cross and Identity of Community

 The postmodern student may wear the cross as jewelry, however she has not likely been “grasped by the word of the cross.” (Hall 1996: 203) Passionate for reality, truth, and community, she lives in the postmodern dichotomy between inward and outward experience. Only by revelation of the cross of Christ where she learns “there are no innocent parties” will the postmodern student find the community of her longing. (Middleton 1995: 151) At the cross we find “the one who is made known in the deepest experiences of the human spirit.” (Newbigin 1989: 164) 

Because the cross has no real meaning on campus, it can offer little as a physical symbol for the PHOS House community. If we attempt to simplistically restate the meaning of the cross, the postmodern student will tend to resist the intolerant and exclusive message. It must be through our community life and practices that we will revive the story and the meaning of the cross. These practices will help define our missional community and purpose on campus. 

The cross is not exclusive; it is radically inclusive. “It is the place where all are guilty and all are forgiven.” (Middleton 1995: 151) YWAM’s campus house community must not simply be “a gathering of well-meaning individuals who have entered into a social contract to meet their privately defined self-interest.” (Guder 1998: 159) Our YWAM community must be careful to learn to re-tool our questions to the right questions: “What is the meaning and goal of human history?” rather than, “Who is going to be saved?” We must discover for ourselves, first and foremost, the meaning of the biblical community and the missional church. In so doing, we will “discover who we are face to face and side by side with others in work, love, and learning.” (Bellah 1996: 84)

As we become a community of the cross, we begin to discern our points of dissent from the dominant culture. (Guder 1998: 127) Newbigin calls for a new Enlightenment, the unmasking of the powers, “the opening up of the underlying assumptions of a secular society, the asking of the unasked questions, the probing of unrecognized presuppositions.” (Newbigin 1989: 220) If we fail to do these things, we will leave the “principalities and powers of the world (and the power of the university) unchallenged.”
 If we do these things, we will begin to expose the cultural idols and proclaim in their place the one true God. 

A community of the cross will boldly proclaim the Truth of God’s story. It will share in the sufferings of Christ. Jesus invited us to take up our cross and follow. We can expect that, because we are different from the dominant culture, we will be hated. Our community should identify with the early church and those believers in places where the culture is truly hostile to the gospel, such as China. Jesus calls us to identify with them and rejoice at the privilege of being persecuted. “Blessed are they that are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.” (Mt 5:10 NIV) If we are to have authentic missional engagement, we should expect no less and respond with no less. 

Incorporating Hope

While insisting on “freedom,” there is a lingering sense among postmodern students that they have lost their identity and their purpose. They may graduate with focused clarity on their individual field of studies, but they have no sense of their contribution to the future. “Hopelessness is the very definition of postmodernism.” (Jensen: 1993) The PHOS House mission is not just “commending a belief…rather, it must come to form as a lived, daily-life experience that demonstrates the healing the gospel produces.” (Hunsberger 1996:296) In the Torah, God’s instructions to his people were “addressed as much to the life of the nation as to that of the individual. It is as much about law and order, hygiene, economics, social welfare, and politics as it is about personal morals.” (Newbigin 1989: 200) Christian community requires more than voluntary association, it is “a new collaborative order of interdependence, shared responsibility, mutual instruction, and commonality.” (Guder 1998: 146) 

The inclusive welcome of the growing community will lead seekers to discover that we are guided by something more ultimate, more than individual salvation or membership in an exclusive religious group. We portray God’s continuing story through our community life and practices as we seek common ground and serve real human needs. We have partnered with those in the university community through various local projects and as a living witness of God’s love for all people and cultures on international projects. To enhance our witness, we should begin to invite groups of Christians and non-Christians to utilize their skills, training, and education in service alongside our YWAM outreaches in places of desperate need. 

Though projects may have nominal short-term results, we can show that we are living with a hope that comes from something much greater than the immediate success of the projects. Vern Visick, Director of New College
, explains how unbelievers on his team and Sri Lankans observing their tsunami relief house building projects, “You may or may not want to acknowledge the God who inspires sacrificial service, but there is still a witness there.” Those we are in partnership with “discover that we have resources for coping with failure, defeat, humiliation, because we understand human history from this side of the resurrection of the crucified Lord…It is the presence of these realities which prompts the questions and begins the dialogue.” (Newbigin 1989: 181) 

CONCLUSION

 The YWAM campus house ministry, including many of these practices, has been operating for nearly ten years. House members have participated on short-term mission projects in the local setting and on global outreach. We have chosen to live differently, however, we can make an even more powerful witness when we choose to respond to two dominant cultural forces, secularization and pluralism.  “This is an important task…to discern what are those key points to be different from the evil of the world.” (Guder 1998: 127) By intentionally responding to secularization and pluralism in our shared life, we can portray to the postmodern university community the meaning of the cross of Christ.

We are a witness of God’s radical inclusion, with horizontal welcome and engagement with our neighbors, and the exclusivity of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice, with vertical devotion to Christ and His global purpose, when we live “different from the world, inviting questions, challenging assumptions, and demonstrating a life not of the world.” (1998: 117) To respond to secularization and pluralism, we should create a “sacred space,” an environment of welcome, in our PHOS House ministry where the cross of Christ can be portrayed through the horizontal common grace of inclusion with the vertical special grace of Christ’s exclusivity. The most effective witness is when God’s people are dwelling in God’s story, telling and re-contextualizing the unfolding story. Jesus is not merely the ‘object’ of our attention, even our worship. We are called to ‘dwell’ in him, even in His suffering. He is the body of which we are a part. We are called to abide in Christ as a living witness, not as individuals, allowing our story to be truly enveloped in God’s story, in community. This, I believe, is a missional community. 
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� New College is a new experiment in higher education focusing on prophetic inquiry in Madison, Wisconsin.
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